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This book is dedicated to the man who has stood by my side for more than thirty years, the original Michael. I base most of my heroes on him because I want them to embody the traits I love in him. It makes it easier to fall in love with them. Honey, I can’t thank you enough for the best summer and fall ever as we walked for health while plotting my next novel together.

To the other people who stand by me: my ACC friends, the members of Maumee Valley RWA, my fellow Panera Prison inmates, my critique partner Ray Wenck, and to my squeezable friends Constance Phillips and Jenna Rutland.

Life isn’t just about taking delight in the journey, but in the people who share the journey with you.


CHAPTER 1

Miami 2006

Ileana Alvarez Calderon came face to face with the man fated to be her lover, a man she’d seen only in a dream.

As she stepped out of the tropical Miami heat and into the dim warehouse, her body came alive and achingly aware of him. He stood talking to a young African American woman, turned slightly away from her. Ileana used the opportunity to catch her breath and study him, this familiar stranger. His navy slacks and light blue dress shirt showed off a long, lithe runner’s body. There was an aura about him of ruthless control, from his cropped sable hair to the suit and tie he wore during Miami’s sweltering summer. Whatever the woman was saying displeased him because his lips were pressed together, his jaw muscles bunched, and his posture rigid.

Protestations of denial surged inside her. This uptight man was not who she’d seen in her dream bed last night. That man’s fierce passion had driven them both to a shattering climax. Of course, that had only happened in her vision. But she had the Sight. All her dreams came true.

Even if they defied logic and reason.

In the darkened bedroom of the dream, she’d assumed her lover was Cuban like her, but this man was white, a man her immigrant Cuban parents would not tolerate touching her. Why had the Sight selected someone so unsuitable? Who was he?

She’d come to Citadel Import-Export to procure merchandise for her family’s chain of souvenir shops, not to ogle the man of her dream. If she could slip by him, maybe she could delay their meeting.

But that chance evaporated as someone entered the building behind her and she was forced to step away from the doorway.

“Excuse me.” A man squeezed past her and disappeared into the cavernous building.

Her dream man’s face swung her way and his dark eyes assessed her in a glance. She felt it as a physical touch. “Can I help you?” Her would-be-lover had a smooth baritone that played up her spine like an instrument.

Ileana swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. “I’m from the Calderon Consortium. I’m here to look over the newest tourist merchandise for our retail stores.”

One dark eyebrow lifted. “I usually deal with Esteban Calderon.” He moved towards her, his stride easy and assured.

“My father is retiring. I’m in line for succession.”

He held out his hand to her. “I’m Michael Ziffkin. I own Citadel Import-Export.” He was the top man himself.

“Ileana Alvarez Calderon.”

She took his hand and anything else she might have said was lost as an electric thrill ran through her. The warmth of his body traveled through his hand to hers. She inhaled his clean male scent. Her head buzzed with white noise. Michael’s hand tightened on hers, his chocolate brown eyes widened fractionally and his nostrils flared.

She knew she would make love with him. And she wouldn’t lie docilely beneath him because the Sight decreed this was meant to be. Instead, she’d revel in his passionate loving, yin to his yang.

“Welcome to the Citadel. I look forward to working with you.” His eyes warmed with appreciation as he looked her over once more. His lips kicked up at the corners, not quite a full-fledged smile.

Ileana’s stomach gave a funny flip. “My succession isn’t assured yet. My distant cousin, Juan Carlos Herrera, is also in line for my father’s job.” Why had she told him that? He didn’t need to know personal matters.

A slight frown marred Michael’s brow. “But he’s not a Calderon and you are.”

“He’s blood.”

“Ah, family.” His tone went flat and his face smoothed into an unreadable mask. Before she could speculate any further, he offered, “I’ll show you the new merchandise.”

Michael turned and led the way down an aisle lined with metal shelves reaching nearly to the ceiling, filled with wooden shipping crates. She caught herself admiring the way his trousers shaped his tight rear and flushed. She moved to his side where his other temptations taunted her.

He flicked her another warm glance. “Your father is a young man. Business must be good if he’s retiring early.”

Michael was fishing for information. Ileana debated the wisdom of telling him the truth, but her father was stepping down so what could it hurt?

“My father has uncontrolled high blood pressure. His doctor advised him to take it easy. My mother insisted he step down.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” The words rang with sincerity and something darker.

“My father’s a smart man. He’s taken the first steps to ensure we’ll have him in our lives for a long time.”

“This way.” Michael stepped in front of her.

His curt reply and sudden movement brought her up short in the aisle. What had she said? She stared after him and saw how rigid his spine was, how his stride had become nearly a stalk. Had he lost his own father to a health problem?

Ileana caught up to him when the aisle widened into an area full of opened crates.

“Here,” he said.

She laid her hand on his forearm. When he looked into her eyes it was nearly a physical connection. His brown eyes had darkened with what she thought was pain. Was that the reason the Sight had chosen him?

“I’m sorry if I said something wrong.”

Michael gently removed her hand. “No need to apologize. I have to get back to my office soon. Please look at our most recent arrivals. I’m sure you’ll find something the Calderon Consortium wants.”

She’d found something she wanted all right. Her body thrummed with the need to press against Michael Ziffkin until he eased his pain inside her. She’d thought their affair would be a one-night stand, an anomaly in her life the same as her letting a white man touch her. Perhaps she’d misread the dream and they’d be together longer. So she let his curtness roll off her.

They inspected the contents of crates from Indonesia, Burma, Malaysia, Turkey, and Korea. Some of the goods would sell well in her family’s tourist shops. Other items looked cheap or were too strange for their stores.

Choosing was simple—she’d worked in the family business since she was a child and knew what the stores carried. She also knew what sold well. The hard part was deciding how much product to buy and choosing items to help Calderon modernize; items she wasn’t sure her father would like.

Ileana stood beside Michael, feeling the warmth of his body. He was only four inches taller than her five foot eight. She liked being nearly eye to eye with him and being close to him. His hands riveted her gaze as they touched the merchandise and then wrote firmly on the order form.

He spoke smoothly with confidence that demonstrated a firm grasp of his business and an intelligent mind.

Sight or no Sight, she found herself falling under his spell, tingling as his gaze slid up and down her body. His eyes smoldered with his bold appraisal, telling her he wasn’t unmoved by her close proximity.

When their business was concluded, Ileana held out her hand. Michael grasped it and she felt that electric thrill once more.

“We’ll deliver the goods this week,” Michael promised. “I hope you succeed your father so we can work together more.”

“Thank you. I hope so too.”

Still he held onto her hand. His dark gaze pierced hers. “Would you have dinner with me?”

Ileana’s breath clogged in her throat. Dinner. With a strange man, not one of her many relatives. She opened her mouth to politely refuse, but no words came out. How could she explain? Could she explain? She found she didn’t want to refuse.

Unfortunately, she took too long to reply. Michael’s face wiped clean of all expression. He released her hand. “I’ve put you in an awkward position where you don’t know how you can refuse without hurting our business relationship. I’m sorry. I don’t make a habit of asking customers out.”

She rushed to allay his fears. “I’d like to have dinner with you. We can get to know one another as business associates.”

Michael blinked. He looked like he swallowed any questions he had. “Is seven o’clock all right? Would you like to bring your boyfriend?”

“I’m not dating anyone. Where would you like to meet? I’d prefer it to be away from Little Havana.” And her many prying relatives.

“The Wharf Restaurant on Market Street has great seafood.”

“That sounds wonderful. I’ll see you at seven.”

Michael still stared at her with his serious, intent gaze. She found herself wondering what his lips would taste like. She wet her own. He tracked the movement like a predator studied prey. The compulsion to kiss him was nearly overwhelming. She felt flushed.

When he moved a little closer to her, she had difficulty breathing.

“Is there something else you want?” he murmured.

Mother of God, yes! It had been a lifetime since she’d wanted a man’s hands on her, or his lips touching her in ways that wrung gasps of pleasure from her. It had been equally as long since she’d touched a man where only a lover could and heard him groan his need.

Yet Michael wasn’t her novio, her future intended husband, to whom she could give herself. He wasn’t anything to her except fate’s promise. She couldn’t tumble into his bed after no more than a handshake.

Ileana backed away. It was extremely hard to move. When she was a few feet from him, she whirled and walked towards the door. But she couldn’t resist one last look at him over her shoulder. He wasn’t a beautiful man, and yet he made her heart race, her stomach quiver, her breasts ache, and her hands itch. She’d hold off fate for as long as she could until she could get to know this quiet, almost stern man. As the door closed, she found she could breathe once more.

• • •

Michael took a deep breath and tried to calm his pounding pulse. He had no hope of taming his stiff hard-on for the next few minutes. He throbbed with need as he watched Ileana’s tight ass turn the corner and glimpsed one last view of her shapely breasts. 


Ileana was a siren and no matter how hard he shook his head he couldn’t dispel her effect on him. She was hot. She’d made him hot. That thin crocheted top had clung to her slender body. Her full breasts had strained against the delicate material. He broke into a cold sweat imagining them unbound against his bare chest.

She was a Latin beauty with dark brown hair, a triangular face, and lips made for kissing. She spoke with the slightest Hispanic accent, her words liquid and sultry. He wanted to know what else she could do with that mouth.

Michael felt as horny as some fifteen-year-old boy. As randy as his brother Charlie used to get when their next-door neighbor walked by in her Catholic school uniform. Michael wondered if Ileana had gone to Catholic school, since most Cubans were Catholic. And had she kept her uniform for sentimental reasons? He had to squash that thought before he embarrassed himself.

He wasn’t even supposed to be at this warehouse. His assistant had called to say merchandise was missing. If he hadn’t taken a personal interest, he wouldn’t have met Ileana. He didn’t believe in fate. Not anymore.

But Ileana was a contradiction with her bold, cat-slanted brown eyes and refusal to make dinner a date. How would she have responded if he’d told her he wanted to take her home to bed? Right now. Her eyes signaled yes, but her mouth said no. He didn’t understand it.

Michael shook himself like a Labrador after a swim. He’d never felt this hot for a woman. She was a customer, for God’s sake. What kind of an impression had he made on her? He made a mental note to research her family’s business. He was going to need all his wits about him—and all his facts—if he was going to have a business meeting with Ileana.

Thoughts of the fiery Latina dissolved when he met with his assistant once more. Desiree Carver had worked for him for four years and had made herself indispensable. He trusted her to find out what had happened to the merchandise.

He’d hired the young African American woman with the perfect skin as a favor to his best friend from college, Jamal Blake. Jamal and Desiree lived together with their young son. She’d taken to the job like a natural and now she loved Citadel almost as much as he did.

“I’ll keep looking here if you want to go back to the office,” Desiree told him. She had beautifully expressive liquid brown eyes.

“If it’s theft, we have to get the police involved,” Michael reminded her.

“I know, Michael.” Her bright eyes searched his. “That woman was from Calderon?”

“One of the heirs apparent. Esteban is stepping down.”

“Do we risk losing a client when that happens? She’s a lot younger than him.”

“She seemed pleased with our selection. She even bought some of the less traditional tourist items we just received.”

Desiree smiled and nodded her satisfaction. “We’d better hope she inherits Esteban’s job, then.”

Michael silently agreed. He was eager for seven o’clock to arrive.

He drove through the congested streets of Miami to his office in the business district. It was centrally located to all four of his warehouses and he’d moved into the space when he’d opened his latest warehouse. He drove into the underground parking garage, relieved to be out of the scorching July sun.

Home again.

He’d spent more time at Citadel the past few years than he had in his condo. He wasn’t a workaholic, but with the exception of his parents and Jamal, he had no other intimates. His brothers Rick and Charlie had lost touch with him after their brother Billy was murdered two-and-a-half years ago. They’d both returned to Miami this past winter, but he hadn’t seen either of them for any length of time. That would change at Charlie’s wedding in a few weeks.

Michael rode the elevator up to the eighteenth floor. Citadel’s secretary/receptionist, Nadine Hutton, handed him his phone messages. From her personnel forms, he knew she was twenty-four and unmarried, but he hadn’t tried to learn more about the petite brunette in the year she’d been with Citadel. He knew she was good at her job, and he paid her enough to keep her from leaving.

“If Desiree calls, please put her through no matter what.”

“Sure, Michael.”

Citadel’s headquarters consisted of the reception area and two offices. Imported items from their warehouses made the space inviting and achieved a mix of comfortable elegance and exotic mystique. He didn’t like wasting overhead, but Desiree had convinced him of the necessity once they reached their current size.

Michael entered his office and stood for a moment staring out the floor-to-ceiling window at the small patch of blue that was the Atlantic Ocean. The view was truncated by another skyscraper, but he didn’t mind. His goods traveled over that blue to his warehouses and moved via truck and plane to his clients. Business was good this year. He was getting steadily wealthier, investing enough in the business to continue its growth, but diverting enough into secure funds.

He perused his messages. Security salesman, office supply salesman, a janitorial service. The fourth message was from his mother. He phoned her back first. “Hi, Mom. How are you feeling?”

“The same as yesterday. I love your concern, but can’t you ask me what I’m doing instead of how?”

He hadn’t been able to focus on other facets of her life since she’d been diagnosed with breast cancer a year ago. Even after six months in remission, her doctor still considered her recovering. And so did Michael.

“I’m more than my cancer, Michael,” she reminded him.

“I know, Mom.” He forced a smile and lightened his tone. “What are you doing?”

“I’m planning a dinner for Charlie and Juliana. I wanted to know if you could come. You’ve barely met Juliana.”

“Mom, I grew up next door to her. I don’t have to get to know her.”

“You only knew her until she was sixteen. She’s grown since then.”

His gut tightened. “Okay, I’ll get to know her. When?”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight? Mom, I can’t. I’m having dinner with a client.”

“Can’t you reschedule?”

He’d do nearly anything to make her happy, but he wanted to see Ileana again. He wouldn’t give that up. “Can’t Charlie and Juliana come tomorrow night?”

“They’re booked until the wedding. I’m lucky I got this slot.”

Anger erupted in him. His mother hadn’t told her youngest son about her cancer because of his upcoming nuptials. She wanted his big day with his childhood sweetheart untroubled. Michael disagreed. Why should his mother have to pretend she felt well if she didn’t?

“I can’t make it to dinner tonight, but I can swing by afterwards. Although I don’t know what time that will be.” He’d really wanted to take Ileana home to bed later if dinner went well. He kissed that chance good-bye.

“I’m glad we’ll see you later. Your father and I need to discuss something with you.”

Michael sat straighter in his chair, every nerve in his body screaming a warning. “About what?”

“We’ll discuss it tonight. I know you’re busy.”

“Mom, tell me,” he ordered.

There was a brief silence, then, “The doctor ordered some blood tests because I’ve been feeling tired.”

His mom had taught school right up to her mastectomy. If she was admitting to tiredness, she must be exhausted. “When will you have the results?” His voice sounded like broken glass.

“In a few days.”

His breath whooshed out. “Did Dr. Ramos make any guesses? Is the cancer back?”

“He said to wait for the results.”

“If it’s cancer, we need to act fast.”

“I know, honey. That’s what your father and I want to talk to you about.”

“I think we should tell Charlie too.”

“No.” Her tone was that of the schoolteacher to a disruptive student. “I won’t spoil his day.”

Michael’s hand fisted in frustration. “What about Rick?”

“Analise isn’t feeling well. It’s too hot for her to be working outside when she’s seven months pregnant, so Rick is running her company in the evenings.”

“I didn’t know cemeteries were open after dark.”

“He got special permission from most of the ones in Dade County because of her condition. I’m sure it helped that he’s a policeman.”

“That doesn’t mean he knows how to take care of graves or plant flowers.”

“Analise tells him what to do.”

Damn it, it was time his brothers shared some of this burden. Why did it all fall on his shoulders? “I’ll be there tonight. You can count on me.” As usual. It sucked being the oldest child.

“I know we can, honey. I love you for it.”

“I love you too, Mom. See you later.” Michael disconnected before he could get choked up.

Damn it, not the cancer again. What good was all his growing wealth if it couldn’t stop his mom from getting sick? He hadn’t been able to stop his brother Billy from dying. What if...? He ruthlessly squelched that thought.

Something snapped. He looked down to see his mechanical pencil now in two pieces in his hand. He already paid for his mom to see the best oncologist in Miami. Should he fly in the country’s top doctors if the tests came back positive for cancer? Hell, he could afford it. That’s what he was making money for.

Determined, he called up his inventory on his laptop. He had to sell everything they’d imported and at a profit. If his mom needed an experimental treatment anywhere in the world, or anything else to make her well, he’d get it. And if someone was stealing from one of his warehouses, that person had better beware. Michael needed all the profit he could get to protect his mom.


CHAPTER 2

It took the entire drive back to the Calderon Consortium to cool Ileana’s hormones and that was with the air conditioner blowing full blast. She hadn’t felt this aware of a man since her novio Roberto. She didn’t know how she was going to have a reasonable conversation with Michael Ziffkin over dinner when all she could think about was his hands on her breasts and then his mouth.

She groaned. How could she face her father all flushed like this? He’d know something was going on. She’d have to avoid him for a little while, at least until she got her body under control.

The large warehouse that housed her family’s offices had been the locus of the Calderon Consortium for nearly forty years. Her family should have moved into the new millennium by finding a more modern building, but this one was the heart and soul of their company. She was the third generation of Calderon in the company, the first to be born an American citizen. This building and what it represented was why her grandparents had fled Cuba in 1961. In America, they’d found a future.

Ileana patted the wooden building with affection as she pulled open the door. Two stories of offices greeted her, as well as her young cousin Carona, manning the reception desk.

“How did the meeting go?” Carona asked. She was eighteen and engaged to be married. She’d leave the company as soon as she was wed.

“Very well. Some very nice things have come in from overseas. I predict a good sales year for us.” Ileana continued past reception as she answered.

“That’s good to hear. Very good.”

Ileana strode down the left corridor to her small, cramped office. Calderon did not waste money on overhead, so she was used to her family’s close proximity.

Unfolding the copy of the order Michael had printed, Ileana studied the list. Some of the items were a break from tradition. She’d have to justify the gamble to her father. But she felt tourists would buy them. Stock had gotten a little old-fashioned, she’d thought. It was time to update. But a risk to Calderon was a risk to the family.

A part of Ileana wished she could tell her father she’d seen this move in one of her dreams. He’d bluster, but he wouldn’t argue. But she never lied about her dreams. That would be worse than sinful.

By avoiding thoughts of Michael, Ileana eventually felt calm enough to mount the stairs to the second floor to face her father. He had the biggest office on the second floor with windows in the front to look out over reception, and a glass wall in the back that overlooked the warehouse. It also had a private staircase down to the warehouse below.

Her father saw her through the windows and waved her in. He’d grown thicker in the past decade, and his black hair was liberally salted with gray. He’d turned sixty last month, too young to have to step down from the presidency. But having many younger family relations to do his legwork combined with his love of good food had conspired to unseat him.

She studied his face as she walked around his desk. His cheeks were florid, a sign of high blood pressure. She wondered whether he’d followed the doctor’s diet at breakfast.

“How did your first buying trip go, Ileana?” He spoke in Spanish, as he usually did with her.

Ileana handed him the order. “It went well, Papá.”

He scanned the piece of paper, his stout finger running down the items. His still-black brows crimped together. Finally, he looked up at her, his dark eyes intent.

“What is this? There are items on here we do not usually buy. I thought you knew what we sell in our stores.”

Ileana took in a breath. “I do know, Papá. I also know what our competition is selling and they’re carrying more modern merchandise. They’re selling it too. We need to update. We need cell phone covers, ear buds, chargers, and jump drives, just to name a few. ”

“We have grown every year since my papá started Calderon. We must be doing something right. There is no reason to change.”

“Papá, the tourists shopping in our stores aren’t Cubans. They’re Americans, modern ones. They have cell phones, iPads and MP3 players. They have DVD players in their SUVs. If they don’t find what fits their lifestyle in our stores, they’re going to spend their money at our competitors.”

“Modern, pah. Modern does not mean better. Look at how you speak to me, with your modern ways.”

“I’m not disrespecting you, Papá. This is business. Smart business.”

“I am the papá. I am supposed to tell you what to do. A dutiful daughter would obey me.”

“I am dutiful. I work every day for Calderon.”

“You should be married and taking care of your husband and your children and your household, not Calderon.”

Ileana pulled herself to her full height, towering over her father. “Roberto is dead. My chance of having a husband and children died with him. But he loved Calderon. He would want me to carry on in his place.”

Her father took hold of her hands. “Niña, you did not die with Roberto. There are other good Cuban men you could marry. Your brother has many friends, respected doctors like him. Juan Carlos and your cousins know many eligible young men.” Excitement laced her father’s next words. “The Hernandez heir has finished his period of mourning for his wife. His father and I have talked about a merger. A blood tie would seal the deal.”

Ileana slipped her hands free. “Hernandez is fifteen years older than me and has three teenage daughters.”

“He can give you children of your own, Ileana. It is time, past time, for you to marry. I have put off this task long enough, giving you time, respecting your grief over Roberto. But your grief is excessive. If not Hernandez, then what of the other merchant families: Gutierrez, Reyes, Suarez—all good Cuban families. Calderon would do well to merge with any of them.”

“Papá, I have met no one who moves me the way Roberto did.” If she didn’t count Michael Ziffkin.

“My precious daughter,” her father’s eyes were warm with love. “Perhaps a lesser love would do for you. You and Roberto—I have never seen two more suited people than you two. But you could find another Cuban man who shares similar interests, and you could build a good life with him.”

“I want what you and Mamá have.” The flame of love between her parents was strong.

“Love can grow, chica. You must give it a chance.”

She gritted her teeth in frustration. She did not want a cold marriage to a stranger and have to allow him to touch her as Roberto had. The thought of what she and Michael had done in her dream heated her cheeks. She still felt the resonance of his forceful intrusion between her thighs and inside her body. Flames of passion had consumed them both. It had been no cold claiming, but an inferno of desire. Even if she fought it because it was wrong, how could she tie herself to her own kind knowing she could not share what she had with Michael?

And yet she owed a duty to her family.

“Juan Carlos’s wife is with child,” her father added. “He has done his duty to his family. If he were to become president of Calderon, he would have an heir for the company.”

For a moment, despair washed over her. Her cousin would win the presidency. Then she straightened her spine. “I know my duty, Papá.”

“Good. Very good. These new items,” he waved the order form, “We will watch to see how well they sell.”

“They’ll do well. You’ll see.”

Ileana escaped to her office. She’d met no man in her circle of acquaintances that interested her enough to accept a date. Her mind strayed to Michael and tonight’s dinner, which was not a date. Had she been as modern as she portrayed herself to her father, she’d have accepted Michael’s invitation, knowing full well that she would go home with him afterwards. But she wasn’t nearly as modern as she wanted to be. Even if she were, Michael wasn’t Cuban.

Hours later as she collected her purse to leave, her desk phone rang.

“I have wonderful news,” her mother exclaimed. “Caridad is pregnant.”

Her youngest sister. Ileana forced a smile. “That’s wonderful, Mamá. I know she’s wanted a baby for awhile.”

“I am a lucky woman to be blessed with another grandchild. Do you not agree?”

“Yes, Mamá.”

“Even your brother Federico, as busy as he is with his medical practice, has given me a beautiful grandson. Little Fico was here today. Does my news not make you want a little one of your own, niña?”

“Yes, it does.” But her brother had a wife, whereas Ileana had no husband. She’d been robbed of the chance to have one. “Mamá, you know why I have no children.”

“It is time you turned away from Roberto’s grave and began to live again. There are many good Cuban men who would gladly give you children and a home. You are a little old, but you still have your looks.”

“I have a home already, Mamá.”

“There is no man there. It is not truly a home until you share it with a man.”

Ileana despaired of ever teaching her Cuban parents that there were more options for a woman than getting married and having children. Although that had been her dream, too, when Roberto was alive, she’d grown beyond that now.

“Mamá, I have a business meeting I have to go to. I’ll call Caridad tonight and congratulate her.”

“Business, niña, after hours?” Her mother sounded horrified.

“Yes, Mamá. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” Gently Ileana hung up the phone.

She loved her family. They were the foundation of her life. They’d kept her going after Roberto died, when all she’d wanted to do was lie down next to him in his grave and make the pain stop. But they thought they owned her body and soul. She’d tear herself in half trying to prove they didn’t.
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