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    Dedication




    A little madness in the Spring is wholesome


    Even for the king.
~Emily Dickinson~


  




  

    Chapter One




    CONNOR FORREST WASN’T IN THE HABIT of picking up girls in the park—not literally, anyway. Of course, had he read his horoscope for the day he would have known the “outdoors offered opportunity for uplifting beginnings,” but Connor would no more have read his horoscope than he would traipse through Golden Gate Park barefoot.




    In fact, none of his regular reading material—The Wall Street Journal, Barron’s, Financial Times—even featured a horoscope section, although some, including Connor, had compared their stock predictions to fortune telling.




    Despite the fact he was only one generation removed from the emerald turf of his mother’s Ireland, Connor was a man who had forgotten he liked poetry. He was a man who had little time for introspection, a man who denied the existence of fairies, leprechauns, and true love. A piece of perfectly thought out logic, on the other hand, could make him weak in the knees.




    So, as the early morning mist spread like a lambswool blanket over Golden Gate Park, Connor had no clue what Fate had in store. His life, including the vision of himself he’d carefully groomed for almost forty years, was about to change.




    At this hour, the park was filled with the smells of wet eucalyptus and well-trimmed grass, as well as the more pungent scents of the San Francisco Bay and the unruly Pacific—a strange convergence of wild and tame, whimsy and convention.




    The damp clung to Connor’s skin, mingling with the sweat that dripped from his coal black hair, highlighted by a single strand of gray. By the time he finished his run, the sun would have chased away the mist, basting the thousand-acre park in preparation for the hordes of visitors perfect March Sundays always attracted.




    His custom-made running shoes pounded the asphalt in precise rhythm to his breathing. As in everything else, Connor Forrest expected perfection from his own body, and usually found it. The seven-point-five-mile run would be accomplished in exactly one hour, and he would be back in his apartment, showered, and dressed in time to meet the Japanese investors he had invited for brunch.




    This section of the park was nearly deserted at this time of the morning. It had occurred to him to have a member of security along on his jog, but he hated the presence of even the most unobtrusive personnel. Even more, he hated the thought that he was becoming increasingly paranoid as rumors regarding his wealth increased at a rate rivaling last year’s Forrest Funds performance.




    The path curved around a knot of eucalyptus trees and entered a clearing. Connor’s gaze caught a flash of red ahead. A lone woman occupied the trail, jogging at a relaxed pace. She seemed more intent on examining the surrounding scenery than in getting a good workout. Her ponytail swished as she strained to catch a glimpse of something up ahead—the roof of the Japanese Tea Garden, Connor guessed.




    His mind registered the fact that she was an attractive addition to the scenery herself—tanned, blond, great legs, obviously in good shape. He couldn’t see her face from this distance, but on closer inspection it would no doubt turn out to be quite ordinary. The odds, he had found, were usually against a total run on beauty.




    Either way, it made little difference to him—trawling for women in the park wasn’t at all his style. Therefore, the thought that he would inevitably pass her up brought only mild disappointment. Watching her attractive figure had been a pleasant diversion, but one he didn’t intend to prolong.




    Just then, her ponytail turned in the opposite direction, toward a squirrel scampering up a gnarled oak. As her chin tilted upward to follow its progress, her foot slammed into a patch of water left over from last night’s rain. The sudden splash brought her head down in surprise, just as her other foot landed on a smattering of acorns strewn across the path, another remnant from last night’s storm. In the next instant, another squirrel risked a mad dash across the path in pursuit of its mate. In a hopeless effort at avoiding the squirrel, the acorns, and the water, she lost her footing. She gave a helpless cry as her ankle twisted; then she crumpled to the ground like an awkward ballerina.




    Connor’s feet reacted on cue, pushing him forward. The woman, meanwhile, struggled to sit up. With her knees pulled to her chest, she rocked to and fro, her face pleated with pain. He slowed his steps as he neared her.




    She peered up at him and attempted a smile. “You can be the first to congratulate me. I just clinched the award for Most Talented Klutz.” Her voice held an airy huskiness, an odd mixture of laughter and pain. Moisture threatened to overflow from eyes that should have been blue, with hair that color, but were instead a warm golden shade of brown.




    Connor knelt in front of her. “You’re certainly still in the running, but I’ll reserve judgment until we’ve determined the extent of the squirrel’s involvement. I think you may have been set up.”




    “Really?” She managed to grin up at him. “I didn’t know squirrels were capable of malice of forethought.”




    “Of course they are. They’re just rats with bushy tails, aren’t they?”




    She appeared to ponder that while he examined the ankle she held suspended above the sidewalk.




    “Is this where it hurts?” he asked, gently clasping the cuff of her sport sock.




    “Oww!” She sucked in a breath. “Y-Yes, that’s it. My ankle. I must have twisted it when I fell.”




    His hand slipped to the back of her leg, the other still lightly supporting her foot. “Can you bend it?” He glanced again at her face. It was curiously trusting despite the pain he was no doubt inflicting. Up close he could see that, regardless of the odds, it was a very attractive face, though too lacking in age and experience for him to pay more than passing homage.




    “Do I have to?” She winced, but obligingly attempted to rotate her foot from side to side. “I can move it. Barely.”




    “That’s a good sign. Let’s get this shoe off.” He unlaced her running shoe and slowly eased it from her foot, careful not to bend her ankle any more than necessary. Then he gently peeled the sock around her heel and over her toes. With one hand supporting her calf, he explored the lower half of her leg and foot with a firm, yet gentle, touch.




    She shivered when his hand slid over her foot. No protruding bones marred her skin, only a thin white line where an ankle bracelet must have prevented a perfect tan. “I don’t think anything’s broken,” he told her. “Can you stand up?”




    She gave him a hopeful nod. “I think so.” He grasped her outstretched hands and pulled her slowly to her feet. The top of her head barely reached the apex of his breastbone. She looked down. Still clutching his hands, she attempted to put her weight on her injured foot. “Oww!” Feeling her weight give, Connor brought his arms up to support her.




    “I don’t think this is going to work,” he said. “How far do you have to go?”




    “I’m staying at the Towers.” She nodded in the direction of the hotel nearly a half mile away.




    “Good.” He reached down and stuffed her discarded sock into her shoe, then handed it to her. “You hold this. I’ll hold you.”




    Before she could muster a protest, he lifted her against his chest.




    “You really don’t have to—” she began, even as she automatically stretched her arms around his neck.




    He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t expect me to leave you here, do you?”




    “No, but you—this—”




    He simply shot her a look of calm authority, one that had settled many a convoluted deal in the past, and she immediately quit protesting and relaxed against him in resignation. “I bet you didn’t know you’d be rescuing damsels in distress when you started out this morning, did you?” She peered up at him with gold-washed eyes, at this range startlingly potent.




    “No, that definitely wasn’t on my agenda today.” He glanced down curiously at the appealing bundle in his arms. “But then, most damsels I know have better sense than to be alone in the park at this time of the morning.”




    “I usually run earlier than this at home—in Chicago,” she told him.




    “Aren’t there rapists and muggers in Chicago?”




    She gazed at him skeptically. “Are you trying to tell me there are evil villains running around this beautiful park waiting to snatch up helpless maidens?”




    “Of course. In addition to the homicidal rodents.”




    She laughed. “It really wasn’t the squirrel’s fault,” she admitted. “I was solving equations instead of paying attention.”




    “Equations?”




    She nodded. “In my head. It’s a habit. Some people listen to their iPod while they run. I solve for x.”




    Connor blinked. Another stereotype had just bitten the dust. Dumb blonde jokes would never be the same. She relaxed against him, her head tilted toward the sky. “But I guess I’m lucky Prince Charming came along and plucked me out of danger. By the way, my name is Rebecca Evans.” She paused expectantly, but for some reason he hesitated to reciprocate with his own name.




    “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Ms. Evans. But you’re mistaken as to my identity. I’m not Prince Charming.” Then in an unaccustomed fit of whimsy, he added, “I’m the Good Samaritan.”




    Her eyes widened. “You’re kidding! I didn’t realize you guys worked this park!”




    “You really should keep track of things like that,” he admonished lightly. “Especially if you’re serious about winning the Klutz Award.”




    She giggled. Then her tawny eyes turned serious. “Thank you for stopping. I might have managed to crawl back to the hotel—” She glanced toward the ground. “But this is much nicer.”




    Above the damp tank top she wore, he could see the pulse at her throat, still racing from her exertion. She obligingly tightened her arms around his neck to ease the awkwardness of carrying her. He thought he felt her fingers touch the hair at the base of his neck, but it could have been warmth from the sun peeping out from behind the clouds.




    Although she didn’t weigh that much, the stamina he’d developed on the tennis court came in good stead. Despite the awkward load, he made quick progress to the entrance of the hotel.




    A gray-haired doorman, wearing a starched maroon suit with gold epaulets, jerked to attention at their approach. “Can I help you, sir?”




    “No, I’ve got it.”




    “Is there something I can get for you?” The doorman trailed behind, his expression determinedly eager.




    Connor paused, looking down at the girl in his arms. “Which room are you in?”




    “Six twenty-three.”




    He instructed him to send an ice pack up to her room, then continued across the burgundy-carpeted lobby to the gleaming brass elevator doors. A group of hotel guests, dressed for sightseeing, spilled into the lobby, mouths agape at the sight of him clutching a barefoot blonde against his chest, as if she were a bride he’d just nabbed out on the jogging trail. Another maroon-jacketed attendant rushed toward them to hold open the doors.




    Inside the elevator, Connor eased her down, retaining his hold until she gained the support of the teak-paneled wall, then punched the button for the sixth floor. Rebecca tilted her head and smiled indulgently toward the closing doors. “They’ve obviously never seen the Good Samaritan, at least not in person.”




    “I try to maintain anonymity.”




    She gave him a conspiratorial look. “Your secret’s safe with me.”




    She was one of those rare individuals who had the ability to laugh in the face of adversity, Connor decided. A sprained ankle seemed a lark in the park to her. Although he knew it must be painful, there wasn’t a trace of it on her face.




    He had to look twice to be sure there were no dimples denting her cheeks when she smiled. Not that dimples were something he normally looked for in a woman, he reminded himself. She couldn’t be more than a year or two out of college. Not his type at all. His taste leaned more toward sophisticated women who knew the score and were willing to play the game on his terms.




    And he always played on his terms. In tennis, he was a brutal competitor, quashing opponents without a trace of remorse, and in the boardroom, he was equally determined. Though his reputation wasn’t quite as well known in the bedroom, there he was equally driven.




    He knew without a doubt that this smiling young woman wasn’t a skilled opponent, and she didn’t possess the sophistication to compete in his world. That realization caused him an instant’s regret before the elevator doors slid open at the sixth floor.




    “The room’s just down the hall. I think I can hobble that far,” she told him. Nevertheless, Connor held her arm and helped her down the hallway.




    At the door to her room, she let go of his arm, then reached down into her shirt and dug out a key card. She’d apparently placed it in her bra for safekeeping. It was still warm from its contact with her flesh when she handed it to him with a little embarrassed grin. “I’ve always wondered why they don’t put pockets on jogging shorts.”




    He slid the key in the card reader. “How long are you planning to be here in San Francisco?”




    “That depends on how well my job interview goes tomorrow. Oh no,” she groaned, glancing down at her ankle. “Can you imagine what kind of impression I’m going to make when I hobble into that office tomorrow?”




    But before he could comment, she looked up again and said with a shrug, “Oh well. At least I’ll make an impression. Isn’t that what counts? They’re sure to remember the Girl Who Limped into the Room!”




    “I’m sure you would have made an impression regardless,” Connor assured her, helping her inside. “This will only serve to jog their memory.”




    She grimaced. “That wasn’t supposed to be a pun, was it?”




    He looked down at the shoe she still held in her hands. “Well, if the shoe fits…”




    She laughed in that way people had when confronted with unexpected silliness, and Connor decided he liked the role he’d taken on: knight errant in gym shorts, picking up fallen women and slaying them with corny humor. He hadn’t felt this lighthearted since he’d made the Fortune list.




    Connor left the door ajar. It occurred to him that she was extremely willing to trust a man she had only just met in the park, a man she knew by no other name than “The Good Samaritan.” He should probably give her a stern lecture on the dangers of allowing strange men into her hotel room, but for now he was willing to take advantage of that trust long enough to see that her ankle was attended to.




    Housekeeping hadn’t made it to her room yet, he noticed as he led her to the unmade bed. A single suitcase lay open on the luggage rack, and the business suit hanging in the closet was definitely female. Rebecca Evans appeared to be the sole occupant of the room.




    Spying the empty ice bucket on the bureau, he said to Rebecca, who sat at the end of the bed examining her rapidly swelling ankle, “I’ll get some ice while we’re waiting for the staff to show up with an ice pack.” But just then there was a knock on the door. He opened it to find a room service attendant, holding a plastic ice pack and one of the small first aid kits the hotel kept for emergencies.




    “Is there anything else you’ll need, Mister—”




    Connor dismissed him before he could finish. “This will do for now. I’ll call down if we require anything more.” He went back into the bedroom. Rebecca was perched in the center of the rumpled bed, one hand gingerly poking the flesh of the injured ankle.




    She looked up. “I think you were right. It’s probably just a sprain. It happened once before, when I was nine. I was practicing tightrope walking on the clothesline.” She laughed ruefully. “Needless to say I decided against a career in the circus.”




    “I’m sure there’s an injury attorney somewhere who regrets that,” he said, wondering briefly if there was a lawsuit in his future—his attorney had warned him that buying the hotel could expose him to such a risk. But the accident happened on the grounds of the city park, and this young woman didn’t seem the litigious type.




    He opened the ice pack, then approached the edge of the king-sized bed. He reached behind her, pulled a pillow away from the headboard and propped it under her foot. “Keep your leg elevated above your heart to reduce the swelling.” He sat next to her, lowering the ice pack as he spoke. “And keep this—”




    “Hey! That’s cold!” She leaned forward, pushing his hands away.




    Ignoring her protest, he resettled the bag on her swollen ankle. “This is necessary to keep the swelling down, I’m afraid. You’ll get used to it.”




    She removed her hands reluctantly and leaned back on her elbows. “All right, Doc, if you say so.”




    He glanced up and met her trusting gaze, startled again by the golden caramel shade of her eyes. “I do say so.”




    Near the foot of the bed, her discarded nightshirt lay crumpled. Amidst the folds, he could just make out Pooh Bear’s nose. Hardly the stuff of male fantasies, he reminded himself. Most of the women he dated wore silk to bed, when they wore anything at all.




    He was becoming much too aware of the intimacy of the situation, sitting next to her on the unmade bed, both of them clothed in more sweat than fabric. She seemed unaware of any impropriety, however, perched on the pillows with a look that might be called cheerful, flexing her lavender-tipped toes. Perhaps having a strange man in her hotel room didn’t faze her any more than it would many women he knew. But then he remembered how she had shivered the first time he touched the smooth skin on her leg, a response not caused by the ice. He suspected Rebecca Evans wasn’t used to being touched by men she’d only known a few minutes.




    He should have had the concierge send help up to her room immediately. He stood abruptly. “I think a doctor should have a look at this. There’s one on call for the hotel.” He crossed the room to the telephone on the desk. “It would probably be a good idea to have it X-rayed just in case.”




    “You mean you’re not a doctor? I was convinced this was my lucky day and I’d timed my fall perfectly.”




    Connor glanced sharply back at her, but the soft smile that lit her eyes held no trace of guile. For an instant, it had occurred to him that her fall could have been a perfectly timed ruse. But there was nothing in that smile to suggest she thought he was anyone other than a considerate jogger who had come to her rescue. “No, I’m not a doctor, but I am employed full time rescuing damsels in distress,” he replied. “Next time you’re in trouble, just dial one-eight-hundred-DAMSELS.”




    He phoned the front desk and within minutes had arranged for medical staff to arrive as soon as possible. Then he turned to the woman on the bed.




    She was gazing at him inquiringly. “Do you work here? At the hotel?” she asked. “You sound like…like you know how to get results.”




    Connor hesitated before answering. “Yes. They’re sending a nurse up to take a look at you. If necessary, someone will drive you to the hospital for X-rays.”




    “I don’t think that will be—” she began, but he ignored her protest.




    “You’ll want to stay off your feet as much as possible. If there’s anything you need, just call down to the front desk. They can probably manage to find you some crutches or something to help you walk. You’d be surprised how many requests they’re equipped to handle.” He turned toward the door.




    “Thank you for everything you’ve done, Mister—?”




    Connor didn’t want to answer the question in her voice. He wasn’t prepared to have the look of guileless interest on her lovely face replaced by one of calculating avarice he had seen so often. Perhaps it was conceit on his part, but these days innocence was a rare commodity, and he didn’t want to risk destroying the perception that she was as innocent as she appeared.




    So, instead he said lightly, “No need for thanks. That’s covered in the Good Samaritan Code of Ethics. Section III, ‘Reimbursement.’”




    She laughed, a throaty sound that almost made him forget he wasn’t meant to be seduced. His gaze slid to her ankle. “Keep the ice on that until someone gets here. That should be soon.” Then he leveled a warning look in her direction. “And in the future, Miss Evans, don’t allow any strange men into your hotel room. You may find they’re not all as harmless as I am.”




    He nodded in curt farewell and left the room, stifling the urge to stay and personally see to her well-being. The staff here would attend to that. Just in case, he intended to call again and instruct the management to make her as comfortable as possible. Mentally he assigned the task to the list of details he constantly juggled.




    He ignored the tiny voice in his brain reminding him that Rebecca Evans was not just another detail involved in owning one of the most prestigious hotels in the Bay area. His success, after all, was partly due to the total control he exercised over his emotions. He never allowed sentiment of any kind to hinder his decision making.




    This fanciful Sunday interlude he had shared with the guest in room 623 would soon be nothing but a pleasant memory.
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    After he left, Rebecca stared at the closed door. “Who was that man?” she murmured to herself. He had appeared out of nowhere, picked her up, whisked her into the nearest ivory tower, then disappeared without a clue to his identity. Maybe he really was some sort of fairy-tale prince, or at least a knight, misplaced by a millennium or so.




    She smiled at the thought. He certainly fit the bill. Tall, dark, and handsome. In good shape, too. She had felt the steel of his muscles contract when he lifted her up. Knights nowadays probably had their own personal trainers to keep them in shape for the daring exploits involved in rescuing the wayward ladies of the keep.




    The thought of herself as a helpless babe-in-the-woods caused her to chuckle as she lay back against the walnut-grained headboard. When not laid out on the ground, felled by a sprained ankle, she was as capable as the next person. She’d never been carried in a man’s arms before—and he’d carried her across the park to the hotel as if she were nothing more than a bulky laptop. None of the men she knew would have the endurance, much less the nerve to impersonate a mythical humanitarian, in gym shorts no less. He looked more like a cover model for Men’s Fitness than any Good Samaritan.




    Too bad he had left so abruptly. She would have liked to thank him again, even though he seemed to consider it part of his job to come to the aid of injured tourists.




    She remembered the quiet authority in his voice, a tiny hint of loneliness in his eyes…or was that just boredom? She unlaced her other shoe, shushing her fanciful imagination. Her sister Kim had always said she should be a romance novelist, rather than the computer programmer she’d turned out to be. But she’d always had better luck with hard drives than with her too-tender heart.




    The man was probably someone from hotel management, maybe even someone from the headquarters of the Forrest Group, the new owner of the hotel. Now that she thought about it, he did seem more like a businessman than the doctor she had assumed him to be.




    Maybe she would get another chance to thank him, after all. That is, if her interview with FGI tomorrow went as well as she hoped. She groaned. In her current condition, she would in all likelihood come across as a clumsy as well as a ditzy blonde, the very impression she tried so hard to dispel. Dyeing her hair was a possibility, but her personality would be a little harder to subdue. She was by nature gregarious, interested in other people, and often that came across as flighty. It was her luck to be born with brains, but did she have to be cursed with blond hair and a bubbly personality to go with them?




    A polite knock interrupted her thoughts. Remembering her rescuer’s parting instructions, she asked who was there before she invited the maid to come in.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    BY THE NEXT MORNING, Rebecca had almost gotten the hang of the crutches under her arms. With only a little practice, she’d managed to make a somewhat dignified entrance into the elegant headquarters of the Forrest Group, and then ruined the impression when the rubber-tipped end of her crutch jammed in the elevator opening. A business-suited stranger managed to free it, and as she got off on the third floor, she thanked him with a wide smile and a jab in the ankle.




    So far, clumsy was ahead of ditzy by one point, she told herself as she headed down the hall in search of the employment office.




    Fortunately, the rest of her interview went much more smoothly. After meeting briefly with the director of personnel, Martin Grainger, she was introduced to Bob Steele, who managed the computer network that enabled a corporation this size to function efficiently. Rebecca knew how important his job was, even if others only realized it when the network was down.




    The state-of-the-art equipment he showed her was impressive. This was a company that was as dependent on the actual technical innovations they frequently gambled on as it was on the stock prices that rose and fell with each new twist in technology.




    It was the computer models developed by the Forrest Group, she’d been told, that had enabled the investment firm to outperform most other mutual fund companies on Wall Street, despite being located on the West Coast.




    Though she had spent the last year working as a computer programmer for the Chicago Board of Trade, Rebecca knew she didn’t possess the killer instincts necessary for survival in the piranha-infested waters of Wall Street itself. Besides, it was the technical side of the finance industry that fascinated her. Her real love was traipsing through a maze of sophisticated hardware and intricate software. Delving into eloquent programming languages delighted her the way some people were touched by poetry, and harnessing the unimaginable power of the most advanced co-processors gave her a thrill she imagined was equal to sex.




    The idea of helping to develop and maintain those financial modeling programs had intrigued her, but as she completed her tour of FGI headquarters, she realized the working environment was proving to be a plus as well. Bob had pointed out the daycare facility on the first floor, which she hoped to one day have a need for; the employee deli, where she had noticed a tempting selection of reasonably priced and healthy meals; and the indoor gym, which contained a top-rated collection of exercise equipment.




    She was impressed by the company as well as the facilities. She’d heard nothing but praise; plus, they had recently been named by Fortune magazine as one of the Top Ten Employers.




    All in all, moving to California held appeal. A good climate, a progressive work environment, and the only killer fish here lived far out in the Pacific Ocean.




    Rebecca had all but decided to take the job—if they offered it to her, she cautioned herself now, as she and Bob stood aside in the main hallway while the doors to a nearby conference room opened and a dozen people surged out.




    A familiar figure in a charcoal gray suit caught her eye. It was him! Her Good Samaritan, Prince Charming, and Dr. Ross all rolled into one. She’d been right; he was an employee with the Forrest Group. Her lips curved into a smug little smile. His game was over now. She would find out his name and thank him properly for his help and intervention, which no doubt had been responsible for the excellent treatment she had received at the hotel yesterday.




    As he turned to head down the corridor toward them, she saw he was deep in conversation with the man on his right. When it seemed as if he would pass by without recognizing her, she clutched the rubber grip in her left hand and brought the metal crutch upward in a wide arc, blocking his path.




    “Hey! Just the man I wanted to see. I thought I was going to have to track you down.”




    His head snapped toward her. His gaze briefly lit on her companion, then raked over her, taking in her “dress for success” suit and satisfied smile.




    When he spoke, his voice was distantly polite. “Excuse me?”




    “You didn’t think you were going to get away so easily, did you?”




    Instead of the friendly half-smile of recognition she expected, his face froze into a look bordering on disgust. In a flat, world-weary voice, he replied, “Miss Evans, wasn’t it? Should I even ask what you’re doing here?”




    Rebecca gaped at him, wondering if she had misheard. But his ice blue eyes held the same harsh edge as his voice. “I—I’m here about…about—”




    Before she could finish, he injected, “Never mind the explanation. I assume you’re here looking for more ‘help.’”




    She blinked. Could this cold figure, looking at her as if she were the carrier of the Black Plague, possibly be the same helpful stranger she had encountered in the park yesterday?




    “I—you—it’s—I’m here about—about the job,” she stammered, glancing helplessly at Bob, but he was staring at his phone in classic avoidance mode. “What other reason could I have for being here?”




    “What other reason indeed.” His voice was heavy with sarcasm. “Well, I have to hand it to you, Miss Evans, you certainly did find a novel way to make a first impression. No one’s ever fallen at my feet before.” He glanced down contemptuously at her bandaged ankle.




    “Fallen at your feet! What on earth are you talking about, Mister—?” Then her wits belatedly resurfaced. “I told you I was here for a job interview—or maybe that was Dr. Jekyll I was talking to yesterday.”




    The frown on his face deepened, and when she saw the distrust in his eyes, the eyes that had looked at her with kindness yesterday, she swallowed the last of her graciousness and led with her pride. “And as for asking you for help, I’d sooner take my chances with the piranhas!”




    She turned her back on him with the most dignified maneuver she could manage while hobbled by crutches. Bob’s face had blanched, but she wasn’t sure if his shock was caused by her words or the totally obnoxious behavior of the man formerly known as the Good Samaritan.




    Overnight, it seemed, her Prince Charming had turned into the Prince of Darkness. She fervently hoped the man had nothing to do with the hiring and firing around here. In fact, she was beginning to wish he didn’t even work for the Forrest Group. She still didn’t know his name, and now she didn’t care if she ever found out.




    “Whoa! You mind telling me what that was about?” Bob said as soon as they were out of earshot.




    She glanced at him, humiliation eating a hole in her gut. “I—it’s a long story.”




    “I don’t recall ever seeing the boss that upset,” he said, a speculative look on his face.




    “The boss?” A lump of dread forced its way down her esophagus, toward her stomach.




    “That’s right. That was Connor Forrest. How’d you piss him off?”




    “Connor Forrest? That—that rude, thoroughly obnoxious man was Connor Forrest? The Connor Forrest?” Rebecca swallowed. Pissing off the head of the company was undoubtedly a bad career move, but she couldn’t figure out what she had done. Not that it mattered anymore whether or not she had made a good first impression, or how good the lasagna was at the in-house deli. There was no way she would work for the Forrest Group, not if they won a thousand awards for “Most Congenial Work Environment.” The brains behind the business, the world’s “brightest billionaire,” had turned out to be a first class bastard.




    Bob gave her a look that told her “ditzy” was clearly in the lead now. She was probably the only single woman west of the Mississippi who couldn’t recognize Connor Forrest, World’s Most Eligible Bachelor, at twenty paces. She’d assumed the Wall Street legend was approximately the age of Warren Buffett, not Mr. Tall, Dark, and Droolworthy.




    She gave Bob a tight smile of farewell then hobbled down the hall, silently cursing her gullibility. She should have paid attention to “StarGuide,” an astrological forecast she’d heard on the radio before she left Chicago: A first impression will trip you up.
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    “Adrian, have Peggy make arrangements for us to go to Tokyo next week. I think we’ll have the assurances they need by then,” Connor said to his assistant, who nodded and left the office, taking an iPad full of notes with him.




    The Japanese investors Connor had met with yesterday were demanding his people jump through flaming hoops. Today’s account meeting had been filled with grumbling complaints from the staff members he’d assigned to hoop jumping. The same employees who once would have walked across live coals to clinch a deal were becoming complacent, especially since their portfolios were booming despite a somewhat bearish market.




    It was time to inject new blood into their ranks. That thought brought him back to the subject that hadn’t been far from his mind the last hour. Was it possible that Rebecca Evans was really here for a job interview with FGI? That seemed too much of a coincidence. What was the probability of a prospective employee falling and twisting her ankle in the park at the exact moment he came up behind her? People had tried dumber stunts to gain employment with his company. If it was a stunt to get his attention, that would certainly explain why she hadn’t seemed the least bit nervous about him entering her hotel room. Then he remembered the look of pain on her face as he had touched her ankle.




    Who in their right mind would fake an injury like that? She had genuinely been in pain yesterday; he had seen the swollen ankle himself. The fall in the park had to have been an accident. Had she then somehow discovered his true identity and decided to force her way in here to get better acquainted? Her eagerness in the hallway—why else would she have been so glad to see him, if not for some hope of financial gain?




    He thumped his pen on the desk in disgust. He was becoming entirely too cynical. First that damned magazine article had thrust him into the limelight, then his photo accompanied the lead story in a supermarket tabloid. He frowned, remembering. If his stock purchases were guided by aliens, why hadn’t they told him to cut his losses on TransPort Inc.? Next thing he knew, people would be calling on him to predict the future as well as extend a loan.




    After some of the proposals that had recently come his way, a request like that would seem tame.




    There was one way to settle the question. Martin Grainger would know if Rebecca Evans had a legitimate excuse for her presence in the building today. The fact that he had seen her with Bob Steele didn’t make that possibility likely; Bob wasn’t involved with hiring and firing.




    He pushed a button on the telephone console. “Peggy, get Martin Grainger on the phone.”




    Ten minutes later, he hung up the phone, totally uninterested in the London stock closings that flashed across his computer screen. His rash behavior this morning had just cost the company a top draft pick. Rebecca Evans was a top graduate from MIT, with a Masters in Computer Science. She was a computer wiz, had co-authored several papers published in respected academic journals, and came complete with glowing recommendations from her colleagues at MIT as well as her most recent supervisor at the Chicago Board of Trade. She wouldn’t have needed a faked injury to get her past the employment office. His meeting her in the park had obviously been a coincidence, until now a lucky one for her.




    After Martin had filled Connor in—including the fact that she’d mentioned hoping to find her “tall, dark Good Samaritan” in order to thank him again—he had tactfully expressed doubt as to her “suitability” with the company. With office gossip as efficient as it was, Martin had no doubt heard of their exchange in the hallway. “Besides,” he’d told Connor, “I really don’t think she was as interested in working here as she first appeared. She is from the Midwest. Perhaps she’s not eager to transfer to the Bay area.”




    “Nonsense. Get her on the phone before she checks out of the Towers. Tell her the job is hers. She’s obviously qualified, and I don’t intend to let a top MIT grad slip through our fingers.” With a grimace of self-disgust, he had punched the button ending the call.




    He stared distractedly at the symbols scrolling across the screen, realizing that he couldn’t leave it up to Martin to convince Rebecca Evans to become part of the Forrest Group. He was the one who had jumped to conclusions and consequently insulted her. He would have to be the one to apologize to her.




    Now he knew there was an excellent reason why he never let personal feelings interfere with business. With a few thoughtless words, he had probably just cost his company the savviest computer programmer not already hired by Silicon Valley.




    Thirty minutes later, Connor knocked on the door to Rebecca Evans’ room. He had already been assured by hotel staff that she was still in residence and wasn’t scheduled to leave until later this evening, when they’d booked an airport shuttle for her.




    His company had paid for her trip out here, put her up in his hotel, and now was in danger of losing any chance of employing her. Granted, there were other top graduates with her skills and training. No one was irreplaceable, Connor was well aware. But this time, it was his error in judgment that had allowed a potentially top-notch employee to slip away, and he refused to allow his own mistake to cost the company.




    More importantly, his conscience bothered him. The look on her face when he had snapped at her had haunted him all afternoon. He didn’t go around kicking puppies or knocking down old ladies. Insulting innocent young women wasn’t on his list of preferred activities either.




    The door opened only halfway, revealing the object of his thoughts. He realized she no longer resembled a kicked puppy. With amber eyes glaring at him in contempt, she looked more like an enraged cat.




    “What are you doing here?” Her mouth tightened in distaste as she repeated the words he had spoken earlier.




    “May I come in? I’d like to talk to you.” He met her glare steadily.




    “No, you may not.” Her voice was bitter, no trace of the swallowed grins of yesterday. “You’re the one who warned me not to go around inviting strange men into my hotel room, remember?”




    “I’m aware you found my behavior this morning somewhat odd, Miss Evans, but if you let me in, I can explain.”




    “No explanation needed, Mr. Forrest.” She emphasized his name. “You were rude, obnoxious, arrogant, overbearing—” She seemed to be casting about for more adjectives.




    He helped her out. “Peremptory. Boorish. Abrasive. And churlish, I suspect.”




    Her gaze narrowed. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but I’m not interested. Yesterday you were obviously impersonating a nice guy, but today you seem to have developed a split personality.” She paused for a breath, then added the coup de grace: “You could probably give Darth Vader a few lessons on Behaving Badly!”




    He listened politely to her diatribe, arms folded across his chest. Then he said calmly, “I realize you must no doubt be thinking I’m some kind of sadistic psychopath.” Her expression confirmed his words: He knew he was just below a psycho killer on her list of approved visitors. In fact, she would probably welcome Darth with a big bear hug before she let him past her door.




    He adjusted his tactics. “My error in judgment was responsible for your embarrassment this morning. I’d like to apologize—and offer an explanation; however, if you’d prefer my head on a platter…”




    She appeared to be thinking about it.




    “I could check with room service. I’m sure they could fix something up. Perhaps an apple for my mouth instead of the foot that seems to be wedged in there now.”




    For a split second, the severe stare she had fixed on him wavered. Connor didn’t blink.




    Her mouth twisted in regret as she conceded. “All right, I suppose you do owe me an explanation.” She opened the door wider and stepped back to allow him to enter. “But I’ll scream if you turn back into Dr. Jekyll,” she warned, closing the door behind him.




    “I believe it was Mr. Hyde who tended toward the offensive, but I’m not going to turn into either one, I assure you.” As he entered the spacious room, he saw the closed suitcase on the neatly made up bed. She had obviously been preparing to leave.




    He paused near the small table beside the window. The employment materials she must have received during her interview were stuffed in the wastebasket. He turned back to face her, noticing again the crutches propped under her arms for support. “How’s the ankle?”




    She glanced up, suspicion in her eyes. He mentally cursed himself once more for his earlier arrogance and stupidity.




    “It’s better. Thank you,” she told him shortly.




    “I’m glad to hear that. I hope the staff here were helpful.”




    A stray lock of hair fell across her forehead. She tossed her head, and a look of annoyance crossed her features. “Yes, they were very helpful. Now, if you’re done with the Mr. Nice Guy routine,” she continued, striking what would have been a belligerent pose without the crutches, “would you mind explaining why you were so indescribably rude to me today? And why you neglected to tell me who you were yesterday? You led me to believe you were an employee here. And then you had the nerve to warn me against trusting strange men in hotels.” Her eyes flashed with righteous anger. “I felt like an idiot when I realized who you were.”




    “I’m sorry about that. I realize you were at a disadvantage when we met in the hallway today. I assumed by then you knew who I was. In fact, I thought you were there solely to attempt to contact me.”




    “The only reason I wanted to see you again was to thank you. The hotel staff took very good care of me.”




    “I don’t expect any more thanks. I only did what anyone would have done under the circumstances,” he told her. “And as for today, I was surprised to see you there, and I jumped to a wrong conclusion.”




    She colored. “I suppose you don’t get accosted by a crutch very often.”




    “No, we try to keep our halls free of stray crutches. Something to do with OSHA regulations.” He allowed himself a brief smile, then abandoned the humor, though from the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth, he gathered it was working surprisingly well. “You didn’t mention on Sunday you were in town to interview with the Forrest Group.”




    “And you didn’t mention your name,” she reminded him.




    “I apologize if I misled you. That wasn’t my intention.” That was met with a look of disbelief. “I do admit, however, that I deliberately withheld my identity.”




    She gave him a confused stare. “Is a name that important?” A sad blend of disillusionment and disappointment colored her voice, and he wished again that he could have preserved her first impression of him as a kind stranger out for a jog in the park. Even more, he wished the world were truly the pleasant place she seemed to believe it to be.




    It wasn’t often he came across someone who truly had no ulterior motive, and he felt an odd need to preserve such an innocent notion.




    He couldn’t keep the bitter regret out of his voice as he answered her. “To some people, it is.” He looked away, out the window with the gorgeous view of the bay bordered by the Presidio. His hands in his trouser pockets clenched convulsively into fists. He didn’t want to shatter her illusions, but at the same time, he felt compelled to explain his bizarre behavior.




    He looked back at her. “A few weeks ago my name appeared in Tattletale magazine’s list of top ten most eligible bachelors in the country. Since then, I’ve been the object of some rather odd proposals from an assortment of women.”




    Her eyes narrowed in indignation as she realized the implication of his words. “And you thought I was there to—”




    “The thought occurred to me that you might possibly have planned your fall yesterday in an effort to make my acquaintance, or to gain your way into our employment office.”




    “Oh! Of all the ridiculous ideas—”




    “Not so ridiculous, I assure you. You’d be surprised what some people are willing to do.”




    Her cheeks flushed. “Well, not me! I don’t care how many millions you have or how wonderful the Forrest Group is, I want nothing to do with you or your company!”




    “I realize I made a mistake, and I apologize. I should have known you weren’t capable of such—” He stopped. He could see from her skeptical look that his apology wasn’t as effective as he’d hoped. He let out a resigned sigh. “In the last two weeks I’ve had a woman strip in my office, a few others have mailed me their underwear, and now, suddenly, I’ve got enough kindergarten classmates to populate an entire school district.” Weary disillusionment entered his voice as he added, “And I didn’t even attend kindergarten.”




    She stared at him wide-eyed. “They actually mail you their underwear?”




    His lips drew together in bitter acknowledgment.




    “That’s sick.” She frowned. “You must be—”




    “Cynical. Jaded. Distrustful of everyone I meet these days. There were a few other words you used earlier that fit the bill as well. Arrogant, obnoxious—”




    “I won’t argue with that,” she agreed, a little too quickly, he thought, then she surveyed him in critical assessment. “You know what your problem is, Mr. Forrest?” She didn’t wait for his response. “You’ve spent too much time in your gilded tower surrounded by Wall Street sharks who wouldn’t hesitate to trade their own mother if the price were high enough. You’ve obviously forgotten that decent people still exist.”




    He couldn’t help smiling at her blunt assessment of his associates. “Maybe you’re right, although I do like to think that I know a few decent people,” he admitted. Then with the instincts of one of the sharks she had just mentioned, he abruptly switched gears. “If you come work for me, you’ll meet them.”




    “Oh, no, there’s absolutely no way—”




    “Is it the thought of working with all those ‘Wall Street sharks’ that bothers you, or is it the thought of working for me?”




    “I—it’s—oh, it’s not you,” she denied, glancing at him in reassurance.




    He found her hesitation to offend him after her earlier tirade unexpectedly touching—and indicative of a forgiving personality he intended to capitalize on.




    “Because I can assure you, I don’t go around insulting my employees,” he continued. “In fact, I’m normally quite civil.”




    “I—I’m sure you are, but—”




    “Why did you interview with my company in the first place? Surely you’d heard good things about us?” Deftly, he steered the focus of the conversation off himself.




    “Yes, I heard very impressive things about the Forrest Group—”




    “And they’re all true,” he said with complete confidence. “I’m sure you saw that for yourself today.” He paused, letting the thought sink in, then continued, his voice low with sincerity. “Normally, I try very hard not to let personal feelings intrude on work. I would hate to think that my mistake in judgment cost the company a first-rate programmer and you a job you obviously wanted.”




    He could see the indecision in her eyes before her gaze slid from his. “I believe you’re sincerely sorry for what happened, Mr. Forrest. But nevertheless, I feel we got off to a bad start. After what happened today, I’m afraid my working for you might be awkward.”




    “Because the entire building is speculating about why I jumped down your throat this morning?” he said bluntly. “How about if I issue a memo stating there was a case of mistaken identity and the newest member of our technical staff was in no way to blame for my incredibly rude behavior?”




    She gazed at him as if gauging his words. “It was more like ‘boorish’ behavior, and besides, I think I’d prefer the head on the platter bit myself. It’s more dramatic.” Her eyes began to glow with the humor he had seen yesterday. Humor in the face of adversity, once again.




    “You’ve got it,” he agreed promptly. “My head it is. I’m sure this is the first time since the Middle Ages an employment contract will require spilled blood, but if you insist—”




    She held up a hand. “Wait, I haven’t agreed to come work for you.”




    “Did I mention we pay moving expenses?” A slight smile lifted the corners of his lips, but his eyes remained sincere.




    “Yes, I know, but—”




    “And our health care package is second to none.” He glanced down at her bandaged ankle. “I suspect that will come in handy.”




    Her lips twitched, then she gave him a look of mock severity. “Does anyone ever tell you no?”




    “Actually, the last time someone told me no, I initiated a hostile takeover the next day. I now own the company.”




    He saw her face work through her emotions as she studied him, balanced on her crutches as she balanced his apology and his explanation. Finally, she held up her hands in surrender. “All right, I give up. We can avoid the hostile takeover, as well as the head on the platter. I know you’re sorry about the misunderstanding, and that’s all that matters.”




    He let out the breath he’d been holding in anticipation. “And you’ll take the job?”




    She hesitated only briefly, then offered him a warm smile. “Where do I sign?”




    The sight of that smile made Connor forget momentarily why he was here.




    He quickly recovered his wits. Business first, he reminded himself. “I’ll have Martin send over the contracts. We should be able to wrap this up by this afternoon, in time for you to catch your flight back to Chicago.”
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