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One


“No gold-digging for me… I take diamonds! We may be off the gold standard someday.”

—Mae West



THERE WERE TWO TYPES of people, Jayne Scott told herself as she hurried from the waiting car toward the international terminal at the Los Angeles airport. Those who skated through life never spilling coffee on themselves, or tripping, or showing up at the wrong time for the wrong event. And the rest of the world. As she dabbed at the growing damp spot on her shirt, left by her grande nonfat latte, Jayne knew exactly into which camp she fell.

She scanned the crowded arrivals area, ignoring the dozens of different languages, the happy families reuniting, the couples in love. Instead, she looked for a tall, beautiful blonde with an excessive amount of luggage and a half dozen or so minions. Seconds later she spotted two porters with overflowing luggage carts, a burly guy with a briefcase chained to his wrist, and a head-turning woman wearing leather pants and a leopard duster. Rebecca always did like to make an entrance.

Jayne waited until her friend spotted her, then waved.

“I’m late,” Rebecca called, then hurried forward and hugged her. “I got stuck in customs. They thought I was a jewel thief. Don’t you love that?”

“Anyone offer to do a strip search?” Jayne asked, hugging her back and inhaling a custom-blended floral perfume.

Rebecca straightened and wrinkled her nose. “No, and I didn’t want anyone to.”

“No one cute enough?”

“Pretty much. Jayne, this is Hans, my bodyguard.”

The burly guy barely made eye contact before returning to scanning the crowd.

Jayne glanced at the briefcase in his hand. “You couldn’t use a courier service like everyone else?” she asked, leading the way to the waiting limo. “You had to bring them yourself?”

“That’s what the customs people said. They lack imagination.”

“Or maybe they were overwhelmed by seeing a couple million in loose gemstones.”

“I’m a jewelry designer. It’s what I do.”

“If you were a ship builder, would you travel with a three-ton hull?”

“Of course not. Ships are so last year,” Rebecca said, linking arms with Jayne. “Thanks for coming to meet me. I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.”

They walked out to the waiting limo that Jayne had arranged. She’d known better than to bring her own car. Not only did Rebecca prefer to travel in style, there was no way all the luggage would fit in Jayne’s Jetta.

Rebecca stared at the vehicle with approval. “It’s a stretch limo.”

“I know you love them.”

“Wait until you see the place I rented in Santa Monica! It has a view of the ocean and everything. I’ll have to get a car, of course. Everyone needs a car in L.A.”

“You could just hire the limo permanently. It could go with you everywhere.”

Rebecca slid in the backseat, then looked up at her. “Now you’re mocking me.”

“I can’t help myself.” Jayne settled next to her. “Do you want to talk about your mother now or later?”

“How about never?”

“She’s the reason you’re back.”

“I’ve returned to announce myself,” Rebecca said, leaning back in the leather seat. “To reintroduce myself to society after a ten-year absence.”

“You’re here to be a pain in her ass.”

“That, too.”

“Rearranging your life to annoy your mother is expected at thirteen. At twenty-nine it’s just kind of sad.”

Rebecca turned to her. “Tragedy keeps my art fresh.”

“I see you’re still dramatic.”

“I see you’re still dressing badly.”

Jayne glanced down at the faded magenta scrub shirt she wore, now decorated by the latte stain. “I came straight from work.”

“Maybe something more tailored?”

“I’m a nurse, Rebecca. This is what I wear.”

Rebecca gave a little sniff, then pulled a bottle of water out of her carry-on.

She was the only person Jayne knew who could fly from Italy to L.A. and look ready to step into a photo shoot. Carefully highlighted blond hair hung past her shoulders in layered curls. Her skin was flawless, her lips full, and gold-and-diamond earrings, her own design, glittered as she moved.

Hans finished supervising the luggage being loaded into the trunk, then walked to the front passenger seat and slid in next to the driver.

“What about a workspace?” Jayne asked. “You’re not going to be making jewelry at the condo you rented, are you?”

Rebecca laughed. “I think the landlord would object to me melting gold in my living room. I’m going to look at a place in an industrial park.”

“You’re not the industrial-park type.”

“People grow and change, Jayne. I have.”

Jayne ignored the smug smile. “Is this where I remind you that you’re back in L.A. to piss off your mother?”

“Not if you love me. Speaking of the socially correct Mrs. Worden, how is Elizabeth?”

“Stuck in France.”

Rebecca raised her eyebrows. “Seriously? Did the private jet develop mechanical trouble? Are my parents being forced to fly commercial?”

“Nothing that dramatic. There’s fog. She and Blaine are delayed a few hours.” Jayne glanced at her watch. “Which means I asked the driver to drop me off at my place. I need to head to your parents’ house.”

“Why?”

“I have to open it up for David.”

Jayne was careful to keep looking at Rebecca as she spoke. Her friend might be self-absorbed, but she wasn’t stupid. Still, after nearly twelve years of keeping her secret, Jayne was an expert at making sure nothing ever showed.

It was foolish, really. One of those freak things that happen every now and then—like plane-grounding fog in France. Twelve years ago, at the age of sixteen, Jayne had gone on vacation with the Worden family. They’d spent the holidays at an exclusive resort in the Bahamas. The hotel had been fabulous, the weather perfect, but what Jayne remembered most was how she’d taken one look at David, Rebecca’s older brother, and fallen madly and completely in love.

Well, as completely as a sixteen-year-old could.

Since then, she’d seen him every couple of years. The conversations had been casual and friendly. Siblinglike. Because that’s how David saw her. As a sister.

Having him ignore her would have been better. At least then she could have held on to the fantasy that one day he would look up, finally notice her, and utter the classic, “Ms. Scott, you’re beautiful.” He didn’t even need to think she was beautiful, although it would be a nice little bonus. But no, he thought of her as a sister.

She’d overheard the damning truth about eight years ago, at a lovely Worden Christmas celebration. The tasteful party had included a few hundred of Elizabeth and Blaine’s closest friends. David had flown home, and Jayne had been all quivery at the thought of seeing him again.

She’d been supervising the catering staff, checking that everyone had enough stuffed puffs or caviar when she’d heard David’s girlfriend du jour asking who Jayne was.

“A friend of the family,” he said easily. “Has been for years. She’s nice. Sort of a second sister, without being a pain in the ass.”

And that had been that.

She’d consoled herself with the knowledge that at least he’d had good things to say about her. While “not a pain in the ass” wasn’t anything she wanted on her tombstone, it was nice. In a dismissive, I’ve-barely-noticed-you kind of way.

Now in the back of the limo, she reminded herself it was better this way. It was one thing for her to be friends with Rebecca and an unpaid part-time assistant to Elizabeth. It was quite another to get involved with the heir… or, as Rebecca loved to call him, the “young prince.”

Over time Jayne had accepted that her feelings were little more than an intense crush. But knowing they were irrational, and based on nothing but her personal vision of what she wanted David to be, didn’t make her knees tremble any less when he was around.

“Carmine can do it,” Rebecca said.

Carmine was the Wordens’ housekeeper.

“Carmine is visiting her daughter in Chicago.”

“Let me guess… Mother called and asked for your help.”

“A few hours ago. She had planned to be back this morning, but fate intervened.”

“You’re choosing her over me?”

“On nearly a daily basis.”

Rebecca pouted. “You’re my best friend. You can’t do what she says. You have to take my side.”

“It’s an hour,” Jayne said calmly, used to Rebecca’s tantrums and mostly immune to the guilt. “I’ll be by later. Besides, if I don’t do what Elizabeth asks, she’ll want to know why. If she starts asking questions, she might find out you’re back before you want her to.”

“I hate it when you use logic on me.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Fine. Go be dutiful. One of us should be. It’s a family thing.”

Jayne didn’t bother pointing out she wasn’t family. Not in any way that mattered, at least from their perspective. From hers, the Wordens were the closest thing she had to relatives, which made her relationship with all of them complicated.

The driver pulled off the freeway. Rebecca looked out the window. “You still live in your condo?”

“We can’t all have a villa in Milan.”

“It wasn’t a villa, exactly.”

Jayne had seen Rebecca’s Italian house a few times. It was pretty damned fabulous, with seventeenth-century tile and the original stained-glass windows. “It was amazing.”

Rebecca shrugged. “I never did learn enough Italian to fit in with the locals. Your place is nice. Homey.”

“I like it.” The condo was close to work, affordable, and a safe haven from the craziness of the Worden world.

The limo pulled up in front of the multistory building. Before opening the door, Jayne hugged her friend. “I’ll be by later.”

Rebecca nodded. “You have the address?”

“You e-mailed it to me about forty times.”

“We’ll have dinner?”

“Yes, and drink wine and tell lies about boys. Here.” Jayne pulled the current issue of OK! magazine out of her handbag. “I bought this for you.”

Rebecca took it and hugged her. “You’re so sweet. All I brought you is a pair of earrings I made.”

Which was why, after all this time, they were still friends, Jayne thought, knowing that in Rebecca’s mind, the cheap magazine and the no-doubt-fabulously-expensive earrings were on par. Because she and Rebecca were freakishly addicted to celebrity gossip, and the magazine showed Jayne cared.

“I’ll see you later,” Jayne said, hugging her. “Welcome home.”

“Rearrange the pictures on the mantel,” Rebecca called after her. “It will make my mother crazy.”

“If I have time.”

Jayne waved, then hurried to her condo in the back of the building. She had less than an hour to shower, change, and get over to the Worden house in Beverly Hills. While she’d been willing to pick up Rebecca in her scrubs, her crush was powerful enough that she wasn’t willing to face David in shapeless hospital wear and no makeup.

She raced to unlock the front door and stepped inside. Bright light flooded the spacious room where her comfy IKEA sofa acted as a divider between the living and eating areas. There was a kitchen around the corner to the left and a hallway to the right, leading to the bedroom and bath.

What she liked best about the condo was the courtyard in back. It was nearly as big as the whole unit, with Mexican pavers and potted plants. She could sit out there in the morning and have her coffee. She often ate dinner at the glass-topped patio table. There was a small barbecue and a little fountain in the corner. It was her haven.

But there was no time to enjoy it now, she thought as she flew into the bedroom, tearing off clothes as she went. After plugging in her electric curlers, she brushed out her long brown hair and quickly rolled it on the curlers. She replaced her plain white bra with a lace one that pushed her breasts together and up in a way that made the most of what little she had, then washed her face and applied a tinted moisturizer. She used eye shadow, mascara, and blush.

She’d spent more time than she wanted to admit planning what she was going to wear. A dress seemed too fancy and obvious, while jeans were just… jeans. It was spring in L.A., which meant high seventies and clear skies. She pulled on a pair of tailored white pants and a fitted cotton shirt with a scoop neck. After taking out the curlers, she finger-combed her hair, sprayed the life out of it with hairspray—hoping the curls would last more than six minutes—then ran back toward the front door. She had less than thirty minutes to make it to Beverly Hills.



Blaine Worden’s great-great-great-grandfather had established Worden’s Jewelry back in the 1800s in New York. Blaine’s grandfather, excited by the fledgling movie business, had moved the family and the company headquarters to Los Angeles in the 1920s. He’d bought in Beverly Hills when land was cheap and houses were built to be the size of airplane hangars. Over the years the mansion had been remodeled and some of the land had been sold off, but the estate was still one of the largest and most elegant in town.

Jayne hit the remote control on the passenger’s-side visor, then waited for the big wrought-iron gates to swing open. She sped up to the main house, jumped out, and ran to the front door.

Her concern was silly—she knew that. Carmine would have taken care of everything before she left. It wasn’t as if David was expecting a marching band and floats to announce his return to the family home. But Elizabeth had asked, and Jayne… well, Jayne didn’t mind welcoming David home.

She’d seen him only a couple of times in the past few years. Before each meeting she’d desperately hoped he’d gotten old or fat or had grown an unattractive hump on his back. If that wasn’t possible, she waited desperately for her crush to fade. She was twenty-eight—a crush on her best friend’s brother was no longer cute.

But every time she saw him, her heart pounded, her knees went weak, and she found herself torn between wanting to bolt for cover and beg him to take her, just one time, up against the wall. Okay, she thought as she hurried up the steps and opened the front door. Against the wall would be tacky and was probably one of those positions that only looked sexy in movies. But she wouldn’t turn down a nice, slow, private seduction.

Instead, David was charming, friendly, and so obviously uninterested in her that she was left feeling foolish. It was hard to hope in the face of constant reality, but Jayne did her best.

She punched in the alarm code, then checked her watch. David was due any minute. She scanned the foyer, with its marble floors, two-story ceiling, crystal chandelier, and custom furniture, then frowned when she saw that the large, round table in the middle of the department store–size space was empty. Elizabeth always put flowers there. Well, technically Elizabeth told Carmine, who always put flowers there, but still. Hadn’t the flowers been delivered?

“No one was here,” she said aloud. She dropped her purse onto the chair by the wall, then raced down the hallway, through the kitchen, past the utility room—which was the size of her entire condo—to the back door.

Sure enough, a gorgeous spray of flowers sat on the wide rear step. It was done in Elizabeth’s signature white—a combination of Casablanca lilies, calla lilies, dendrodium orchids, and roses.

Jayne bent down to grab it and nearly lost her balance. Not only was the glass vase wet from being overfilled with water, five or six hundred dollars’ worth of flowers was damned heavy. She tried again and got the arrangement off the pavers, then stood. Her hands slipped a little. She swore. Dropping the vase wasn’t an option.

She made her way through the house to the foyer, where a series of events conspired to ruin her day.

First, she heard someone put a key in the front door. Trying to get rid of the armful of flowers before David walked in, she started to run… only to catch the side of her right foot on the leg of a small, curved sofa. She was moving too fast to stop her forward momentum, and scrambling only caused her to skid like a cartoon character. Then her fingers slipped on the wet glass of the vase. She threw herself forward in an effort to keep it from falling.

The vase went up, the flowers rained down, and Jayne was caught in the middle. She stared helplessly at the soaring glass vase. Even as cold water and flowers drenched her, her only thought was to keep the vase from hitting the marble floor and shattering. She reached up and grabbed it. The unexpected weight caused her to stagger back, where her heel came down on a lily stem. Her foot shot out from under her, and she fell, just as David walked into the house. She landed on her hip and her left wrist. The unfortunate cracking sound didn’t come from the glass… it came from her.

David Worden, tall, handsome, blond, and blue-eyed, immediately rushed to her side. “Jayne? Is that you? Are you all right?”

She sat in a puddle of water, wet flowers and greenery hanging off her, the picture of humiliation. If only she could believe the pounding in her chest was a result of her fall and not his crouching next to her, looking all concerned and drool-worthy. Even the sharp pain in her wrist, regrettable proof that she’d probably snapped a bone, wasn’t enough to jolt her out of her longing for up-against-the-wall sex.

So much for being over her crush, she thought sadly as he took the vase from her arms. So much for the sophisticated first impression she’d planned. She probably looked like a drowned rat.

“Where does it hurt?” he asked.

“My wrist. I think it’s broken.”

“Then we’d better get you to the hospital,” he said, helping her to her feet. “Can you walk?”

“It’s my arm, not my leg.”

“You have wet flowers in your hair. Do you really think attitude plays well with that look?”

Despite her humiliation and the pain and the fact that she would never be able to look David in the eye again, she smiled. “Attitude is all I have going for me right now.”

“Rebecca would tell you to work your strengths.” He pulled a couple of flowers out of her hair, then put his arm around her. “Let’s go get you X-rayed.”



Rebecca waited while the limo driver carried in all the luggage she’d brought, but her attention was on Hans. The security expert had disappeared into the second bedroom of her rented space to check out the safe she’d purchased. Only after he’d declared it acceptable would she get possession of her little beauties.

The driver finished, and Rebecca walked down the short hall to the spacious spare bedroom.

As her landlord had promised, it was prepared for guests. A queen-size bed sat opposite a sliding-glass window with a view of the beach and ocean. There was a flat-screen TV on the wall, a private bath, and a big closet. And sitting right in the middle of that closet was a black 980-pound safe.

“It will survive two and half hours at over twelve hundred degrees,” she said, leaning against the doorframe. “There are twenty-six locking bolts securing the door and a drill-proof steal plate.”

“I know,” Hans said in his lightly accented voice. “I read the specs.” He closed the door and locked it. “Tell me the combination.”

She smiled. “I might be a natural blonde, but I’m not stupid. No one knows that combination but me.”

One dark eyebrow raised. “Very good. I give you your diamonds now.”

“Lucky me.”

He unlocked the briefcase from his wrist and set it on the bed. Rebecca moved closer as he opened the case and unfastened the protective covering. Inside, 387 diamonds glittered and winked in the afternoon light. Her cost—three million. Retail value once she set them in jewelry—about twelve million.

A few of the diamonds were white, but most of them were colored. They ranged from pale yellow to champagne to cognac to the rare dark pink stones.

“Very nice,” Hans said.

“Thank you.”

She pulled her inventory list and her triplet loupe out of her purse, then set the bag on the bed. Hans also had an inventory list and a loupe. Together they went over each diamond, confirming it was exactly the same as it had been before they’d left Italy. When they were finished, they signed each other’s copy of the paperwork and she put the diamonds in the safe. Hans made a call to the insurance company, letting them know the diamonds were back in her possession.

“Great doing business with you,” Rebecca said. “The limo driver will take you wherever you want to go.”

Hans put his jeweler’s loupe back into his jacket pocket, then smiled. “Or I could stay.” He moved toward her. “Just for an hour.”

He was big and handsome and probably knew what he was doing, and she couldn’t have been less interested in an afternoon quickie with a stranger. Must be jet lag, she told herself. It couldn’t be for any other reason.

“A thrilling offer,” she said with a smile. “Tempting, but no.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

He shrugged as if to say the decision was incredibly stupid on her part, then left. When she’d locked the front door behind him, she returned to explore the rest of the condo.

There was a master suite, with a balcony and west-facing view of the Pacific; a big living room with the same view as the master; and a kitchen she would use only to store leftovers. An envelope from the car rental company sat on the counter. She opened it and withdrew the keys. A note told her which underground parking space held her car, information she would need when she went out to get something to eat. Or maybe she and Jayne could walk down to one of the oceanfront restaurants for an early dinner.

Rebecca went into the master to deal with her luggage. Hans had carried the diamonds, because they were the most valuable, but she had the settings with her, and a little something Hans and the insurance company didn’t know about.

She opened her carry-on and pulled out several boxes of platinum settings that she’d designed over the past year. One-of-a-kind pieces waiting for her beautiful diamonds to complete the looks. She removed her small laptop, a book, the OK! magazine Jayne had bought her, and a six-pack of Oreo cookies. When the bag was seemingly empty, she felt around at the bottom until she found a small plastic snap partially concealed by a fold in the lining. She pulled it free and removed her treasure from its hiding place.

Three layers of soft cloth protected the uncommon stone. She unwrapped it, letting it fall onto her palm where it winked in the afternoon light. Six carats of perfect blue diamond.

Blue diamonds were so rare, most jewelers never saw one. Rebecca remembered her father taking her to the Smithsonian years ago, where she’d seen the famous Hope diamond. But that stone, while large, had been a grayish-blue. This one was deep ocean blue. Flawless. Precious.

Nigel had given it to her six months ago, when he’d flown to Milan to tell her he was getting married. But not to her.

Despite her claims of independence, her need to go it alone, she had truly been defined by two people in her life—her mother and Nigel. She had loved others—her father, David, and, of course, Jayne. She’d hated her mother, and she’d lived through every emotion possible with Nigel. In the end, he’d chosen someone else.

She’d told herself that it didn’t matter, that she was too powerful for him, too determined. That he had never respected her abilities, her intelligence, or her drive, and that he’d been threatened by her success. All of which was true, but didn’t take away the ache inside. For ten years he’d been the center of her universe, and now, without him, the world was a darker place. He hadn’t wanted her. Shades of the conversation she’d overheard when she’d been seven. Her mother complaining to her friends that Rebecca had been an accident—one she’d always regretted. At least Nigel’s dismissal had been kind.

The diamond was a hell of a consolation prize. Natural blue diamonds were nearly impossible to value, and this one was perfect. A small, cold piece of rock she’d been given instead of a man’s heart. Only time would tell if she’d gotten a good deal.

She rewrapped the diamond in the cloth and put it back in her carry-on bag. The bag went in the safe, where it would stay until she decided what she was going to do with it.

She’d barely closed the door and made sure it was secure when her cell phone rang. She recognized David’s number on the small screen.

“Are you back?” she asked by way of greeting. “Did Mom arrange a band, or did you have to make do with a small plaque?”

“Nice. Very loving and supportive.”

“The young prince returns home. All is well in the kingdom.”

“I’m not the young prince anymore.”

She grinned. “I know, but ‘the rapidly aging prince’ doesn’t have the same ring to it.”

He chuckled. “You’re pushing thirty, kid.”

“You got there first.” She had planned to say more, then heard a loudspeaker in the background. “Where are you? Still at the airport?”

“No.” He hesitated. “At the hospital.”

Her humor faded. “What? Are you okay? What happened?”

“I’m fine. It’s not me, it’s Jayne. She had an accident.”

Rebecca’s stomach tightened as her whole body went cold. Panic surged. “Is she all right?”

“She’s going to be fine. She broke her wrist. They’re setting it now. She’ll be released in a couple of hours. I know you two are tight, so I wanted to let you know.”

“Broke her wrist? How?” she asked, then thought about Jayne’s errand to her parents’ house. “This is about you, isn’t it? This has ‘young prince’ written all over it.”

He winced. “It wasn’t my fault. She was carrying a big vase of flowers. I wasn’t there at the beginning, so I don’t know how it started. Apparently she slipped, and when she fell, she broke her wrist.”

Some of the panic eased. “I am so going to kill you. Jayne is my friend. How could you hurt her?”

“I didn’t hurt her. It was an accident.”

“It was your fault.”

“Hey,” he said, sounding both amused and frustrated. “I don’t like this, either. And before you go off on me, I’ll remind you that I have a pass for the rest of my life. Let’s not forget that, little sister.”

He was right—ten years ago she’d promised him she would never get mad at him again. “This is different. This is about Jayne.” She walked to the master bedroom and dug a notepad out of her purse. “What hospital? I’m coming right over. And don’t for a minute plan on leaving until I get there and say you can.”

“You’re turning into Mom. You know that, right?”

“Don’t think you can distract me, David. You’re in big trouble. Now stay with Jayne and make sure she’s all right. I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

“I’ll alert the media.”

“You’re trying to be funny, and it won’t work.” She put her purse over her shoulder and walked to the kitchen, where she grabbed her car keys.

“I’m trying to tell you everything is fine,” he said. “Of course I’ll stay with her until you get here. I’ve always liked Jayne.”

“Oh, please. You’ve never even had a conversation with her.” She walked out of the condo and locked the door behind her.

“Sure I have. She’s funny.”

“Don’t for a moment think you can make time with my best friend. Just stay put and don’t make trouble.”

“Promise. Jayne and I will be here, waiting for you, planning our elopement.”

“You’re so not her type.”

“There’s a challenge.”

“I’m hanging up now.”






Two

“THE PAINKILLERS WON’T WORK tonight,” the ER doctor said cheerfully. “Don’t expect to sleep. You’ll try. Everyone tries, but you’ll be up. Tomorrow will be better.”

“You need to work on your bedside manner,” Jayne told him, nearly shifting on the bed, then remembering that any movement would send pain shooting through her arm. She’d already done it twice in the past three minutes and was determined not to face the searing wave again anytime soon.

“Just telling you what you need to know,” the doctor said, patting her uninjured arm, then winking at David. “Give the nurses a few minutes to finish up with the paperwork, then you’ll be free to go.” The thirty-something doctor eyed David again, then left.

“You have a fan,” Jayne said absently, staring at the pink cast that went from her knuckles to about an inch below her elbow. Talk about stupid. She couldn’t even pretend it was just one of those things. It wasn’t. It was just dumb. Idiotic, even. She’d sacrificed herself for a vase. Who did that?

“I get that a lot,” David said.

She looked at him. “Excuse me?”

He shrugged. “I’m irresistible. You should see me around kids and dogs. They go crazy.”

Had she hit her head, along with breaking her wrist? “What did you say?”

“Nothing.” He moved closer to the bed as his smile was replaced by an expression of concern. “How are you feeling?”

“Wonderful. Practically perfect. Look, it was great of you to bring me to the hospital, but you don’t have to stay. You said Rebecca would be here soon and…” She found herself getting lost in his dark blue eyes. “I’ll be fine.”

“Nice try, but no. Rebecca insisted I stand guard. She’s worried about you. Actually, she blames me for the accident.”

“You didn’t have anything to do with it!” She’d been well on her way to tumbling before he’d walked into the house.

“You’re going to have to tell her that,” David said, pulling up a chair and sitting. “She’s out for blood, and she can be vicious.”

He was teasing. She heard it in the tone of his voice, saw it in the humor glinting in his eyes. He was big and muscled and so close to physically perfect that being around him nearly made breathing impossible. Of course that could also have been the throbbing pain in her arm.

“I’m not usually so uncoordinated,” she said, plucking at her shirt, noting that the material was finally dry. There were very attractive stains on her white pants, however. So much for looking classy.

“It was spectacular,” he said, lightly touching the cast. “Too bad you won’t have a scar. Guys really go for scars.”

“And tattoos.” She smiled. “I actually have one of those already.”

“Really?”

“No, not—”

“Are you okay? What happened? Is that a cast?”

Jayne managed to jerk her attention away from David’s mesmerizing gaze to see her friend Katie hurrying into the room. Katie, a petite redhead who worked at the breast center with Jayne, came to a stop on the other side of the bed. The visit wasn’t a surprise. All the radiology nurses knew one another, including the nurse who had taken Jayne’s X-rays. No doubt she’d called the breast center to spread the word.

“What happened?” her friend demanded. “You take off for a couple of hours and now this?” Katie glanced at David. “Who are you?”

“Jayne’s ex. We were married in high school. She didn’t mention me?”

Katie’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”

Jayne did her best not to laugh. “No. Don’t be funny,” she pleaded. “Movement of any kind will hurt. Katie, this is David. Rebecca’s brother.”

Katie looked at him, then raised her eyebrows. “Keeping it in the family? You never mentioned him before. He’s very mentionable.”

David leaned close. “See? If there was a dog here, you’d be really impressed.”

Jayne accidentally chuckled, then wished she hadn’t as it jiggled her arm. “Ow. Stop it. David doesn’t visit very often. I don’t really know him.”

“But she’s pined after me for years,” David said. “It’s a curse. It happens everywhere I go.”

Jayne told herself he was kidding. The man had a sense of humor—something she hadn’t noticed before. Probably because she’d been too busy gazing from afar to listen to actual words.

Katie crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re not all that.”

“You said I was mentionable. You can’t have it both ways.”

Katie grinned. “I like him.” She glanced back at David. “You’re not gay, are you?”

“No. Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s not a bad thing. Usually the good-looking ones are gay.” Katie picked up Jayne’s injured wrist and clucked her tongue. “You’re not coming to work with that.”

“I know.”

“I’d say four weeks off, at least. Then light duty. Lucky you.”

Staying home by herself for a month wasn’t Jayne’s idea of a good time. No doubt Elizabeth would find plenty to keep her busy. Again, not good news. At least with Rebecca in town, she could do the lunch thing.

“I would rather take it all back and be whole,” she said with a sigh.

“And you will be.” Katie leaned over and hugged her gently. “I have to report back that you’re doing okay, and I’m only on break, so I need to run.” She glanced at David. “I can trust you, right?”

“No, but don’t tell anyone.”

Katie grinned.

“See,” David said as Katie left. “She likes me.” He leaned back in his chair. “Where do you work?”

“Across the parking lot at the breast center. I’m a radiology nurse. We do…” She narrowed her gaze as she saw he was no longer listening. “Stop it.”

“What?”

“I said breast center, and you went somewhere else.”

“I did not.”

“Don’t be gross.”

“Define gross.”

“You’re picturing a bunch of topless women running around.”

The corners of his mouth twitched. “Maybe.”

“We do medical procedures. This is serious stuff.”

“Do they need any part-time help?”

She eased her cast onto her belly, then closed her eyes. “You’re such a guy.”

“You sound surprised.”

“I am. You’re usually more proper. No, that’s not the right word. Formal.” She opened her eyes. “Serious.”

He raised his arms and linked his fingers behind his head. “Damn. Did Rebecca tell you about that stick up my ass? Because I got it taken out a while ago. There’s barely a scar.”

She laughed, then groaned when her wrist throbbed.

He dropped his arms and half came out of his seat. “I’m sorry. I’ll stop talking.”

“Probably a good idea.”

“Because I can’t help being funny. It’s just the kind of guy I am.”

She waved her free hand and focused on the pain for a second. That took care of any lingering need to chuckle.

Rebecca burst into the room. “Are you all right? Is that a cast? Dear God, what happened?” She rushed toward the bed and hugged Jayne, then jumped back. “Can I do that? Did I hurt you?” She flicked her fingers at David. “I need to sit there. I’m the friend.”

“As my queen commands,” he said, standing up and grinning at Jayne. “She’s always been bossy.”

“I know.”

Rebecca perched on the edge of the chair, leaned forward, and took Jayne’s uninjured hand in hers. “Talk to me. Are you all right?”

“I will be.”

She turned to her brother. “This is all your fault.”

“Me? What did I do?” He glanced at Jayne. “You gotta protect me, here, Jayne. Tell her I’m innocent. And suffering. There wasn’t even a parade to welcome me. You’re not the only one dealing with something bad.”

“He can be punished later,” Rebecca said. “I can’t believe this.”

“Me, either,” Jayne said, hoping she could leave soon. She was ready to be out of the emergency room, not to mention away from both the Worden siblings. Together they were a little too intense for her.

“You can’t be sick,” Rebecca said earnestly. “I need you.”

“I’m not sick. I’m broken. There’s a difference.”

Rebecca winced. “That sounds worse. What happens now?”

“They release me, and I get to go home.”

“I’ll take you.” Rebecca squeezed her fingers. “We’ll go to my place. I’ll take care of you.”

David snorted. “I’d pay money to see that.”

“Ignore him,” Rebecca said. “We’ll go by your place and pick up a few things, then I’ll take you to my condo. It’s great. You’ll love the view. We can watch people on the beach and mock them.”

“Good times,” Jayne said weakly, knowing Rebecca taking care of her would be anything but restful. “I’ll actually be fine on my own. I’d prefer it. I just want to sleep. A good night’s sleep will make everything better.”

Behind Rebecca, David raised his eyebrows, as if remembering the cheerful doctor’s claim that there was no sleep to be had. She stared at him, willing him to keep quiet.

“As for driving me, you don’t have to,” she continued, earnestly. “You’re busy settling in. I don’t want to get in the way of that. I’ll take a cab home.”

Rebecca sighed. “You’re always thinking about other people. Stop it. This is why you get stuck doing so much crap for my mother. You’ve hurt yourself. You need to be fussed over. I know how to do that.”

“Technically, you know how to have it done to you,” David murmured.

“Do you hear a buzzing sound?” Rebecca asked. “It’s annoying. I wonder if there’s a way to make it stop.”

“I’ll be fine on my own,” Jayne began again, but Rebecca shook her head. Blond curls tumbled artfully… like in a conditioner commercial.

“No way.”

David put his hands on the back of the chair. “Jayne has a point,” he began. “You’re not even unpacked, sis. Do you have any food in the house?”

Rebecca frowned. “No, but—”

“Why don’t we do this? I’ll take Jayne to her place and get her stuff. We’ll get her prescription filled, as well. Then I’ll drop her at your house. By then you’ll be ready to fuss over her. You can look up instructions on the Internet.”

While Jayne appreciated the interference, she wasn’t sure David would be much better than his sister in the caretaking department. Of course, just looking at him made her feel better, so there was that.

Rebecca nodded slowly. “You’re right. There’s no food, which we’ll need. And maybe some movies. Okay.” She released Jayne’s hand and stood. “I’ll go get things ready and see you two in a couple of hours.”

“I’ll be the one with the broken wrist,” Jayne said.

Rebecca turned to her brother. “I’m trusting you with her. Don’t screw up.”

He raised both hands, palm up. “Hey,” he said with a shrug. “It’s me.”



Just over an hour later, Jayne guided David to one of the guest parking spots at her condo complex. They’d stopped at a local drugstore to drop off her prescription.

She turned to him and forced a smile through the throbbing of her wrist. “You could wait here. I’ll go faster if I don’t have you…” Underfoot came to mind, but that didn’t sound very nice.

“My plan is to help, not get in the way.”

His BMW M3 might be sleek and expensive, but there wasn’t much room between the two seats, and when he angled toward her, their arms nearly touched. She told herself she was aware of that contact because her whole left arm was tender, but she knew it was more than that.

She was close enough to see the various colors of blue that made up his irises and the tiny scar by the corner of his mouth. He smelled clean, but with a hint of guy. Even his shirt—a soft-looking white cotton tucked into worn jeans—was perfect, as was he.

“Jayne?”

“What? Oh, fine. You can help. Thanks.”

“Next time, try sounding enthused. I’m a guy—it’ll work on me.”

“Good to know.”

He got out on his side, then circled around, opened her car door, and closed it behind her. She led the way to her condo, pausing to pull the keys from her purse. He took them from her and unlocked the door, then motioned for her to go in first.

She set her purse on the small table by the front door, tried not to notice that her entire condo was smaller than the foyer at his parents’ house, and said as she disappeared around the the corner, “I’ll just be a minute.”

“Not so fast.” He appeared beside her, put his arm around her shoulders, and led her into the bedroom to the small wing chair in the corner. “Sit. I’ll handle this. Do you want something? Water? Cheetos?”

Despite the steady throbbing in her wrist, she managed a smile. “No, but the Cheetos are an interesting choice.”

“Tell me about it. Where’s the suitcase?”

“Linen closet in the hall.”

He left to get it, then returned and put the small wheeled bag on the bed.

“What next? Girl stuff? Makeup? Creams in bottles?”

She stood. “I’ll do it.”

“No. Just tell me. I can pack. I have skills. Yell out what you need.” He pushed on her good shoulder until she sat. “Better.”

She talked him through a few skin-care products, a blow dryer and brush, then told him where to find her cosmetics bag. When he walked back into the bedroom, he grinned.

“Now for the good stuff. Top drawer? It’s always the top drawer.”

She was on her feet in a flash. “You’re not getting into my underwear drawer.”

“But that’s why I’m here.”

He was funny, irreverent, and unlike anyone she could have imagined. In the past ten or so years, she’d probably talked to him less than a dozen times. They’d mostly chatted about the weather and whichever beautiful woman he had with him at that moment.

He reached for the drawer pull. “Please?”

“Get back.”

“Fine.” He sighed heavily, then sauntered to the chair and threw himself on the cushion. “But I protest.”

“Duly noted.”

She collected a couple of panties and bras and tossed them into the suitcase. T-shirts and a pair of jeans followed. By then the throbbing pain was all she could think about. David must have seen that in her face, because he took the jeans from her.

“I’ll finish packing and load the car,” he said. “You sit. I don’t want you fainting. If you do, I’ll panic, and let me just say, that’s not pretty.”

She hurt too much to smile, so she nodded and collapsed onto the chair.

David loaded the suitcase in the trunk and returned for Jayne. She was where he’d left her, the injured arm up against her chest, her good arm cradling the broken one. Her face had the pallor of pain rather than a good sunscreen. He crouched in front of her.

“I can carry you, if that would help,” he offered. She was of average height, but pretty skinny. The car wasn’t that far.

Her eyes opened. They were dark brown and large. Pretty, he thought absently. He’d always thought Jayne was pretty.

Not that he’d done anything about it. She was his sister’s friend and Elizabeth’s protégé. He’d learned early to hone his skills of self-preservation, which meant avoiding complications.

“I’m supposed to be the one on drugs, not you,” she said.

“Is that a no?”

She waved him back and stood. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

He locked her condo, then got her in the car. “I’ll take you to Rebecca’s, then go get the prescription.”

“Thanks,” she murmured, and leaned back in the seat.

He reached around her for the seatbelt, then snapped it into place. He’d barely started the engine when his cell phone rang. Seconds later, it connected in his car. He pushed the button on his steering wheel.

“This is David,” he said as he backed out of the parking space and started out of the complex.

“Are you at the house?” his mother asked. “Did you make it?”

“I made it,” he said, and glanced at Jayne. She looked panicked, as if he was going to mention her. I won’t, he mouthed.

Thanks, she mouthed back.

“The house looks great, Mom,” he said. “I really liked the flowers.”

Jayne covered her eyes with her free hand.

“What an odd thing to say,” his mother told him.

“The virgins were a thoughtful touch, too. A dozen is a nice, round number.”

Jayne’s mouth twitched.

“Really, David.” Elizabeth sounded exasperated. “Half the time I don’t know what you’re talking about. Jayne was there to welcome you?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Tell her if you need anything, and she’ll take care of it. Your father and I are finally out of France. Why the French can’t do something about that hideous fog, I’ll never know. And of course we had to stop for fuel. God forbid we should buy a plane that can get from France to Los Angeles without having to stop. It’s like being on a commuter train. But you know your father. He thinks this is fine. We should be there in about six hours.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

“Will it be late there? I can never keep track of the time change. Ask Jayne. She’ll know. And eat something. You’re such a bachelor. When was the last time you had a vegetable? Corn chips don’t count.”

“We seem to be having some trouble with the connection. There’s static.”

“I don’t hear any static. You’re hanging up, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Mother.”

“I’ll see you later.”

“I’ll be counting the hours.”

He disconnected the call.

“The flowers,” Jayne said as soon as he hung up.

“Give me the name of the florist, and I’ll order some more. She won’t know what happened.”

“She’ll know. There’s water everywhere and flowers.”

“I can clean it up.”

She looked at him, her expression doubtful.

“I’m very capable. Trust me.”

Her eyes told him that wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon, but she gave him the name of the florist.

He pushed another button on his steering wheel, spoke Rebecca’s name, then listened as the call was connected.

“Very fancy,” Jayne told him.

He grinned. “Hey,” he said when his sister picked up. “We’re coming over. Are you ready?”

“I’m here with food and movies.”

“Great. Give us five minutes, then come out front.”

“Okay. I’ll be waiting.”

He hung up. “Impressive. A few more days like this and you’ll be as spoiled and demanding as my sister.”

“Something to aspire to,” she said with a laugh.

Something unlikely, he thought. Jayne was nothing like Rebecca. He wasn’t sure why they were ever friends, although the relationship had lasted for years. They’d met in high school. He vaguely remembered Jayne’s mother dying and Jayne coming to live with the family. He’d been long gone by then, though.

He glanced at her again, reminding himself he didn’t do complications. Except Jayne was all grown up now, and he’d passed thirty a couple of years ago. He’d learned there weren’t that many women who got him to thinking the way Jayne had. He had a gut feeling she was someone he could like.

He pulled up in front of a beachfront condo. Rebecca was waiting on the sidewalk, hopping from foot to foot. As usual, his beautiful sister caused men all around to stop for a second look. Just as usual, Rebecca didn’t notice any of them.

“You’re here,” she said, pulling open the passenger’s-side door. “I’m going to take excellent care of you because I need you healthy and strong. Come on, Jayne. Can you do stairs?”

Jayne climbed out of the car. “If we go slow and sing camp songs, I’m sure I can make it.”

David grinned. “I like her,” he said.

Rebecca glared at him. “Don’t for a moment think I’ve forgotten this is probably your fault. You hurt Jayne, just when I came back home.”

David got the suitcase and followed them inside. He loved his sister, but he wasn’t blind to her faults. She was the center of her universe, and little else mattered to her beyond her own comforts. Still, she seemed really to care about Jayne, which David thought said more about the friend than his sister.

He was back in L.A. to settle down. Find the right kind of woman, a house. Be normal. After a decade traveling the world, he was looking for home. Wouldn’t it be funny if he found it in a place he’d never thought to look?
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