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Chapter One

The girl twisted and turned under the lights, her shining black hair swirling around her as various expressions flitted across her striking face. 

 

“That"s it, Hillary, a little pout now. We"re selling the lips here.” Larry Newman followed her movements, the shutter of his camera clicking rapidly. “Fantastic,” he exclaimed as he straightened from his crouched position. “That"s enough for today.” 

 

Hillary Baxter stretched her arms to the ceiling and relaxed. “Good, I"m beat. It"s home and a hot tub for me.” 

 

“Just think of the millions of dollars in lipstick your face is going to sell, sweetheart.” 

Switching off lights, Larry"s attention was already wavering. 

 

“Mind-boggling.” 

 

“Mmm, so it is,” he returned absently. “We"ve got that shampoo thing tomorrow, so make sure your hair is in its usual gorgeous state. I almost forgot.” He turned and faced her directly. “I have a business appointment in the morning. I"ll get someone to stand in for me.” 

 

Hillary smiled with fond indulgence. She had been modeling for three years now, and Larry was her favorite photographer. They worked well together, and as a photographer he was exceptional, having a superior eye for angles and detail, for capturing the right mood. He was hopelessly disorganized, however, and pathetically absentminded about anything other than his precious equipment. 

 

“What appointment?” Hillary inquired with serene patience, knowing well how easily Larry confused such mundane matters as times and places when they did not directly concern his camera. 

 

“Oh, that"s right, I didn"t tell you, did I?” Shaking her head, Hillary waited for him to continue. “I"ve got to see Bret Bardoff at ten o"clock.” 

 

 “The Bret Bardoff?” Hillary demanded, more than a little astonished. “I didn"t know the owner of  Mode magazine made appointments with mere mortals—only royalty and goddesses.” 

 

“Well, this peasant"s been granted an audience,” Larry returned dryly. “As a matter of fact, Mr. Bardoff"s secretary contacted me and set the whole thing up. She said he wanted to discuss plans for a layout or something.” 

 

“Good luck. From what I hear of Bret Bardoff, he"s a man to be reckoned with—tough as nails and used to getting his own way.” 

 

“He wouldn"t be where he is today if he were a pushover,” Larry defended the absent Mr. 

Bardoff with a shrug. “His father may have made a fortune by starting  Mode,  but Bret Bardoff made his own twice over by expanding and developing other magazines. A very successful businessman, and a good photographer—one that"s not afraid to get his hands dirty.” 

 

“You"d love anyone who could tell a Nikon from a Brownie,” Hillary accused with a grin, and pulled at a lock of Larry"s disordered hair. “But his type doesn"t appeal to me.” A delicate and counterfeit shudder moved her shoulders. “I"m sure he"d scare me to death.” 

 

“Nothing scares you, Hil,” Larry said fondly as he watched the tall, willowy woman gather her things and move for the door. “I"ll have someone here to take the shots at nine-thirty tomorrow.” 

 

Outside, Hillary hailed a cab. She had become quite adept at this after three years in New York. And she had nearly ceased to ponder about Hillary Baxter of a small Kansas farm being at home in the thriving metropolis of New York City. 

 

She had been twenty-one when she had made the break and come to New York to pursue a modeling career. The transition from small-town farm girl to big-city model had been difficult and often frightening, but Hillary had refused to be daunted by the fast-moving, overwhelming city and resolutely made the rounds with her portfolio. 

 

Jobs had been few and far between during the first year, but she had hung on, refusing to surrender and escape to the familiar surroundings of home. Slowly, she had constructed a reputation for portraying the right image for the right product, and she had become more and more in demand. When she had begun to work with Larry, everything had fallen into place, and her face was now splashed throughout magazines and, as often as not, on the cover. Her life was proceeding according to plan, and the fact that she now commanded a top model"s salary had enabled her to move from the third-floor walk-up in which she had started her New York life to a comfortable high rise near Central Park. 

 

Modeling was not a passion with Hillary, but a job. She had not come to New York with starry-eyed dreams of fame and glamour, but with a resolution to succeed, to stand on her own. 

The choice of career had seemed inevitable, since she possessed a natural grace and poise and striking good looks. Her coal black hair and high cheekbones lent her a rather exotic fragility, and large, heavily fringed eyes in deep midnight blue contrasted appealingly with her golden complexion. Her mouth was full and shapely, and smiled beautifully at the slightest provocation. 

Along with her stunning looks, the fact that she was inherently photogenic added to her current success in her field. The uncanny ability to convey an array of images for the camera came naturally, with little conscious effort on her part. After being told the type of woman she was to portray, Hillary became just that—sophisticated, practical, sensuous—whatever was required. 

 

Letting herself into her apartment, Hillary kicked off her shoes and sank her feet into soft ivory carpet. There was no date to prepare for that evening, and she was looking forward to a light supper and a few quiet hours at home. 

 

Thirty minutes later, wrapped in a warm, flowing azure robe, she stood in the kitchen of her apartment preparing a model"s feast of soup and unsalted crackers. A ring of the doorbell interrupted her far-from-gourmet activities. 

 

“Lisa, hi.” She greeted her neighbor from across the hall with an automatic smile. “Want some dinner?” 

 

Lisa MacDonald wrinkled her nose in disdain. “I"d rather put up with a few extra pounds than starve myself like you.” 

 

“If I indulge myself too often,” Hillary stated, patting a flat stomach, “I"d be after you to find me a job in that law firm you work for. By the way, how"s the rising young attorney?” 

 

“Mark still doesn"t know I"m alive,” Lisa complained as she flopped onto the couch. “I"m getting desperate, Hillary. I may lose my head and mug him in the parking lot.” 

 

“Tacky, too tacky,” Hillary said, giving the matter deep consideration. “Why not attempt something less dramatic, like tripping him when he walks past your desk?” 

 

“That could be next.” 

 

With a grin, Hillary sat and lifted bare feet to the surface of the coffee table. 

 

“Ever hear of Bret Bardoff?” 

 

Lisa"s eyes grew round. “Who hasn"t? Millionaire, incredibly handsome, mysterious, brilliant businessman and still fair game.” These attributes were counted off carefully on Lisa"s fingers. “What about him?” 

 

Slim shoulders moved expressively. “I"m not sure. Larry has an appointment with him in the morning.” 

 

“Face to face?” 

 

“That"s right.” Amusement dawned first, then dark blue eyes regarded Lisa with curiosity. “Of course, we"ve both done work for his magazines before, but I can"t imagine why the elusive owner of  Mode would want to see a mere photographer, even if he is the best. In the trade, he"s spoken of in reverent whispers, and if gossip columns are to be believed, he"s the answer to every maiden"s prayer. I wonder what he"s really like.” She frowned, finding herself nearly obsessed with the thought. “It"s strange, I don"t believe I know anyone who"s had a personal dealing with him. I picture him as a giant phantom figure handing out monumental corporate decisions from  Mode"s Mount Olympus.” 

 

“Maybe Larry will fill you in tomorrow,” Lisa suggested, and Hillary shook her head, the frown becoming a grin. 

 

“Larry won"t notice anything unless Mr. Bardoff"s on a roll of film.” 

 

Shortly before nine-thirty the following morning, Hillary used her spare key to enter Larry"s studio. Prepared for the shampoo ad, her hair fell in soft, thick waves, shining and full. In the small cubicle in the rear she applied her makeup with an expert hand, and at nine forty-five she was impatiently switching on the lights required for indoor shots. As minutes slipped by, she began to entertain the annoying suspicion that Larry had neglected to arrange for a substitute. It was nearly ten when the door to the studio opened, and Hillary immediately pounced on the man who entered. 

 

“It"s about time,” she began, tempering irritation with a small smile. “You"re late.” 

 

“Am I?” he countered, meeting her annoyed expression with raised brows. 

 

Pausing a moment, she realized how incredibly handsome the man facing her was. His hair, the color of corn silk, was full and grew just over the collar of his casual polo-necked gray sweater, a gray that exactly matched large, direct eyes. His mouth was quirked in a half smile, and there was something vaguely familiar about his deeply tanned face. 

 

“I haven"t worked with you before, have I?” Hillary asked, forced to look up to meet his eyes since he was an inch or more over six feet. 

 

“Why do you ask?” His evasion was smooth, and she felt suddenly uncomfortable under his unblinking gray glance. 

 

“No reason,” she murmured, turning away, feeling compelled to adjust the cuff of her sleeve. “Well, let"s get to it. Where"s your camera?” Belatedly, she observed he carried no equipment. “Are you using Larry"s?” 

 

“I suppose I am.” He continued to stand staring down at her, making no move to proceed with the task at hand, his nonchalance becoming thoroughly irritating. 

 

“Well, come on then, let"s not be all day. I"ve been ready for half an hour.” 

 

“Sorry.” He smiled, and she was struck with the change it brought to his already compelling face. It was a carelessly slow smile, full of charm, and the thought passed through her mind that he could use it as a deadly weapon. Pivoting away from him, she struggled to ignore its power. She had a job to do. “What are the pictures for?” he asked her as he examined Larry"s cameras. 

 

“Oh, Lord, didn"t he tell you?” Turning back to him, she shook her head and smiled fully for the first time. “Larry"s a tremendous photographer, but he is the most exasperatingly absentminded man. I don"t know how he remembers to get up in the morning.” She tugged a lock of raven hair before giving her head a dramatic toss. “Clean, shiny, sexy hair,” she explained in the tone of a commercial. “Shampoo"s what we"re selling today.” 



 

“O.K.,” he returned simply, and began setting equipment to rights in a thoroughly professional manner that did much to put Hillary"s mind at ease. At least he knows his job, she assured herself, for his attitude had made her vaguely uneasy. “Where  is Larry, by the way?” The question startled Hillary out of her silent thoughts. 

 

“Didn"t he tell you anything? That"s just like him.” Standing under the lights, she began turning, shaking her head, creating a rich black cloud as he clicked the camera, crouching and moving around her to catch different angles. “He had an appointment with Bret Bardoff,” she continued, tossing her hair and smiling. “Lord help him if he forgot that. He"ll be eaten alive.” 

 

“Does Bret Bardoff consume photographers as a habit?” the voice behind the camera questioned with dry amusement. 

 

“Wouldn"t be surprised.” Hillary lifted her hair above her head, pausing for a moment before she allowed it to fall back to her shoulders like a rich cloak. “I would think a ruthless businessman like Mr. Bardoff would have little patience with an absentminded photographer or any other imperfection.” 

 

“You know him?” 

 

“Lord, no.” She laughed with unrestrained pleasure. “And I"m not likely to, far above my station. Have you met him?” 

 

“Not precisely.” 

 

“Ah, but we all work for him at one time or another, don"t we? I wonder how many times my face has been in one of his magazines. Scillions,” she calculated, receiving a raised-brow look from behind the camera. “Scillions,” she repeated with a nod. “And I"ve never met the emperor.” 

 

“Emperor?” 

 

“How else does one describe such a lofty individual?” Hillary demanded with a gesture of her hands. “From what I"ve heard, he runs his mags like an empire.” 

 

“You sound as though you disapprove.” 

 

“No,” Hillary disagreed with a smile and a shrug. “Emperors just make me nervous. I"m plain peasant stock myself.” 

 

“Your image seems hardly plain or peasant,” he remarked, and this time it was her brow that lifted. “That should sell gallons of shampoo.” Lowering his camera, he met her eyes directly. 

“I think we"ve got it, Hillary.” 

 

She relaxed, pushed back her hair, and regarded him curiously. “You know me? I"m sorry, I can"t quite seem to place you. Have we worked together before?” 

 

“Hillary Baxter"s face is everywhere. It"s my business to recognize beautiful faces.” He spoke with careless simplicity, gray eyes smoky with amusement. 

 

“Well, it appears you have the advantage, Mr. —?” 

 

“Bardoff, Bret Bardoff,” he answered, and the camera clicked to capture the astonished expression on her face. “You can close your mouth now, Hillary. I think we"ve got enough.” His smile widened as she obeyed without thinking. “Cat got your tongue?” he mocked, pleasure at her embarrassment obvious. 

 

She recognized him now, from pictures she had seen of him in newspapers and his own magazines, and she was busily engaged in cursing herself for the stupidity she had just displayed. 

Anger with herself spread to encompass the man in front of her, and she located her voice. 

 

“You let me babble on like that,” she sputtered, eyes and cheeks bright with color. “You stood there taking pictures you had no business taking and just let me carry on like an idiot.” 

 

“I was merely following orders.” His grave tone and sober expression added to her mounting embarrassment and fury. 

 

“Well, you had no right following them. You should have told me who you were.” Her voice quavered with indignation, but he merely moved his shoulders and smiled again. 

 

“You never asked.” 

 

Before she could retort, the door of the studio opened and Larry entered, looking harassed and confused. “Mr. Bardoff,” he began, advancing on the pair standing under the lights. “I"m sorry. I thought I was to meet you at your office.” Larry ran a hand through his hair in agitation. 

“When I got there, I was told you were coming here. I don"t know how I got it so confused. 

Sorry you had to wait.” 

 

“Don"t worry about it,” Bret assured him with an easy smile, “the last hour"s been highly entertaining.” 

 

“Hillary.” Her existence suddenly seeped into Larry"s consciousness. “Good Lord, I knew I forgot something. We"ll have to get those pictures later.” 

 

“No need.” Bret handed Larry the camera. “Hillary and I have seen to them.” 

 

“You took the shots?” Larry looked at Bret and the camera in turn. 

 

“Hillary saw no reason to waste time.” He smiled and added, “I"m sure you"ll find the pictures suitable.” 

 

“No question of that, Mr. Bardoff.” His voice was tinged with reverence. “I know what you can do with a camera.” 

 

Hillary had an overwhelming desire for the floor to open up and swallow her. She had to get out of there quickly. Never before in her life had she felt such a fool. Of course, she reasoned silently, it was his fault. The nerve of the man, letting her believe he was a photographer! She recalled the fashion in which she had ordered him to begin, and the things she had said. She closed her eyes with an inward moan. All she wanted to do now was disappear, and with luck she would never have to come face to face with Bret Bardoff again. 

 

She began gathering her things quickly. “I"ll leave you to get on with your business. I have another session across town.” Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she took a deep breath. 

“Bye, Larry. Nice to have met you, Mr. Bardoff.” She attempted to brush by them, but Bret put out his hand and captured hers, preventing her exit. 

 

“Goodbye, Hillary.” She forced her eyes to meet his, feeling a sudden drain of power by the contact of her hand in his. “It"s been a most interesting morning. We"ll have to do it again soon.” 

 

When hell freezes over, her eyes told him silently, and muttering something incoherent, she dashed for the door, the sound of his laughter echoing in her ears. 

 

Dressing for a date that evening, Hillary endeavored, without success, to block the events of the morning from her mind. She was confident that her path would never cross Bret Bardoff"s again. After all, she comforted herself, it had only been through a stupid accident that they had met in the first place. Hillary prayed that the adage about lightning never striking twice would hold true. She had indeed been hit by a lightning bolt when he had casually disclosed his name to her, and her cheeks burned again, matching the color of her soft jersey dress as her careless words played back in her mind. 

 

The ringing of the phone interrupted her reflections, and she answered, finding Larry on the other end. “Hillary, boy, I"m glad I caught you at home.” His excitement was tangible over the wire, and she answered him quickly. 

 

“You just did catch me. I"m practically out the door. What"s up?” 

 

“I can"t go into details now. Bret"s going to do that in the morning.” 



 

She noted the fact that  Mr. Bardoff had been discarded since that morning and spoke wearily. “Larry, what are you talking about?” 

 

“Bret will explain everything in the morning. You have an appointment at nine o"clock.” 

 

“What?” Her voice rose and she found it imperative to swallow twice. “Larry, what are you talking about?” 

 

“It"s a tremendous opportunity for both of us, Hil. Bret will tell you tomorrow. You know where his office is.” This was a statement rather than a question, since everyone in the business knew  Mode"s headquarters. 

 

“I don"t want to see him,” Hillary argued, feeling a surge of panic at the thought of those steel gray eyes. “I don"t know what he told you about this morning, but I made a total fool of myself. I thought he was a photographer. Really,” she continued, with fresh annoyance, “you"re partially to blame, if—” 

 

“Don"t worry about all that now,” Larry interrupted confidently. “It doesn"t matter. Just be there at nine tomorrow. See you later.” 

 

“But, Larry.” She stopped, there was no purpose in arguing with a dead phone. Larry had hung up. 

 

This was too much, she thought in despair, and sat down heavily on the bed. How could Larry expect her to go through with this? How could she possibly face that man after the things she had said? Humiliation, she decided, was simply something for which she was not suited. 

Rising from the bed, she squared her shoulders. Bret Bardoff probably wanted another opportunity to laugh at her for her stupidity. Well, he wasn"t going to get the best of Hillary Baxter, she told herself with firm pride. She"d face him without cringing. This peasant would stand up to the emperor and show him what she was made of! 

 

 

 

Hillary dressed for her appointment the next morning with studious care. The white, light wool cowl-necked dress was beautiful in its simplicity, relying on the form it covered to make it eye-catching. 

 

She arranged her hair in a loose bun on top of her head in order to add a businesslike air to her appearance. Bret Bardoff would not find her stammering and blushing this morning, she determined, but cool and confident. Slipping on soft leather shoes, she was satisfied with the total effect, the heels adding to her height. She would not be forced to look up quite so high in order to meet those gray eyes, and she would meet them straight on. 

 

Confidence remained with her through the taxi ride and all the way to the top of the building where Bret Bardoff had his offices. Glancing at her watch on the elevator, she was pleased to see she was punctual. An attractive brunette was seated at an enormous reception desk, and Hillary stated her name and business. After a brief conversation on a phone that held a prominent position on the large desk, the woman ushered Hillary down a long corridor and through a heavy oak door. 

 

She entered a large, well-decorated room where she was greeted by yet another attractive woman, who introduced herself as June Miles, Mr. Bardoff"s secretary. “Please go right in, Miss Baxter. Mr. Bardoff is expecting you,” she informed Hillary with a smile. 

 

Walking to a set of double doors, Hillary"s eyes barely had time to take in the room with its rather fabulous decor before her gaze was arrested by the man seated at a huge oak desk, a panoramic view of the city at his back. 

 

“Good morning, Hillary.” He rose and approached her. “Are you going to come in or stand there all day with your back to the door?” 



 

Hillary"s spine straightened and she answered coolly. “Good morning, Mr. Bardoff, it"s nice to see you again.” 

 

“Don"t be a hypocrite,” he stated mildly as he led her to a seat near the desk. “You"d be a great deal happier if you never laid eyes on me again.” Hillary could find no comment to this all-too-true observation, and contented herself with smiling vaguely into space. 

 

“However,” he continued, as if she had agreed with him in words, “it suits my purposes to have you here today in spite of your reluctance.” 

 

“And what are your purposes, Mr. Bardoff?” she demanded, her annoyance with his arrogance sharpening her tone. 

 

He leaned back in his chair and allowed his cool gray eyes to travel deliberately over Hillary from head to toe. The survey was slow and obviously intended to disconcert, but she remained outwardly unruffled. Because of her profession, her face and form had been studied before. She was determined not to let this man know his stare was causing her pulses to dance a nervous rhythm. 

 

“My purposes, Hillary”—his eyes met hers and held—“are for the moment strictly business, though that is subject to change at any time.” 

 

This remark cracked Hillary"s cool veneer enough to bring a slight blush to her cheeks. 

She cursed the color as she struggled to keep her eyes level with his. 

 

“Good Lord.” His brows lifted with humor. “You"re blushing. I didn"t think women did that anymore.” His grin widened as if he were enjoying the fact that more color leaped to her cheeks at his words. “You"re probably the last of a dying breed.” 

 

“Could we discuss the business for which I"m here, Mr. Bardoff?” she inquired. “I"m sure you"re a very busy man, and believe it or not, I"m busy myself.” 

 

“Of course,” Bret agreed. He grinned reflectively. “I remember—  „Let"s not waste time." 

I"m planning a layout for  Mode,  a rather special layout.” He lit a cigarette and offered Hillary one, which she declined with a shake of her head. “I"ve had the idea milling around in my mind for some time, but I needed the right photographer and the right woman.” His eyes narrowed as he peered at her speculatively, giving Hillary the sensation of being viewed under a microscope. 

“I"ve found them both now.” 

 

She squirmed under his unblinking stare. “Suppose you give me some details, Mr. 

Bardoff. I"m sure it"s not usual procedure for you to interview models personally. This must be something special.” 

 

“Yes, I think so,” he agreed suavely. “The idea is a layout—a picture story, if you like—on the Many Faces of Woman.” He stood then and perched on the corner of the desk, and Hillary was affected by his sheer masculinity, the power and strength that exuded from his lean form clad in a fawn-colored business suit. “I want to portray all the facets of womanhood: career woman, mother, athlete, sophisticate, innocent, temptress, et cetera—a complete portrait of Eve, the Eternal Woman.” 

 

“Sounds fascinating,” Hillary admitted, caught up in the backlash of his enthusiasm. 

“You think I might be suitable for some of the pictures?” 

 

“I know you"re suitable,” he stated flatly, “for  all of the pictures.” 

 

Finely etched brows raised in curiosity. “You"re going to use one model for the entire layout?” 

 

“I"m going to use  you for the entire layout.” 

 

Struggling with annoyance and the feeling of being submerged by very deep water, Hillary spoke honestly. “I"d be an idiot not to be interested in a project like this. I don"t think I"m an idiot. But why me?” 

 

“Come now, Hillary.” His voice mirrored impatience, and he bent over to capture her surprised chin in his hand. “You do own a mirror. Surely you"re intelligent enough to know that you"re quite beautiful and extremely photogenic.” 

 

He was speaking of her as if she were an inanimate object rather than a human being, and the fingers, strong and lean on her chin, were very distressing. Nevertheless, Hillary persisted. 

 

“There are scores of beautiful and photogenic models in New York alone, Mr. Bardoff. 

You know that better than anyone. I"d like to know why you"re considering me for your pet project.” 

 

“Not considering.” He rose and thrust his hands in his pockets, and she observed he was becoming irritated. She found the knowledge rewarding. “There"s no one else I would consider. 

You have a rather uncanny knack for getting to the heart of a picture and coming across with exactly the right image. I need versatility as well as beauty. I need honesty in a dozen different images.” 

 

“In your opinion, I can do that.” 

 

“You wouldn"t be here if I weren"t sure. I never make rash decisions.” 

 

No, Hillary mused, looking into his cool gray eyes, you calculate every minute detail. 

Aloud, she asked, “Larry would be the photographer?” 

 

He nodded. “There"s an affinity between the two of you that is obvious in the pictures you produce. You"re both superior alone, but together you"ve done some rather stunning work.” 

 

His praise caused her smile to warm slightly. “Thank you.” 

 

“That wasn"t a compliment, Hillary—just a fact. I"ve given Larry all the details. The contracts are waiting for your signature.” 

 

“Contracts?” she repeated, becoming wary. 

 

“That"s right,” he returned, overlooking her hesitation. “This project is going to take some time. I"ve no intention of rushing through it. I want exclusive rights to that beautiful face of yours until the project"s completed and on the stands.” 

 

“I see.” She digested this carefully, unconsciously chewing on her bottom lip. 

 

“You needn"t react as if I"ve made an indecent proposal, Hillary.” His voice was dry as he regarded her frowning concentration. “This is a business arrangement.” 

 

Her chin tilted in defiance. “I understand that completely, Mr. Bardoff. It"s simply that I"ve never signed a long-term contract before.” 

 

“I have no intention of allowing you to get away. Contracts are obligatory, for you and for Larry. For the next few months I don"t want you distracted by any other jobs. Financially, you"ll be well compensated. If you have any complaints along those lines, we"ll negotiate. 

However, my rights to that face of yours for the next six months are exclusive.” 

 

He lapsed into silence, watching the varied range of expressions on her face. She was working out the entire platform carefully, doing her best not to be intimidated by his overwhelming power. The project appealed to her, although the man did not. It would be fascinating work, but she found it difficult to tie herself to one establishment for any period of time. She could not help feeling that signing her name was signing away liberation. A long-term contract equaled a long-term commitment. 

 

Finally, throwing caution to the winds, she gave Bret one of the smiles that made her face known throughout America. 

 

“You"ve got yourself a face.”  


Chapter Two

Bret Bardoff moved quickly. Within two weeks contracts had been signed, and the shooting schedule had been set to begin on a morning in early October. The first image to be portrayed was one of youthful innocence and unspoiled simplicity. 

 

Hillary met Larry in a small park selected by Bret. Though the morning was bright and brisk, the sun filtering warm through the trees, the park was all but deserted. She wondered a moment if the autocratic Mr. Bardoff had arranged the isolation. Blue jeans rolled to mid-calf and a long-sleeved turtleneck in scarlet were Hillary"s designated costume. She had bound her shining hair in braids, tied them with red ribbons, and had kept her makeup light, relying on natural, healthy skin. She was the essence of honest, vibrant youth, dark blue eyes bright with the anticipation. 

 

“Perfect,” Larry commented as she ran across the grass to meet him. “Young and innocent. How do you manage it?” 

 

She wrinkled her nose. “I am young and innocent, old man.” 

 

“O.K. See that?” He pointed to a swing set complete with bars and a slide. “Go play, little girl, and let this old man take some pictures.” 

 

She ran for the swing, giving herself over to the freedom of movement. Stretching out full length, she leaned her head to the ground and smiled at the brilliant sky. Climbing on the slide, she lifted her arms wide, let out a whoop of uninhibited joy, and slid down, landing on her bottom in the soft dirt. Larry clicked his camera from varying angles, allowing her to direct the mood. 

 

“You look twelve years old.” His laugh was muffled, his face still concealed behind the camera. 

 

“I am twelve years old,” Hillary proclaimed, scurrying onto the crossbars. “Betcha can"t do this.” She hung up by her knees on the bar, her pigtails brushing the ground. 

 

“Amazing.” The answer did not come from Larry, and she turned her head and looked directly into a pair of well-tailored gray slacks. Her eyes roamed slowly upward to the matching jacket and further to a full, smiling mouth and mocking gray eyes. “Hello, child, does your mother know where you are?” 

 

“What are you doing here?” Hillary demanded, feeling at a decided disadvantage in her upside-down position. 

 

“Supervising my pet project.” He continued to regard her, his grin growing wider. “How long do you intend to hang there? The blood must be rushing to your head.” 

 

Grabbing the bar with her hands, she swung her legs over in a neat somersault and stood facing him. He patted her head, told her she was a good girl, and turned his attention to Larry. 

 

“How"d it go? Looked to me as if you got some good shots.” 

 

The two men discussed the technicalities of the morning"s shooting while Hillary sat back down on the swing, moving gently back and forth. She had met with Bret a handful of times during the past two weeks, and each time she had been unaccountably uneasy in his presence. He was a vital and disturbing individual, full of raw, masculine power, and she was not at all sure she wanted to be closely associated with him. Her life was well ordered now, running smoothly along the lines she designated, and she wanted no complications. There was something about this man, however, that spelled complications in capital letters. 

 

“All right.” Bret"s voice broke into her musings. “Setup at the club at one o"clock. 

Everything"s been arranged.” Hillary rose from the swing and moved to join Larry. “No need for you to go now, little girl—you"ve an hour or so to spare.” 

 

“I don"t want to play on the swings anymore, Daddy,” she retorted, bristling at his tone. 



Picking up her shoulder bag, she managed to take two steps before he reached out and took command of her wrist. She rounded on him, blue eyes blazing. 

 

“Spoiled little brat, aren"t you?” he murmured in a mild tone, but his eyes narrowed and met the dark blue blaze with cold gray steel. “Perhaps I should turn you over my knee.” 

 

“That would be more difficult than you think, Mr. Bardoff,” she returned with unsurpassable dignity. “I"m twenty-four, not twelve, and really quite strong.” 

 

“Are you now?” He inspected her slim form dubiously. “I suppose it"s possible.” He spoke soberly, but she recognized the mockery in his eyes. “Come on, I want some coffee.” His hand slipped from her wrist, and his fingers interlocked with hers. She jerked away, surprised and disconcerted by the warmth. “Hillary,” he began in a tone of strained patience. “I would like to buy you coffee.” It was more a command than a request. 

 

He moved across the grass with long, easy strides, dragging an unwilling Hillary after him. Larry watched their progress and automatically took their picture. They made an interesting study, he decided, the tall blond man in the expensive business suit pulling the slim, dark woman-child behind him. 

 

As she sat across from Bret in a small coffee shop, Hillary"s face was flushed with a mixture of indignation and the exertion of keeping up with the brisk pace he had set. He took in her pink cheeks and bright eyes, and his mouth lifted at one corner. 

 

“Maybe I should buy a dish of ice cream to cool you off.” The waitress appeared then, saving Hillary from formulating a retort, and Bret ordered two coffees. 

 

“Tea,” Hillary stated flatly, pleased to contradict him on some level. 

 

“I beg your pardon?” he returned coolly. 

 

“I"ll have tea, if you don"t mind. I don"t drink coffee; it makes me nervous.” 

 

“One coffee and one tea,” he amended before he turned back to her. “How do you wake up in the morning without the inevitable cup of coffee?” 

 

“Clean living.” She flicked a pigtail over her shoulder and folded her hands. 

 

“You certainly look like an ad for clean living now.” Sitting back, he took out his cigarette case, offering her one and lighting one before going on. “I"m afraid you"d never pass for twenty-four in pigtails. It"s not often one sees hair that true black—certainly not with eyes that color.” He stared into them for a long moment. “They"re fabulous, so dark at times they"re nearly purple, quite dramatic, and the bone structure, it"s rather elegant and exotic. Tell me,” he asked suddenly, “where did you get that marvelous face of yours?” 

 

Hillary had thought herself long immune to comments and compliments on her looks, but somehow his words nonplussed her, and she was grateful that the waitress returned with their drinks, giving her time to gather scattered wits. 

 

“I"m told I"m a throwback to my great-grandmother.” She spoke with detached interest as she sipped tea. “She was an Arapaho. It appears I resemble her quite strongly.” 

 

“I should have guessed.” He nodded his head continuing his intense study. “The cheekbones, the classic bone structure. Yes, I can see your Indian heritage, but the eyes are deceiving. You didn"t acquire eyes like cobalt from your great-grandmother.” 

 

“No.” She struggled to meet his penetrating gaze coolly. “They belong to me.” 

 

“To you,” he acknowledged with a nod, “and for the next six months to me. I believe I"ll enjoy the joint ownership.” The focus of his study shifted to the mouth that moved in a frown at his words. “Where are you from, Hillary Baxter? You"re no native.” 

 

“That obvious? I thought I had acquired a marvelous New York varnish.” She gave a wry shrug, grateful that the intensity of his examination appeared to be over. “Kansas—a farm some miles north of Abilene.” 

 

He inclined his head, and his brows lifted as he raised his cup. “You appear to have made the transition from wheat to concrete very smoothly. No battle scars?” 

 

“A few, but they"re healed over.” She added quickly, “I hardly have to point out New York"s advantages to you, especially in the area of my career.” 

 

His agreement was a slow nod. “It"s very easy to picture you as a Kansas farm girl or a sophisticated New York model. You have a remarkable ability to suit your surroundings.” 

 

Hillary"s full mouth moved in a doubtful pout. “That makes me sound like I"m no person on my own, sort of … inconspicuous.” 

 

“Inconspicuous?” Bret"s laughter caused several heads to turn, and Hillary stared at him in dumb amazement. “Inconspicuous,” he said again, shaking his head as if she had just uttered something sublimely ridiculous. “What a beautiful statement. No, I think you"re a very complex woman with a remarkable affinity with her surroundings. I don"t believe it"s an acquired talent, but an intrinsic ability.” 

 

His words pleased Hillary out of all proportion, and she made an issue of stirring her tea, giving it her undivided attention. Why should a simple, impersonal compliment wrap around my tongue like a twenty-pound chain? she wondered, careful to keep a frown from forming. I don"t think I care for the way he always manages to shift my balance. 

 

“You do play tennis, don"t you?” 

 

Again, his rapid altering of the conversation threw her into confusion, and she stared at him without comprehension until she recalled the afternoon session was on the tennis court of an exclusive country club. 

 

“I manage to hit the ball over the net once in a while.” Annoyed by his somewhat condescending tone, she answered with uncharacteristic meekness. 

 

“Good. The shots will be more impressive if you have the stance and moves down properly.” He glanced at the gold watch on his wrist and drew out his wallet. “I"ve got some things to clear up at the office.” Standing, he drew her from the booth, again holding her hand in his oddly familiar manner, ignoring her efforts to withdraw from his grip. “I"ll put you in a cab. 

It"ll take you some time to change from little girl to female athlete.” He looked down at her, making her feel unaccustomedly small at five foot seven in her sneakers. “Your tennis outfit"s already at the club, and I assume you have all the tricks of your trade in that undersized suitcase?” He indicated the large shoulder bag she heaved over her arm. 

 

“Don"t worry, Mr. Bardoff.” 

 

“Bret,” he interrupted, suddenly engrossed with running his hand down her left pigtail. “I don"t intend to stop using your first name.” 

 

“Don"t worry,” she began again, evading his invitation. “Changing images is my profession.” 

 

“It should prove interesting,” he murmured, tugging the braid he held. Then, shifting to a more professional tone he said, “The court is reserved for one. I"ll see you then.” 

 

“You"re going to be there?” Her question was accompanied by a frown as she found herself undeniably distressed at the prospect of dealing with him yet again. 

 

“My pet project, remember?” He nudged her into a cab, either unaware of or unconcerned by her scowl. “I intend to supervise it very carefully.” 

 

As the cab merged with traffic, Hillary"s emotions were in turmoil. Bret Bardoff was an incredibly attractive and distracting man, and there was something about him that disturbed her. 

The idea of being in almost daily contact with him made her decidedly uneasy. 



 

I don"t like him, she decided with a firm nod. He"s too self-assured, too arrogant, too … 

Her mind searched for a word.  Physical.  Yes, she admitted, albeit unwillingly, he was a very sexual man, and he unnerved her. She had no desire to be disturbed. There was something about the way he looked at her, something about the way her body reacted whenever she came into contact with him. Shrugging, she stared out the window at passing cars. She wouldn"t think of him. Rather, she corrected, she would think of him only as her employer, and a temporary one at that—not as an individual. Her hand still felt warm from his, and glancing down at it, she sighed. 

It was imperative to her peace of mind that she do her job and avoid any more personal dealings with him. Strictly business, she reminded herself. Yes, their relationship would be strictly business. 

 

 

 

The tomboy had been transformed into the fashionable tennis buff. A short white tennis dress accented Hillary"s long, slender legs and left arms bare. She covered them, as she waited on the court, with a light jacket, since the October afternoon was pleasant but cool. Her hair was tied away from her face with a dark blue scarf, leaving her delicate features unframed. Color had been added to her eyes, accenting them with sooty fringes, and her lips were tinted deep rose. 

Spotless white tennis shoes completed her outfit, and she held a lightweight racket in her hands. 

The pure white of the ensemble contrasted well with her golden skin and raven hair, and she appeared wholly feminine as well as capable. 

 

Behind the net, she experimented with stances, swinging the racket and serving the balls to a nonexistent partner while Larry roamed around her, checking angles and meters. 

 

“I think you might have better luck if someone hit back.” 

 

She spun around to see Bret watching her with an amused gleam in his eyes. He too was in white, the jacket of his warm-up suit pushed to the elbows. Hillary, used to seeing him in a business suit, was surprised at the athletic appearance of his body, whipcord lean, his shoulders broad, his arms hard and muscular, his masculinity entirely too prevalent. 

 

“Do I pass?” he asked with a half smile, and she flushed, suddenly aware that she had been staring. 

 

“I"m just surprised to see you dressed that way,” she muttered, shrugging her shoulders and turning away. 

 

“More suitable for tennis, don"t you think?” 

 

“We"re going to play?” She spun back to face him, scowling at the racket in his hand. 

 

“I rather like the idea of action … shots,” he finished with a grin. “I won"t be too hard on you. I"ll hit some nice and easy.” 

 

With a good deal of willpower, she managed not to stick out her tongue. She played tennis often and well. Hillary decided, with inner complacency, that Mr. Bret Bardoff was in for a surprise. 

 

“I"ll try to hit a few back,” she promised, her face as ingenuous as a child. “To give the shots realism.” 

 

“Good.” He strode over to the other side of the court, and Hillary picked up a ball. “Can you serve?” 

 

“I"ll do my best,” she answered, coating honey on her tongue. After glancing at Larry to see if he was ready, she tossed the ball idly in the air. The camera had already replaced Larry"s face, and Hillary moved behind the fault line, tossed the ball once more, connected with the racket, and smashed a serve. Bret returned her serve gently, and she hit back, aiming deep in the opposite corner. 



 

“I think I remember how to score,” she called out with a thoughtful frown. “Fifteen-love, Mr. Bardoff.” 

 

“Nice return, Hillary. Do you play often?” 

 

“Oh, now and again,” she evaded, brushing invisible lint from her skirt. “Ready?” 

 

He nodded, and the ball bounced back and forth in an easy, powerless volley. She realized with some smugness that he was holding back, making it a simple matter for her to make the return for the benefit of Larry"s rapidly snapping camera. But she too was holding back, hitting the ball lightly and without any style. She allowed a few more laconic lobs, then slammed the ball away from him, deep in the back court. 

 

“Oh.” She lifted a finger to her lips, feigning innocence. “That"s thirty-love, isn"t it?” 

 

Bret"s eyes narrowed as he approached the net. “Why do I have this strange feeling that I"m being conned?” 

 

“Conned?” she repeated, wide-eyed, allowing her lashes to flutter briefly. He searched her face until her lips trembled with laughter. “Sorry, Mr. Bardoff, I couldn"t resist.” She tossed her head and grinned. “You were so patronizing.” 

 

“O.K.” He returned her grin somewhat to Hillary"s relief. “No more patronizing. Now I"m out for blood.” 

 

“We"ll start from scratch,” she offered, returning to the serving line. “I wouldn"t want you to claim I had an unfair advantage.” 

 

He returned her serve with force, and they kept each other moving rapidly over the court in the ensuing volley. They battled for points, reaching deuce and exchanging advantage several times. The camera was forgotten in the focus of concentration, the soft click of the shutter masked by the swish of rackets and thump of balls. 

 

Cursing under her breath at the failure to return a ball cleanly, Hillary stooped to pick up another and prepared to serve. 

 

“That was great.” Larry"s voice broke her concentration, and she turned to gape at him. “I got some fantastic shots. You look like a real pro, Hil. We can wrap it up now.” 

 

“Wrap it up?” She stared at him with incredulous exasperation. “Have you lost your mind? We"re at deuce.” She continued to regard him a moment as if his brain had gone on holiday, and shaking her head and muttering, she resumed play. 

 

For the next few minutes, they fought for the lead until Bret once more held the advantage and once more placed the ball down the line to her backhand. 

 

Hillary put her hands on her hips and let out a deep breath after the ball had sailed swiftly past her. “Ah, well, the agony of defeat.” She smiled, attempted to catch her wind, and approached the net. “Congratulations.” She offered both hand and smile. “You play a very demanding game.” 

 

He accepted her hand, holding it rather than shaking it. “You certainly made me earn it, Hillary. I believe I"d like to try my luck at doubles, with you on my side of the net.” 

 

“I suppose you could do worse.” 

 

He held her gaze a moment before his eyes dropped to the hand still captive in his. “Such a small hand.” He lifted it higher and examined it thoroughly. “I"m astonished it can swing a racket like that.” He turned it palm up and carried it to his lips. 

 

Odd and unfamiliar tingles ran up her spine at his kiss, and she stared mesmerized at her hand, unable to speak or draw away. “Come on.” He smiled into bemused eyes, annoyingly aware of her reaction. “I"ll buy you lunch.” His gaze slid past her. “You too, Larry.” 

 

“Thanks, Bret.” He was already gathering his equipment. “But I want to get back and develop this film. I"ll just grab a sandwich.” 

 

“Well, Hillary.” He turned and commanded her attention. “It"s just you and me.” 

 

“Really, Mr. Bardoff,” she began, feeling near to panic at the prospect of having lunch with him and wishing with all her heart that he would respond to the effort she was currently making to regain sole possession of her hand. “It"s not necessary for you to buy me lunch.” 

 

“Hillary, Hillary.” He sighed, shaking his head. “Do you always find it difficult to accept an invitation, or is it only with me?” 

 

“Don"t be ridiculous.” She attempted to maintain a casual tone while she became more and more troubled by the warmth of his hand over hers. She stared down at the joined hands, feeling increasingly helpless as the contact continued. “Mr. Bardoff, may I please have my hand back?” Her voice was breathless, and she bit her lip in vexation. 

 

“Try Bret, Hillary,” he commanded, ignoring her request. “It"s easy enough, only one syllable. Go ahead.” 

 

The eyes that held hers were calm, demanding, and arrogant enough to remain steady for the next hour. The longer her hand remained in his, the more peculiar she felt, and knowing that the sooner she agreed, the sooner she would be free, she surrendered. 

 

“Bret, may I please have my hand back?” 

 

“There, now, we"ve cleared the first hurdle. That didn"t hurt much, did it?” The corner of his mouth lifted as he released her, and immediately the vague weakness began to dissipate, leaving her more secure. 

 

“Nearly painless.” 

 

“Now about lunch.” He held up his hand to halt her protest. “You do eat, don"t you?” 

 

“Of course, but—” 

 

“No buts. I rarely listen to buts or nos.” 

 

In short order Hillary found herself seated across from Bret at a small table inside the club. Things were not going as she had planned. It was very difficult to maintain a businesslike and impersonal relationship when she was so often in his company. It was useless to deny that she found him interesting, his vitality stimulating, and he was a tremendously attractive man. 

But, she admonished herself, he certainly wasn"t her type. Besides, she didn"t have time for entanglements at this point of her life. Still, the warning signals in her brain told her to tread carefully, that this man was capable of upsetting her neatly ordered plans. 

 

“Has anyone ever told you what a fascinating conversationalist you are?” Hillary"s eyes shot up to find Bret"s mocking gaze on her. 

 

“Sorry.” Color crept into her face. “My mind was wandering.” 

 

“So I noticed. What will you have to drink?” 

 

“Tea.” 

 

“Straight?” he inquired, his smile hovering. 

 

“Straight,” she agreed, and ordered herself to relax. “I don"t drink much. I"m afraid I don"t handle it well. More than two and I turn into Mr. Hyde. Metabolism.” 

 

Bret threw back his head and laughed with the appearance of boundless pleasure. “That"s a transformation I would give much to witness. We"ll have to arrange it.” 

 

Lunch, to Hillary"s surprise, was an enjoyable meal, though Bret met her choice of salad with open disgust and pure masculine disdain. She assured him it was adequate, and made a passing comment on the brevity of overweight models" careers. 

 

Fully relaxed, Hillary enjoyed herself, the resolution to keep a professional distance between herself and Bret forgotten. As they ate, he spoke of the next day"s shooting plans. 



Central Park had been designated for more outdoor scenes in keeping with the outdoor, athletic image. 

 

“I"ve meetings all day tomorrow and won"t be able to supervise. How do you exist on that stuff?” He changed the trend of conversation abruptly, waving a superior finger at Hillary"s salad. “Don"t you want some food? You"re going to fade away.” 

 

She shook her head, smiling as she sipped her tea, and he muttered under his breath about half-starved models before resuming his previous conversation. “If all goes according to schedule, we"ll start the next segment Monday. Larry wants to get an early start tomorrow.” 

 

“Always,” she agreed with a sigh. “If the weather holds.” 

 

“Oh, the sun will shine.” She heard the absolute confidence in his voice. “I"ve arranged it.” 

 

Sitting back, she surveyed the man across from her with uninhibited curiosity. “Yes.” She nodded at length, noting the firm jaw and direct eyes. “I believe you could. It wouldn"t dare rain.” 

 

They smiled at each other, and as the look held, she experienced a strange, unfamiliar sensation running through her—something swift, vital, and anonymous. 

 

“Some dessert?” 

 

“You"re determined to fatten me up, aren"t you?” Grateful that his casual words had eliminated the strange emotion, she summoned up an easy smile. “You"re a bad influence, but I have a will of iron.” 

 

“Cheese cake, apple pie, chocolate mousse?” His smile was wicked, but she tossed her head and lifted her chin. 

 

“Do your worst. I don"t break.” 

 

“You"re bound to have a weakness. A little time, and I"ll find it.” 

 

“Bret, darling, what a surprise to see you here.” Hillary turned and looked up at the woman greeting Bret with such enthusiasm. 

 

“Hello, Charlene.” He granted the shapely, elegantly dressed redhead a charming smile. 

“Charlene Mason, Hillary Baxter.” 

 

“Miss Baxter.” Charlene nodded in curt greeting, and green eyes narrowed. “Have we met before?” 

 

“I don"t believe so,” Hillary returned, wondering why she felt a surge of gratitude at the fact. 

 

“Hillary"s face is splashed over magazines covers everywhere,” Bret explained. “She"s one of New York"s finest models.” 

 

“Of course.” Hillary watched the green eyes narrow further, survey her, and dismiss her as inferior merchandise. “Bret, you should have told me you"d be here today. We could have had some time.” 

 

“Sorry,” he answered with a casual move of his shoulders. “I won"t be here long, and it was business.” 

 

Ridiculously deflated by his statement, Hillary immediately forced her spine to straighten. Didn"t I tell you not to get involved? she reminded herself. He"s quite right, this was a business lunch. She gathered her things and stood. 

 

“Please, Miss Mason, have my seat. I was just going.” She turned to Bret, pleased to observe his annoyance at her hasty departure. “Thanks for lunch, Mr. Bardoff,” she added politely, flashing a smile at the frown that appeared at her use of his surname. “Nice to have met you, Miss Mason.” Giving the woman occupying the seat she had just vacated a professional smile, Hillary walked away. 

 

“I didn"t realized taking employees to lunch was part of your routine, Bret.” Charlene"s voice carried to Hillary as she made her exit. Her first instinct was to whirl around and inform the woman to mind her own business, but grasping for control, she continued to move away without hearing Bret"s reply. 

 

 

 

The following day"s session was more arduous. Using the brilliant fall color in Central Park for a backdrop, Larry"s ideas for pictures were varied and energetic. It was a bright, cloudless day, as Bret had predicted, one of the final, golden days of Indian summer. Gold, russet, and scarlet dripped from the branches and covered the ground. Against the varied fall hues, Hillary posed, jogged, threw Frisbees, smiled, climbed trees, fed pigeons, and made three costume changes as the day wore on. Several times during the long session she caught herself looking for Bret, although she knew he was not expected. Her disappointment at his absence both surprised and displeased her, and she reminded herself that life would run much more smoothly if she had never laid eyes on a certain tall, lean man. 

 

“Lighten up, Hil. Quit scowling.” Larry"s command broke into her musings. Resolutely, she shoved Bret Bardoff from her mind and concentrated on her job. 

 

That evening she sank her tired body into a warm tub, sighing as the scented water worked its gentle magic on aching muscles. Oh, Larry, she thought wearily, with a camera in your hands you become Simon Legree. What you put me through today. I know I"ve been snapped from every conceivable angle, with every conceivable expression, in every conceivable pose. Thank heavens I"m through until Monday. 

 

This layout was a big assignment, she realized, and there would be many more days like this one. The project could be a big boost to her career. A large layout in a magazine of  Mode"s reputation and quality would bring her face to international recognition, and with Bret"s backing she would more than likely be on her way to becoming one of the country"s top models. 

 

A frown appeared from nowhere. Why doesn"t that please me? The prospect of being successful in my profession has always been something I wanted. Bret"s face entered her mind, and she shook her head in fierce rejection. 

 

“Oh, no you don"t,” she told his image. “You"re not going to get inside my head and confuse my plans. You"re the emperor, and I"m your lowly subject. Let"s keep it that way.” 

 

 

 

Hillary was seated with Chuck Carlyle in one of New York"s most popular discos. Music filled every corner, infusing the air with its vibrancy, while lighting effects played everchanging colors over the dancers. As the music washed over them, Hillary reflected on her reasoning for keeping her relationship with Chuck platonic. 

 

It wasn"t as though she didn"t enjoy male companionship, she told herself. It wasn"t as though she didn"t enjoy a man"s embrace or his kisses. A pair of mocking gray eyes crept into her mind unbidden, and she scowled fiercely into her drink. 

 

If she shied away from more intimate relationships, it was only because no one had touched her deeply enough or stirred her emotions to a point where she felt any desire to engage in a long-term or even a short-term affair. Love, she mused, had so far eluded her, and she silently asserted that she was grateful. With love came commitments, and commitments did not fit into her plans for the immediate future. No, an involvement with a man would bring complications, interfere with her well-ordered life. 

 

“It"s always a pleasure to take you out, Hillary.” Thoughts broken, she glanced over to see Chuck grin and look pointedly down at the drink she had been nursing ever since their arrival. “You"re so easy on my paycheck.” 

 

She returned his grin and pushed soul-searching aside. “You could look far and wide and never find another woman so concerned about your financial welfare.” 

 

“Too true.” He sighed and adopted a look of great sadness. “They"re either after my body or my money, and you, sweet Hillary, are after neither.” He grabbed both of her hands and covered them with kisses. “If only you"d marry me, love of my life, and let me take you away from all this decadence.” His hand swept over the dance floor. “We"ll find a vine-covered cottage, two-point-seven kids, and settle down.” 

 

“Do you know,” Hillary said slowly, “if I said yes, you"d faint dead away?” 

 

“When you"re right, you"re right.” He sighed again. “So instead of sweeping you off your feet to a vine-covered cottage, I"ll drag you back to the decadence.” 

 

Admiring eyes focused on the tall, slim woman with the dress as blue as her eyes. 

Hillary"s skirt was slit high to reveal long, shapely legs as she turned and spun with the dark man in his cream-colored suit. Both dancers possessed a natural grace and affinity with the music, and they looked spectacular on the dance floor. They ended the dance with Chuck lowering Hillary into a deep, dramatic dip, and when she stood again, she was laughing and flushed with the excitement of the dance. They wove their way back to their table, Chuck"s arm around her shoulders, and Hillary"s laughter died as she found herself confronted with the gray eyes that had disturbed her a short time before. 

 

“Hello, Hillary.” Bret"s greeting was casual, and she was grateful for the lighting system, which disguised her change of color. 

 

“Hello, Mr. Bardoff,” she returned, wondering why her stomach had begun to flutter at the sight of him. 

 

“You met Charlene, I believe.” 

 

Her eyes shifted to the redhead at his side. “Of course, nice to see you again.” Hillary turned to her partner and made quick introductions. Chuck pumped Bret"s hand with great enthusiasm. 

 

“Bret Bardoff?  The Bret Bardoff?” Hillary cringed at the undisguised awe and admiration. 

 

“The only one I know,” he answered with an easy smile. 

 

“Please”—Chuck indicated their table—“join us for a drink.” 

 

Bret"s smile widened as he inclined his head to Hillary, laughter lighting his eyes as she struggled to cover her discomfort. 

 

“Yes, please do.” She met his eyes directly, and her voice was scrupulously polite. She was determined to win the silent battle with the strange, uncommon emotions his mere presence caused. Flicking a quick glance at his companion, her discomfort changed to amusement as she observed Charlene Mason was no more pleased to share their company than she was. Or perhaps, Hillary thought idly as they slid behind the table, she was not pleased with sharing Bret with anyone, however briefly. 

 

“A very impressive show the two of you put on out there,” Bret commented to Chuck, indicating the dance floor with a nod of his head. His gaze roamed over to include Hillary. “You two must dance often to move so well together.” 

 

“There"s no better partner than Hillary,” Chuck declared magnanimously, and patted her hand with friendly affection. “She can dance with anyone.” 

 

“Is that so?” Bret"s brows lifted. “Perhaps you"ll let me borrow her for a moment and see for myself.” 

 

An unreasonable panic filled Hillary at the thought of dancing with him and it was reflected in her expressive eyes. 

 

She rose with a feeling of helpless indignation as Bret came behind her and pulled out her chair without waiting for her assent. 

 

“Stop looking like such a martyr,” he whispered in her ear as they approached the other dancers. 

 

“Don"t be absurd,” she stated with admirable dignity, furious that he could read her so effortlessly. 

 

The music had slowed, and he turned her to face him, gathering her into his arms. At the contact, an overpowering childish urge to pull away assailed her, and she struggled to prevent the tension from becoming noticeable. His chest was hard, his basic masculinity overwhelming, and she refused to allow herself the relief of swallowing in nervous agitation. The arm around her waist held her achingly close, so close their bodies seemed to melt together as he moved her around the floor. She had unconsciously shifted to her toes, and her cheek rested against his, the scent of him assaulting her senses, making her wonder if she had perhaps sipped her drink too quickly. Her heart was pounding erratically against his, and she fought to control the leaping of her pulses as she matched her steps to his. 

 

“I should have known you were a dancer,” he murmured against her ear, causing a fresh flutter of her heartbeat. 

 

“Really,” she countered, battling to keep her tone careless and light, attempting to ignore the surge of excitement of his mouth on the lobe of her ear. “Why?” 

 

“The way you walk, the way you move. With a sensuous grace, and effortless rhythm.” 

 

She intended to laugh off the compliment and tilted her head to meet his eyes. She found herself instead staring wordlessly into their gray depths. His hold on her did not lessen as they faced, their lips a breath apart, and she found the flip remark she had been about to make slip into oblivion. 

 

“I always thought gray eyes were like steel,” she murmured, hardly aware she was voicing her thoughts. “Yours are more like clouds.” 

 

“Dark and threatening?” he suggested, holding her gaze. 

 

“Sometimes,” she whispered, caught in the power he exuded. “And others, warm and soft like an early mist. I never know whether I"m in for a storm or a shower. Never know what to expect.” 

 

“Don"t you?” His voice was quiet as his gaze dropped to her lips, tantalizingly close to his. “You should by now.” 

 

She struggled with the weakness invading her at his softly spoken retort and clutched for sophistication. “Really, Mr. Bardoff, are you attempting to seduce me in the middle of a crowded dance floor?” 

 

“One must make use of what"s available,” he answered, then lifted his brow. “Have you somewhere else in mind?” 

 

“Sorry,” she apologized, and turned her head so their faces no longer met. “We"re both otherwise engaged, and,” she added, attempting to slip away, “the dance is over.” 

 

He did not release her, pulling her closer and speaking ominously in her ear. “You"ll not get away until you drop that infuriatingly formal Mr. Bardoff and use my name.” When she did not reply, he went on, an edge sharpening his voice. “I"m perfectly content to stay like this. 

You"re a woman who was meant for a man"s arms. I find you suit mine.” 



 

“All right,” Hillary said between her teeth. “Bret, would you please let me go before I"m crushed beyond recognition?” 

 

“Certainly.” His grip slacked, but his arm remained around her. “Don"t tell me I"m really hurting you.” His smile was wide and triumphant as he gazed into her resentful face. 

 

“I"ll let you know after I"ve had my X rays.” 

 

“I doubt if you"re as fragile as all that.” He led her back to the table, his arm still encircling her waist. 

 

They joined their respective partners, and the group spoke generally for the next few minutes. Hillary felt unmistakable hostility directed toward her from the other woman, which Bret was either blissfully unaware of or ignored. Between frosty green eyes and her own disquieting awareness of the tall, fair man whose arms had held her so intimately, Hillary was acutely uncomfortable. It was a relief when the couple rose to leave, and Bret refused Chuck"s request that they stay for another round. Charlene looked on with undisguised boredom. 

 

“Charlene"s not fond of discos, I"m afraid,” Bret explained, grinning as he slipped an arm casually around the redhead"s shoulders, causing her to look up at him with a smile of pure invitation. The gesture caused a sudden blaze of emotions to flare in Hillary that she refused to identify as jealousy. “She merely came tonight to please me. I"m thinking of using a disco background for the layout.” Bret gazed down at Hillary with an enigmatic smile. “Wasn"t it a stroke of luck that I was able to see you here tonight. It gives me a much clearer picture of how to set things up. 

 

Hillary"s gaze narrowed at his tone, and she caught the gleam of laughter in his eyes. 

Luck nothing, she thought suddenly, realizing with certainty that Bret rarely depended on luck. 

Somehow he had known she would be here tonight, and he had staged the accidental meeting. 

This layout must be very important to him, she mused, feeling unaccountably miserable. What other reason would he have for seeking her out and dancing with her while he had the obviously willing Charlene Mason hanging all over him? 

 

“See you Monday, Hillary,” Bret said easily as he and his lady made to leave. 

 

“Monday?” Chuck repeated when they were once more alone. “Aren"t you the fox.” His teeth flashed in a grin. “Keeping the famous Mr. Bardoff tucked in your pocket.” 

 

“Hardly,” she snapped, irritated by his conclusion. “Our relationship is strictly business. 

I"m working for his magazine. He"s my employer, nothing more.” 

 

“O.K., O.K.” Chuck"s grin only widened at her angry denial. “Don"t take my head off. 

It"s a natural mistake, and I"m not the only one who made it.” 

 

Hillary looked up sharply. “What are you talking about?” 

 

“Sweet Hillary,” he explained in a patient tone, “didn"t you feel the knives stabbing you in the back when you were dancing with your famous employer?” At her blank stare, he sighed deeply. “You know, even after three years in New York, you"re still incredibly naive.” The corners of his mouth lifted, and he lay a brotherly hand on her shoulder. “A certain redhead was shooting daggers into you from her green eyes the entire time you were dancing. Why, I expected you to keel over in a pool of blood at any second.” 

 

“That"s absurd.” Hillary swirled the contents of her glass and frowned at them. “I"m sure Miss Mason knew very well Bret"s purpose in seeing me was merely for research, just background for his precious layout.” 

 

Chuck regarded her thoroughly and shook his head. “As I said before, Hillary, you are incredibly naive.”  


Chapter Three

Monday morning dawned, cool, crisp, and gray. In the office of  Mode,  however, threatening skies were not a factor. Obviously, Hillary decided, Bret had permitted nature to have a tantrum now that shooting had moved indoors. 

 

At his direction, she was placed in the hands of a hairdresser who would assist in the transformation to smooth, competent businesswoman. Jet shoulder-length hair was arranged in a sleek chignon that accented classic bone structure, and the severely tailored lines of the three-piece gray suit, instead of appearing masculine, only heightened Hillary"s femininity. 

 

Larry was immersed in camera equipment, lighting, and angles when she entered Bret"s office. Giving the room a quick survey, she was forced to admit it was both an elegant and suitable background for the morning"s session. She watched with fond amusement as Larry, oblivious to her presence, adjusted lenses and tested meters, muttering to himself. 

 

“The genius at work,” a voice whispered close to her ear, and Hillary whirled, finding herself staring into the eyes that had begun to haunt her. 

 

“That"s precisely what he is,” she retorted, furious with the way her heart began to drum at his nearness. 

 

“Testy this morning, aren"t we?” Bret observed with a lifted brow. “Still hung over from the weekend?” 

 

“Certainly not.” Dignity wrapped her like a cloak. “I never drink enough to have a hangover.” 

 

“Oh, yes, I forgot, the Mr. Hyde syndrome.” 

 

“Hillary, there you are.” Larry interrupted Hillary"s search for a suitable retort. “What took you so long?” 

 

“Sorry, Larry, the hairdresser took quite some time.” 

 

The amused gleam in Bret"s eyes demanded and received her answer. As their gaze met over Larry"s head with the peculiar intimacy of a shared joke, a sweet weakness washed over her, like a soft, gentle wave washing over a waiting shore. Terrified, she dropped her eyes, attempting to dispel the reaction he drew from her without effort. 

 

“Do you always frighten so easily?” Bret"s voice was calm, with a tint of mockery, the tone causing her chin to lift in defiance. She glared, helplessly angry with his ability to read her thoughts as if they were written on her forehead. “That"s better,” he approved fending off the fire with cool composure. “Anger suits you. It darkens your eyes and puts rose in your cheeks. Spirit is an essential trait for women and”—his mouth lifted at the corner as he paused—“for horses.” 

 

She choked and sputtered over the comparison, willing her temper into place with the knowledge that if she lost it she would be powerless against him in a verbal battle. “I suppose that"s true,” she answered carelessly after swallowing the words that had sprung into her head. 

“In my observation, men appear to fall short of the physical capacity of one and the mental capacity of the other.” 

 

“Well, that hairstyle certainly makes you look competent.” Larry turned to study Hillary critically, oblivious to anything that had occurred since he had last spoken. With a sigh of defeat, Hillary gazed at the ceiling for assistance. 

 

“Yes,” Bret agreed, keeping his features serious. “The woman executive, very competent, very smart.” 

 

“Assertive, aggressive, and ruthless,” Hillary interrupted, casting him a freezing look. “I shall emulate you, Mr. Bardoff.” 

 

His brows rose fractionally. “That should be fascinating. I"ll leave you then to get on with your work, while I get on with mine.” 



 

The door closed behind him, and the room was suddenly larger and strangely empty. 

Hillary shook herself and got to work, attempting to block out all thoughts of Bret Bardoff from her mind. 

 

For the next hour Larry moved around the room, clicking his camera, adjusting the lighting, and calling out directions as Hillary assumed the poses of a busy woman executive. 

 

“That"s a wrap in here.” He signaled for her to relax, which she did by sinking into a soft leather chair in a casual, if undignified, pose. 

 

“Fiend!” she cried as he snapped the camera once more, capturing her as she sprawled, slouched in the chair, legs stretched out in front of her. 

 

“It"ll be a good shot,” he claimed with an absent smile. “Weary woman wiped-out by woesome work.” 

 

“You have a strange sense of humor, Larry,” Hillary retorted, not bothering to alter her position. “It comes from having a camera stuck to your face all the time.” 

 

“Now, now, Hil, let"s not get personal. Heave yourself out of that chair. We"re going into the board room, and you, my love, can be chairman of the board.” 

 

“Chairperson,” she corrected, but his mind was already involved with his equipment. 

Groaning, she stood and left him to his devices. 

 

The remainder of the day"s shooting was long and tedious. Dissatisfied with the lighting, Larry spent more than half an hour rearranging and resetting until it met with his approval. After a further hour under hot lights, Hillary felt as fresh as week-old lettuce and was more than ready when Larry called an end to the day"s work. 

 

She found herself searching for Bret"s lean form as she made her way from the building, undeniably disappointed when there was no sign of him and angry with her own reaction. 

Walking for several blocks, she breathed in the brisk autumn air, determined to forget the emotions stirred by the tall man with sharp gray eyes. Just a physical attraction, she reasoned, tucking her hands in her pockets and allowing her feet to take her farther down the busy sidewalk. Physical attraction happens all the time; it would pass like a twenty-four-hour virus. 

 

A diversion was what she required, she decided—something to chase him from her mind and set her thoughts back on the track she had laid out for herself. Success in the field she had chosen, independence, security—these were her priorities. There was no room for romantic entanglements. When the time came for settling down, it certainly would not be with a man like Bret Bardoff, but with someone safe, someone who did not set her nerves on end and confuse her at every encounter. Besides, she reminded herself, ignoring the sudden gloom, he wasn"t interested in her romantically in any case. He seemed to prefer well-proportioned redheads. 

 

 

 

Shooting resumed the next morning, once again in  Mode"s offices. Today, dressed in a dark blue shirt and boot-length skirt of a lighter shade, Hillary was to take on the role of working girl. The session was to take place in Bret"s secretary"s office, much to that woman"s delight. 

 

“I can"t tell you how excited I am, Miss Baxter. I feel like a kid going to her first circus.” 

 

Hillary smiled at the young woman whose eyes were alight with anticipation. “I"ll admit to feeling like a trained elephant from time to time—and make it Hillary.” 

 

“I"m June. This is all routine to you, I suppose.” Her head shook, causing chestnut curls to bounce and sway. “But it seems very glamorous and exciting to me.” Her eyes drifted to where Larry was setting up for the shooting with customary absorption. “Mr. Newman"s a real expert, isn"t he? He"s been fiddling with all those dials and lenses and lights. He"s very attractive. Is he married?” 



 

Hillary laughed, glancing carelessly at Larry. “Only to his Nikon.” 

 

“Oh.” June smiled, then frowned. “Are you two, ah, I mean, are you involved?” 

 

“Just master and slave,” Hillary answered, seeing Larry as an attractive, eligible man for the first time. Looking back at June"s appealing face, she smiled in consideration. “You know the old adage, „The way to a man"s heart is through his stomach." Take my advice. The way to that man"s heart is through his lenses. Ask him about f-stops.” 

 

Bret emerged from his office. He broke into a slow, lazy smile when he saw Hillary. “Ah, man"s best friend, the efficient secretary.” 

 

Ignoring the pounding of her heart, Hillary forced her voice into a light tone. “No corporate decisions today. I"ve been demoted.” 

 

“That"s the way of the business world.” He nodded understandingly. “Executive dining room one day, typing pool the next. It"s a jungle out there.” 

 

“All set,” Larry announced from across the room. “Where"s Hillary?” He turned to see the trio watching him and grinned. “Hello, Bret, hi, Hil. All set?” 

 

“Your wish is my command, O master of the thirty-five millimeter,” Hillary said, moving to join him. 

 

“Can you type, Hillary?” Bret inquired cheerily. “I"ll give you some letters, and we can kill two birds with one stone.” 

 

“Sorry, Mr. Bardoff,” she replied, allowing herself to enjoy his smile. “Typewriters and I have a longstanding agreement. I don"t pound on them, and they don"t pound on me.” 

 

“Is it all right if I watch for a while, Mr. Newman?” June requested. “I won"t get in the way. Photography just fascinates me.” 

 

Larry gave an absent assent, and, after casting his secretary a puzzled look, Bret turned to reenter his office. “I"ll need you in a half hour, June—the Brookline contract.” 

 

The session went quickly with Larry and Hillary progressing with professional ease. The model followed the photographer"s instructions, often anticipating a mood before he spoke. After a time, June disappeared unobtrusively through the heavy doors leading to Bret"s office. Neither Hillary nor Larry noticed her silent departure. 

 

Sometime later, Larry lowered his camera and stared fixedly into space. Hillary maintained her silence, knowing from experience this did not signal the end, but a pause while a fresh idea formed in his mind. 

 

“I want to finish up with something here,” he muttered, staring through Hillary as if she were intangible. His face cleared with inspiration. He focused his eyes. “I know. Change the ribbon in the typewriter.” 

 

“Surely you jest.” She began an intense study of her nails. 

 

“No, it"ll be good. Go ahead.” 

 

“Larry,” she protested in patient tones. “I haven"t the foggiest notion how to change a ribbon.” 

 

“Fake it,” Larry suggested. 

 

With a sigh, Hillary seated herself behind the desk and stared at the typewriter. 

 

“Ever harvested wheat, Larry?” she hazarded, attempting to postpone his order. “It"s a fascinating process.” 

 

“Hillary,” he interrupted, drawing his brows together. 

 

With another sigh, she surrendered to artistic temperament. “I don"t know how to open it,” she muttered, pushing buttons at random. “It has to open, doesn"t it?” 

 

“There should be a button or lever under it,” Larry returned patiently. “Don"t they have typewriters in Kansas?” 

 

“I suppose they do. My sister … Oh!” she cried, and grinned, delighted out of all proportion, like a small child completing a puzzle, when the release was located. Lifting the lid, she frowned intently at the inner workings. “Scalpel,” she requested, running a finger over naked keys. 

 

“Keep going, Hil,” Larry commanded. “Just pretend you know what you"re doing.” 

 

She found herself falling into the spirit of things and attacked the thin black ribbon threaded through various guides with enthusiasm. Her smooth brow was puckered in concentration as she forgot the man and his camera and gave herself over to the job of dislodging ribbon from machine. The more she unraveled, the longer the ribbon became, growing with a life of its own. Absently, she brushed a hand across her cheek, smearing it with black ink. 

 

An enormous, ever-growing heap tangled around her fingers. Realization dawned that she was fighting a losing battle. With a grin for Larry, she flourished the mess of ribbon as he clicked a final picture. 

 

“Terrific.” He answered her grin as he lowered his camera. “A classic study in ineptitude.” 

 

“Thanks, friend, and if you use any of those shots, I"ll sue.” Dumping the mass of loose ribbon on the open typewriter, she expelled a long breath. “I"ll leave it to you to explain to June how this catastrophe came about. I"m finished.” 

 

“Absolutely.” Bret"s voice came from behind, and Hillary whirled in the chair to see both him and June staring at the chaos on the desk. “If you ever give up modeling, steer clear of office work. You"re a disaster.” 

 

Hillary attempted to resent his attitude, but one glance at the havoc she had wrought brought on helpless giggles. “Well, Larry, get us out of this one. We"ve been caught red-handed at the scene of the crime.” 

 

Bret closed the distance between them with lithe grace and gingerly lifted one of Hillary"s hands. “Black-handed, I"d say.” Putting his other hand under her chin, he smiled in the lazy way that caused Hillary"s reluctant heart to perform a series of somersaults. “There"s quite a bit of evidence on that remarkable face as well.” 

 

She shook off the sweet weakness invading her and peered down at her hands. “Good Lord, how did I manage that? Will it come off?” She addressed her question to June, who assured her soap and water would do the trick. “Well, I"m going to wash away the evidence, and I"m leaving you”—she nodded to Larry—“to make amends for the damage.” She encompassed June"s desk with a sweeping gesture. “Better do some fast talking, old man,” she added in a stage whisper, and gave June the present of her famous smile. 

 

Reaching the door before her, Bret opened it and took a few steps down the long hall beside her. “Setting up a romance for my secretary, Hillary?” 

 

“Could be,” she returned enigmatically. “Larry could do with more than cameras and darkrooms in his life.” 

 

“And what could you use in yours, Hillary?” His question was soft, putting a hand on her arm and turning her to face him. 

 

“I"ve … I"ve got everything I need,” she stammered, feeling like a pinned butterfly under his direct gaze. 

 

“Everything?” he repeated, keeping her eyes locked on his. “Pity I"ve an appointment, or we could go into this in more detail.” Pulling her close, his lips brushed hers, then formed a crooked smile that was devastatingly appealing. “Go wash your face—you"re a fine mess.” 



Turning, he strode down the hall, leaving Hillary to deal with a mixture of frustration and unaccustomed longing. 

 

She spent her free afternoon shopping, a diversionary tactic for soothing jangled nerves, but her mind constantly floated back to a brief touch of lips, a smile lighting gray eyes. The warmth seemed to linger on her mouth, stirring her emotions, arousing her senses. A cold blast of wind swirling in her face brought her back to reality. Cursing her treacherous imagination, she hailed a cab. She would have to hurry in order to make her dinner date with Lisa. 

 

It was after five when Hillary entered her apartment and dumped her purchases on a chair in the bedroom. She released the latch on the front door for Lisa"s benefit and made her way to the bath, filling the tub with hot, fragrant water. She intended to soak for a full twenty minutes. 

Just as she stepped from the tub and grabbed a towel, the bell sounded at the front door. 

 

“Come on in, Lisa. Either you"re early, or I"m late.” Draping the towel saronglike around her slim body, she walked from the room, the scent of strawberries clinging to her shining skin. 

“I"ll be ready in a minute. I got carried away in the tub. My feet were …” She stopped dead in her tracks, because instead of the small, blond Lisa, she was confronted by the tall, lean figure of Bret Bardoff. 

 

“Where did you come from?” Hillary demanded when she located her voice. 

 

“Originally or just now?” he countered, smiling at her confusion. 

 

“I thought you were Lisa.” 

 

“I got that impression.” 

 

“What are you doing here?” 

 

“Returning this.” He held up a slim gold pen. “I assumed it was yours. The initials H.B. 

are engraved on it.” 

 

“Yes, it"s mine,” she concurred, frowning at it. “I must have dropped it from my bag. 

You needn"t have bothered. I could have gotten it tomorrow.” 

 

“I thought you might have been looking for it.” His eyes roamed over the figure scantily clad in the bath towel and lingered on her smooth legs, then rested a moment on the swell of her breast. “Besides, it was well worth the trip.” 

 

Hillary"s eyes dropped down to regard her state of disarray and widened in shock. Color stained her cheeks as his eyes laughed at her, and she turned and ran from the room. “I"ll be back in a minute.” 

 

Hastily, she pulled on chocolate brown cords and a beige mohair sweater, tugged a quick brush through her hair, and applied a touch of makeup with a deft hand. Taking a deep breath, she returned to the living room, attempting to assume a calm front that she was far from feeling. 

Bret was seated comfortably on the sofa, smoking a cigarette with the air of someone completely at home. 

 

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said politely, fighting back the embarrassment that engulfed her. “It was kind of you to take the trouble to return the pen to me.” He handed it to her and she placed it on the low mahogany table. “May I … would you …” She bit her lip in frustration, finding her poise had vanished. “Can I get you a drink? Or maybe you"re in a hurry—” 

 

“I"m in no hurry,” he answered, ignoring her frown. “Scotch, neat, if you have it.” 

 

Her frown deepened. “I may have. I"ll have to check.” She retreated to the kitchen, searching through cupboards for her supply of rarely used liquor. He had followed her, and she turned, noting with a quickening of pulse how his presence seemed to dwarf the small room. She felt an intimacy that was both exciting and disturbing. She resumed her search, all too conscious of his casual stance as he leaned against the refrigerator, hands in pockets. 

 

“Here.” Triumphantly, she brandished the bottle. “Scotch.” 

 

“So it is.” 

 

“I"ll get you a glass. Neat, you said?” She pushed at her hair. “That"s with no ice, right?” 

 

“You"d make a marvelous bartender,” he returned, taking both bottle and glass and pouring the liquid himself. 

 

“I"m not much of a drinker,” she muttered. 

 

“Yes, I remember—a two-drink limit. Shall we go sit down?” He took her hand with the usual familiarity, and her words of protest died. “A very nice place, Hillary,” he commented as they seated themselves on the sofa. “Open, friendly, colorful. Do the living quarters reflect the tenant?” 

 

“So they say.” 

 

“Friendliness is an admirable trait, but you should know better than to leave your door unlatched. This is New York, not a farm in Kansas.” 

 

“I was expecting someone.” 

 

“But you got someone unexpected.” He looked into her eyes, then casually swept the length of her. “What do you think would have happened if someone else had come across that beautiful body of yours draped in a very insufficient towel?” The blush was immediate and impossible to control, and she dropped her eyes. “You should keep your door locked, Hillary. 

Not every man would let you escape as I did.” 

 

“Yes, O mighty emperor,” Hillary retorted before she could bite her tongue, and his eyes narrowed dangerously. He captured her with a swift movement, but whatever punishment he had in mind was postponed by the ringing of the phone. Jumping up in relief, Hillary hurried to answer. 

 

“Lisa, hi. Where are you?” 

 

“Sorry, Hillary.” The answering voice was breathless. “The most wonderful thing happened. I hope you don"t mind, but I have to beg off tonight.” 

 

“Of course not—what happened?” 

 

“Mark asked me to have dinner with him.” 

 

“So you took my advice and tripped him, right?” 

 

“More or less.” 

 

“Oh, Lisa,” Hillary cried in amused disbelief, “you didn"t really!” 

 

“Well, no,” she admitted. “We were both carrying all these law books and ran smack into each other. What a beautiful mess.” 

 

“I get the picture.” Her laughter floated through the room. “It really has more class than a mugging.” 

 

“You don"t mind about tonight?” 

 

“Do you think I"d let a pizza stand in the way of true love?” Hillary answered. “Float along and have fun. I"ll see you later.” 

 

She replaced the receiver and turned to find Bret regarding her with open curiosity. “I must admit that was the most fascinating one-ended conversation I"ve ever heard.” She flashed him a smile with full candlepower and told him briefly of her friend"s long unrequited love affair. 

 

“So your solution was to land the poor guy on his face at her feet,” he concluded. 

 

“It got his attention.” 

 

“Now you"re stood up. A pizza, was it?” 



 

“My secret"s out,” she said, carefully seating herself in a chair across from him. “I hope I can trust you never to breathe a word of this, but I am a pizza junkie. If I don"t have one at well-ordered intervals, I go into a frenzy. It"s not a pretty sight.” 

 

“Well, we can"t have you foaming at the mouth, can we?” He set down his empty glass and stood with a fluid motion. “Fetch a coat, I"ll indulge you.” 

 

“Oh, really, there"s no need,” she began with quick panic. 

 

“For heaven"s sake, let"s not go through this again. Get a coat and come on,” he commanded, pulling her from her chair. “I could do with some food myself.” 

 

She found herself doing his bidding, slipping on a short suede jacket as he picked up his own brown leather. “Got your keys?” he questioned, reengaging the latch and propelling her through the door. 

 

Soon they were seated in the small Italian restaurant that Hillary had indicated. The small table was covered with the inevitable red and white checkered cloth, a candle flickering in its wine bottle holder. 

 

“Well, Hillary, what will you have?” 

 

“Pizza.” 

 

“Yes, I know that,” he countered with a smile. “Anything on it?” 

 

“Extra cholesterol.” 

 

White teeth flashed as he grinned at her. “Is that all?” 

 

“I don"t want to overdo—these things can get out of hand.” 

 

“Some wine?” 

 

“I don"t know if my system can handle it.” She considered, then shrugged. “Well, why not, you only live once.” 

 

“Too true.” He signaled the waiter and gave their order. “You, however,” he continued when they were once more alone, “look as though you had lived before. You are a reincarnation of an Indian princess. I bet they called you Pocahontas when you were a kid.” 

 

“Not if they were smart,” Hillary returned. “I scalped a boy once for just that.” 

 

“Do tell?” Bret"s attention was caught, and he leaned forward, his head on his hands as his elbows rested on the table. “Please elaborate.” 

 

“All right, if you can handle such a bloodthirsty subject over dinner.” Pushing back her hair with both hands, she mirrored his casual position. “There was this boy, Martin Collins. I was madly in love with him, but he preferred Jessie Winfield, a cute little blond number with soulful brown eyes. I was mad with jealousy. I was also too tall, skinny, all eyes and elbows, and eleven years old. I passed them one day, devastated because he was carrying her books, and he called out „Head for the hills, it"s Pocahontas." That did it, I was a woman scorned. I planned my revenge. I went home and got the small scissors my mother used for mending, painted my face with her best lipstick, and returned to stalk my prey. 

 

“I crept up behind him stealthily, patiently waiting for the right moment. Springing like a panther, I knocked my quarry to the ground, holding him down with my body and cutting off as much hair as I could grab. He screamed, but I showed no mercy. Then my brothers came and dragged me off and he escaped, running like the coward he was, home to his mother.” 

 

Bret"s laughter ran out as he threw back his head. “What a monster you must have been!” 

 

“I paid for it.” She lifted the glass of wine that Bret had poured during her story. “I got the tanning of my life, but it was worth it. Martin wore a hat for weeks.” 

 

Their pizza arrived, and through the meal their conversation was more companionable and relaxed than Hillary would have believed possible. When the last piece was consumed, Bret leaned back and regarded her seriously. 

 

“I"d never have believed you could eat like that.” 

 

She grinned, relaxed by the combination of wine, good food, and easy company. “I don"t often, but when I do, I"m exceptional.” 

 

“You"re a constant amazement. I never know what to expect. A study of contradictions.” 

 

“Isn"t that why you hired me, Bret?” She used his name for the first time voluntarily without conscious thought. “For my versatility?” 

 

He smiled, lifted his glass to his lips, and left her question unanswered. 

 

Hillary felt her earlier nervousness return as they walked down the carpeted hall toward her apartment. Determined to remain calm, she bent her head to fish out her keys, using the time to assume a calm veneer. 

 

“Would you like to come in for coffee?” 

 

He took the keys from her hand, unlocked the door, and gave her a slow smile. “I thought you didn"t drink coffee.” 

 

“I don"t, but everyone else in the world does, so I keep some instant.” 

 

“With the Scotch, no doubt,” he said leading her into the apartment. 

 

Removing her jacket, Hillary assumed the role of hostess. “Sit down. I"ll have coffee out in a minute.” 

 

He had shed his own coat, carelessly dropping it down over the arm of a chair. Once more she was aware of the strong build beneath the dark blue rib-knit sweater and close-fitting slacks. She turned and made for the kitchen. 

 

Her movements were deft and automatic as she set the kettle on the burner and removed cups and saucers from cupboards. She set a small sugar bowl and creamer on the glass and wicker tray, and prepared tea for herself and coffee for the man in her living room. She moved with natural grace to the low table, to set the ladened tray down. She smiled with professional ease at the tall man who stood across the room leafing casually through her collection of record albums. 

 

“Quite an assortment.” He addressed her from where he stood, looking so at ease and blatantly masculine that Hillary felt her veneer cracking rapidly and fought back a flutter of panic. “Typical of you though,” he went on, sparing her from the necessity of immediate comment. “Chopin when you"re romantic, Denver when you"re homesick, B. B. King when you"re down, McCartney when you"re up.” 

 

“You sound like you know me very well.” She felt a strange mixture of amusement and resentment that he had pinpointed her mood music with such uncanny accuracy. 

 

“Not yet,” he corrected, putting down an album and coming over to join her. “But I"m working on it.” 

 

Suddenly, he was very close, and there was an urgent need in Hillary to be on a more casual footing. “Your coffee"s getting cold.” She spoke quickly and bent to remove the clutter from the tray, dropping a spoon in her agitation. They bent to retrieve it simultaneously, his strong, lean fingers closing over her fine-boned hand. At the contact a current of electricity shot down her arm and spread through her body, and her eyes darkened to midnight. She raised her face to his. 

 

There were no words as their eyes met, and she realized the inevitability of the movement. She knew they had been drifting steadily toward this since the first day in Larry"s studio. There was a basic attraction between them, an undefinable need she did not pause to question as he lifted her to her feet, and she stepped into his arms. 



 

His lips were warm and gentle on hers as he kissed her slowly, then with increasing pressure, his tongue parted her lips, and his arms tightened around her, crushing her breasts against the hardness of his chest. Her arms twined around his neck. She responded as she had never responded to any man before. The thought ran through her clouded brain that no one had ever kissed her like this, no one had ever held her like this. Then all thought was drowned in a tidal wave of passion. 

 

She made no resistance as she felt herself lowered onto the cushions of the couch, her mouth still the captive of his. The weight of his body pushed hers deep into the sofa as his legs slid between hers, making no secret of his desire. His mouth began to roam, exploring the smooth skin of her neck. The fire of a new and ageless need raged through her veins. She felt the thudding of a heart—hers or his, she could not tell—as his lips caressed her throat and face before meeting hers with possessing hunger. His hand moved under her sweater to cup the breast that swelled under his touch. She sighed and moved under him. 

 

She was lost in a blaze of longing such as she had never known, responding with a passion she had kept buried until that moment, as his lips and hands moved with expertise over her warm and willing body. 

 

His hands moved to the flatness of her stomach, and when she felt his fingers on the snap of her jeans, she began to struggle against him. Her protests were ignored, his mouth devouring hers, then laying a trail of heat along her throat. 

 

“Bret, please don"t. You have to stop.” 

 

He lifted his head from the curve of her neck to look into the deep pools of her eyes, huge now with fear and desire. His own breathing was ragged. She knew a sharp fear that the decision to stop or go on would be taken out of her hands. 

 

“Hillary,” he murmured, and bent to claim her lips again, but she turned her head and pushed against him. 

 

“No, Bret, no more.” 

 

A long breath escaped from his lips as he removed his body from hers, standing before removing a cigarette from the gold case he had left on the table. Hillary sat up, clutching her hands together in her lap, keeping her head lowered to avoid his eyes. 

 

“I knew you were many things, Hillary,” he said after expelling a swift and violent stream of smoke. “I never thought you were a tease.” 

 

“I"m not!” she protested, her head snapping up at the harshness of his tone. “That"s unfair. Just because I stopped, just because I didn"t let you …” Her voice broke. She was filled with confusion and embarrassment, and a perverse longing to be held again in his arms. 

 

“You are not a child,” he began with an anger that caused her lips to tremble. “What is the usual outcome when two people kiss like that, when a woman allows a man to touch her like that?” His eyes were dark with barely suppressed fury, and she sat mutely, having been unprepared for the degree his temper could reach. “You wanted me as much as I wanted you. 

Stop playing games. We"ve both been well aware that this would happen eventually. You"re a grown woman. Stop behaving like an innocent young girl.” 

 

The remark scored, and the telltale flush crept to her cheeks before she could lower her lashes to conceal painful discomfort. Bret gaped at her, anger struggling with stunned disbelief. 

“Good heavens, you"ve never been with a man before, have you?” 

 

Hillary shut her eyes in humiliation, and she remained stubbornly silent. 

 

“How is that possible?” he asked in a voice tinged with reluctant amusement. “How does a woman reach the ripe old age of twenty-four with looks like yours and remain as pure as the driven snow?” 

 

“It hasn"t been all that difficult,” she muttered, and looked anywhere in the room but at him. “I don"t normally let things get so out of hand.” She made a small, helpless shrug. 

 

“You might let a man know of your innocence before things get out of hand,” he advised caustically, crushing out his cigarette with undue force. 

 

“Maybe I should paint a red  V for virgin on my forehead—then there"d be no confusion.” 

Hillary flared, lifting her chin in bold defiance. 

 

“You know, you"re gorgeous when you"re angry.” He spoke coolly, but the steel vibrated in his tone, casual elegance wrapped around a volatile force. “Watch yourself, or I"ll have another go at changing your status.” 

 

“I don"t think you would ever stoop to forcing a woman,” she retorted as he moved to pick up his jacket. 

 

Pausing, he turned back to her, gray eyes narrowing into slits as he hauled her to her feet, possessing her again until her struggles had transformed into limp clinging. 

 

“Don"t count on it.” His voice was deadly soft as he gave her a firm nudge back onto the couch. “I make a point of getting what I want.” His eyes moved lazily over her slim body, pausing on the lips still soft from his. “Make no mistake,” he went on as she began to tremble under his prolonged gaze. “I could have you here and now without forcing, but”—he moved to the door—“I can afford to wait.”  


Chapter Four

For the next few weeks shooting moved along with few complications. Larry was enthusiastic about the progress that was being made and brought Hillary a file of work prints so that she could view the fruits of their labor. 

 

Studying the pictures with a professional objectivity, she admitted they were excellent, perhaps the best work Larry and she had done together or separately. There was a touch of genius in his choice of angles and lighting, using shadows and filters with a master hand. Added to this was Hillary"s ability to assume varied roles. The pictures were already beginning to form a growing study of womanhood. They were nearly halfway through the planned shooting. If everything continued to go as well, they would be finished ahead of schedule. Bret was now planning a crash publication, which would put the issue on the stands in early spring. 

 

Sessions would resume following the Thanksgiving weekend, while the art director and staff, with Bret"s approval, began the selection of what would be printed in the final copy. 

Hillary was grateful for the time off, not only for the rest, but for the separation from the man who filled her thoughts and invaded her dreams. 

 

She had expected some constraint between them when she returned to work after their evening together, but Bret had greeted her in his usual way, so casually, in fact, that she thought for a moment that she had imagined the feel of his lips on hers. There was no mention of their meal together or the scene that followed, while he slipped with apparent ease into the partly professional, partly mocking attitude he invariably directed toward her. 

 

It was not as simple a task for Hillary to mirror his nonchalance after the emotions he had awakened in her—emotions that had laid sleeping within her until his touch had brought them to life—but outwardly she displayed a casualness at odds with her inner turmoil. 

 

All in all, the remainder of the shooting time passed easily, and if Larry was forced to admonish her from time to time to relax and not to scowl, he was characteristically preoccupied and saw nothing amiss. 

 

 



 

Hillary stood staring from the window of her apartment, her state of mind as bleak as the scene that greeted her. The late November sky was like lead, casting a depressing spell over the city, the buildings and skyscrapers taking on a dismal hue. Leaves had long since deserted the trees, leaving them naked and cheerless, and the grass, where sidewalks made room for it, had lost its healthy green tone, looking instead a sad, dreary yellow. The somberness of the day suited her mood precisely. 

 

A sudden wave of homesickness washed over her, a strong desire for golden wheat fields. 

Moving to the stereo, she placed a Denver album on the turntable, halting in her movements when the image of Bret standing in the very spot she now occupied swept through her mind. The memory of the hardness of his body against hers and the intimacy briefly shared filled her with a painful longing, replacing homesickness. With a flash of insight, she realized that her attraction for him was more than physical. She switched on the player, filling the room with soft music. 

 

Falling in love had not been in her plans, she reminded herself, and falling for Bret was out of the question, now or ever. That road would lead nowhere but to disaster and humiliation. 

But she could not quiet the voice that hammered in her brain telling her it was already too late. 

She sank down in a chair, confusion and depression settling over her like a fog. 

 

It had grown late when Hillary let herself into her apartment after having joined Lisa and Mark for Thanksgiving dinner. The meal had been superb, but she had hidden her lack of appetite under the guise of keeping a careful watch on her figure. She had hidden her depression and concentrated on appearing normal and content. As she closed the door behind her, she breathed a sigh of relief, at last removing the frozen smile and relaxing. Before she could move to the closet to hang up her coat, the phone rang. 

 

“Hello.” Her voice reflected her weariness and annoyance. 

 

“Hello, Hillary. Been out on the town?” 

 

There was no need for the caller to identify himself. Hillary recognized Bret immediately, glad that the thumping of her heart was not audible over the wire. 

 

“Hello, Mr. Bardoff.” She schooled her voice to coolness. “Do you always call your employees so late?” 

 

“Grouchy, aren"t we?” He seemed unperturbed. The thrill of hearing his voice warred with irritation at his composure. “Did you have a nice day?” 

 

“Lovely,” she lied. “I"m just home from having dinner with a friend. And you?” 

 

“Spectacular. I"m very fond of turkey.” 

 

“Did you call to compare menus or was there something on your mind?” Her voice grew sharp at the picture of Bret and Charlene enjoying a beautifully catered dinner in elegant surroundings. 

 

“Oh, yes, I"ve something on my mind. To begin with, I had thought to share a holiday drink with you, if you still have that bottle of Scotch.” 

 

“Oh.” Her voice cracked, panic-filled. Clearing her throat, she stumbled on. “No, I mean, yes, I have the Scotch, but it"s late and …” 

 

“Afraid?” he interrupted quietly. 

 

“Certainly not,” she snapped. “I"m just tired. I"m on my way to bed.” 

 

“Oh, really?” She could hear the amusement in his voice. 

 

“Honestly.” To her disgust, she felt herself blushing. “Must you continually make fun of me?” 

 

“Sorry.” His apology lacked conviction. “But you will insist on taking yourself seriously. 

Very well, I won"t dip into your liquor supply.” Pausing, he added, “Tonight. I"ll see you Monday, Hillary, sleep well.” 

 

“Good night,” she murmured, filled with regret as she replaced the receiver. Glancing around the room, she felt a swift desire to have him there, filling the emptiness with the excitement of his presence. She sighed and pushed at her hair, realizing she could hardly call him back and issue the invitation had she known where to reach him. 

 

It"s better this way, she rationalized, better to avoid him whenever possible. If I"m going to get over this infatuation, distance is my best medicine. He"ll tire soon enough without encouragement. I"m sure he gets an ample supply of it from other quarters. Charlene is more his style, she went on, digging at the wound. I could never compete with her sophistication, I haven"t the knack. She probably speaks French and knows about wines and can drink more than one glass of champagne before she starts to babble. 

 

 

 

On Saturday Hillary met Lisa for lunch, hoping the short outing would boost her flagging spirits. The elegant restaurant was crowded. Spotting Lisa at a small table, Hillary waved and made her way through the room. 

 

“Sorry, I know I"m late,” Hillary apologized, picking up the menu set before her. “Traffic was dreadful, and I had a terrible time getting a cab. Winter"s definitely on its way. It"s freezing out there.” 

 

“Is it?” Lisa grinned. “It feels like spring to me.” 

 

“Love has apparently thrown you off balance. But,” she added, “even if it"s affected your brain, it"s done wonders for the rest of you. I believe you could glow in the dark.” 

 

The blissful smile that lighted Lisa"s face was a heart-catching sight, and Hillary"s depression evaporated. 

 

“I know my feet haven"t touched the ground in weeks. I guess you"re sick of watching me float around.” 

 

“Don"t be silly. It"s given me a tremendous lift watching you light up like a neon sign.” 

 

The two women ordered their meal, slipping into the easy camaraderie they enjoyed. 

 

“I really should find a friend with warts and a hooked nose,” Lisa commented. 

 

Hillary"s fork paused on its journey to her mouth. “Come again?” 

 

“The most fascinating man just came in. I might as well be invisible for all the attention he paid me. He was too busy staring at you.” 

 

“He"s probably just looking for someone he knows.” 

 

“He"s got someone he knows hanging on to his arm like an appendage,” Lisa declared, staring boldly at the couple across the room. “His attention, however, is riveted on you. No, don"t turn around,” she hissed as Hillary started to turn head. “Oh, good grief, he"s coming over. 

Quick,” she whispered desperately, “look natural.” 

 

“You"re the one standing on her head, Lisa,” Hillary returned calmly, amused by her friend"s rapid capitulation. 

 

“Well, Hillary, we just can"t keep away from each other, can we?” 

 

Hillary heard the deep voice and her wide eyes met Lisa"s startled ones before she looked up to meet Bret"s crooked smile. “Hello.” Her voice was oddly breathless. Her glance took in the shapely redhead on his arm. “Hello, Miss Mason, nice to see you again,” she said quietly. 

 

Charlene merely nodded. From the expression in her frosty green eyes, it was apparent she couldn"t have disagreed more. There was a short pause. Bret raised his brow in inquiry. 

 

“Lisa MacDonald, Charlene Mason and Bret Bardoff,” Hillary introduced quickly. 

 

“Oh, you"re  Mode magazine,” Lisa blurted out, her eyes shining with excitement. Hillary looked in vain for a hole to open up and swallow her. 

 

“More or less.” 

 

Hillary watched, helpless, as Bret turned his most charming smile on Lisa. 

 

“I"m a great fan of your magazine, Mr. Bardoff,” Lisa bubbled. She appeared to be unaware of the darts shooting at her from Charlene"s narrowed eyes. “I can barely wait for this big layout of Hillary"s. It must be very exciting.” 

 

“It"s been quite an experience so far.” He turned to Hillary with an annoying grin. “Don"t you agree, Hillary?” 

 

“Quite an experience,” she agreed carelessly, forcing her eyes to remain level. 

 

“Bret,” Charlene interrupted. “We really must get to our table and let these girls get on with their lunch.” Her eyes swept both Hillary and Lisa, dismissing them as beneath notice. 

 

“Nice to have met you, Lisa. See you later, Hillary.” His lazy smile had Hillary"s heart pounding in its now familiar way. But she managed to murmur goodbye. Nervously, she reached for her tea, hoping Lisa would not discuss the encounter. 

 

Lisa stared at Bret"s retreating back for several seconds. “Wow,” she breathed, turning huge brown eyes on Hillary. “You didn"t tell me he was so terrific! I was literally liquified when he smiled at me.” 

 

Dear heaven, Hillary thought wearily, does he affect all women that way? Aloud, she spoke with mock censure. “Shame on you—your heart"s supposed to be taken.” 

 

“It is,” Lisa affirmed. “But I"m still a woman.” Looking at Hillary, she went on shrewdly, 

“Don"t tell me he leaves you unmoved. We know each other too well.” 

 

A deep sigh escaped. “I"m not immune to Mr. Bardoff"s devastating charm, but I"ll have to develop some kind of antidote during the next couple of months.” 

 

“Don"t you think the interest might be mutual? You"re not without substantial charm yourself.” 

 

“You did notice the redhead clinging to him like ivy on a brick wall?” 

 

“Couldn"t miss her.” Lisa grimaced. “I had the feeling she expected me to rise and curtsy. 

Who is she, anyway? The Queen of Hearts?” 

 

“Perfect match for the emperor,” Hillary murmured. 

 

“What?” 

 

“Nothing. Are you done? Let"s get out of here.” Rising without waiting for an answer, Hillary gathered her purse and the two women left the restaurant. 

 

 

 

The following Monday Hillary walked to work. She lifted her face to the first snow of the season. Cold flakes drifted to kiss her upturned face, and she felt a thrill of anticipation watching soft white swirl from the lead-colored sky. Snow brought memories of home, sleigh rides, and snow battles. Sluggish traffic was powerless against her mood of excitement, and Hillary arrived at Larry"s studio as bright and exuberant as a child. 

 

“Hi, old man. How was your holiday?” Wrapped in a calf-length coat, a matching fur hat pulled low over her head, and cheeks and eyes glowing with the combination of cold and excitement, she was outrageously beautiful. 

 

Larry paused in his lighting adjustment to greet her with a smile. “Look what the first snow blew in. You"re an ad for winter vacations.” 

 

“You"re incorrigible.” She slipped out of her outdoor clothing and wrinkled her nose. 

“You see everything cropped and printed.” 

 

“Occupational hazard. June says my eye for a picture is fascinating,” he added smugly. 



 

 “June says?” Delicate brows raised inquiringly. 

 

“Well, yeah, I"ve, uh, been teaching her a little about photography.” 

 

“I see.” The tone was ironic. 

 

“She"s, well, she"s interested in cameras.” 

 

“Ah, her interest is limited to shutter speeds and wide-angle lenses,” Hillary agreed with a wise nod. 

 

“Come on, Hil,” Larry muttered, and began to fiddle with dials. 

 

Gliding over, she hugged him soundly. “Kiss me, you fox. I knew you had it in you somewhere.” 

 

“Come on, Hil,” he repeated, disentangling himself. “What are you doing here so early? 

You"ve got half an hour.” 

 

“Amazing, you noticed the time.” She batted her eyes, received a scowl, and subsided. “I thought I might look over the work prints.” 

 

“Over there.” He indicated his overloaded desk in the back corner of the room. “Go on now and let me finish.” 

 

“Yes, master.” She retreated to search out the file filled with the prints of the layout. 

After a few moment"s study, she drew out one of herself on the tennis court. “I want a copy of this,” she called to him. “I look fiercely competitive.” Receiving no response, she glanced over, seeing him once more totally involved and oblivious to her presence. “Certainly, Hillary, my dear,” she answered for him. “Anything you want. Look at that stance,” she continued with deep enthusiasm, glancing back at the picture in her hands. “The perfect form and intense concentration of a champion. Look out, Wimbledon, here I come. You"ll tear them apart, Hil.” 

She again assumed Larry"s role. “Thanks, Larry. All that talent and beauty too. Please, Larry, you"re embarrassing me.” 

 

“They lock people up for talking to themselves,” a deep voice whispered in her ear. 

Hillary jumped. The picture dropped from her hands to the pile on the desk. “Nervous, too—that"s a bad sign.” 

 

She whirled and found herself face to face with Bret—so close, in fact, she took an instinctive step in retreat. The action did not go unnoticed, and the corner of his mouth twitched into a disarmingly crooked smile. 

 

“Don"t creep up on me like that.” 

 

“Sorry, but you were so engrossed in your dialogue.” His shoulders moved eloquently, and he allowed his voice to trail away. 

 

A reluctant smile hovered on Hillary"s lips. “Sometimes Larry lets the conversation drag a mite, and I"m obliged to carry him.” She gestured with a slender hand. “Just look at that. He doesn"t even know you"re here.” 

 

“Mmm, perhaps I should take advantage of his preoccupation.” He tucked a silky strand of hair behind her ear. The warmth of his fingers shot through her as he made the disturbingly gentle gesture, and her pulse began to jump at an alarming rate. 

 

“Oh, hi, Bret. When did you get in?” 

 

At Larry"s words, Hillary let out a sigh, unsure whether it was born of relief or frustration. 

 

 

 

December was slipping slowly by. Progress on the layout was more advanced than expected, and it appeared that actual shooting would be completed before Christmas. Hillary"s contract with Bret ran through March, and she speculated on what she would do when the shooting stage was over and she was no longer needed. It was possible that Bret would release her, though she admitted this was highly unlikely. He would hardly wish her to work for a competitor before his pet project was on the stands. 

 

Maybe he"ll find some other work for me through the next couple of months, she theorized during a short break in a session. Or maybe she could be idle for a time. Oddly, the latter prospect appealed to her, and this surprised her. She enjoyed her work, didn"t she? Hard work, yes, but rarely boring. Of course she enjoyed her work. It was enough for her, and she intended to keep it first in her life for the next few years. After that, she could retire if she liked or take a long vacation, travel—whatever. Then, when everything was in order, there would be time for a serious romance. She"d find someone nice, someone safe, someone she could marry and settle down with. That was her plan, and it made perfect sense. Only now, when thought through, it sounded horribly cold and dull. 

 

 

 

Larry"s studio was more crowded than usual during the second week of December. This particular morning, voices and bodies mingled in the room in delightful chaos. In this shooting, Hillary was sharing the spotlight with an eight-month-old boy as she portrayed the young mother. 

 

A small section of the room was set to resemble part of a living area. When Hillary emerged from the hairdresser"s hands, Larry was busy double-checking his equipment. Bret worked with him, discussing ideas for the session, and she chided herself for staring at his strong, lean back. 

 

Leaving the men to their duties, she went over to meet the young mother and the child who would be hers for a few minutes in front of the camera. She was both surprised and amused by the baby"s resemblance to her. Andy, as his mother introduced him, had a tuft of hair as dark and shining as Hillary"s, and his eyes, though not as deep as hers, were startlingly blue. She would be taken without question for his mother by any stranger. 

 

“Do you know how hard it was to find a child with your looks?” Bret asked, approaching from across the room to where Hillary sat with Andy on her lap. Bret stopped in front of her as she laughed and bounced the baby on her knee, and both woman and child raised deep blue eyes. 

“A person could be struck blind by all that brilliance. Perhaps you two should turn down the wattage.” 

 

“Isn"t he beautiful?” Her voice was warm as she rubbed her cheeks against the soft down of his hair. 

 

“Spectacular,” he agreed. “He could be yours.” 

 

A shadow clouded over dark blue, and Hillary lowered her lashes on the sudden longing his words aroused. “Yes, the resemblance is amazing. Are we ready?” 

 

“Yes.” 

 

“Well, partner.” She stood and rested Andy on her hip. “Let"s get to work.” 

 

“Just play with him,” Larry instructed. “Do what comes naturally. What we"re looking for is spontaneity.” He looked down at the round face, and Andy"s eyes met his levelly. “I think he understands me.” 

 

“Of course,” Hillary agreed with a toss of her head. “He"s a very bright child.” 

 

“We"ll keep the shots candid and hope he responds to you. We can only work with children a few minutes at a time.” 

 

And so they began, with the two dark heads bent near each other as they sat on the carpeted area with Hillary building alphabet blocks and Andy gleefully destroying her efforts. 



Soon both were absorbed in the game and each other, paying scant attention to Larry"s movements or the soft click of camera. Hillary lay on her stomach, feet in the air, constructing yet another tower for ultimate demolition. The child reached out, diverted by a strand of silky hair. His stubby fingers curled around the softness, tugging on it and bringing it to his mouth wrapped in a small fist. 

 

Rolling on her back, she lifted the child over her head, and he gurgled in delight at the new game. Setting him on her stomach, he soon became enchanted by the pearl buttons on her pale green blouse. She watched his concentration, tracing his features with her fingertip. Again, she felt the pull of sudden longing. She lifted the baby over her body, making the sounds of a plane as she swayed him over her. Andy squealed in delight and she stood him on her stomach, letting him bounce to his own music. 

 

She stood with him, swinging him in a circle before hugging him against her. This is what I want, she realized suddenly, holding the child closer. A child of my own, tiny arms around my neck, a child with the man I love. She closed her eyes as she rubbed her cheek against Andy"s round one. When she opened them again, she found herself staring up into Bret"s intense gaze. 

 

She held her eyes level a moment as it drifted over her quietly that this was the man she loved, the man whose child she wanted to feel in her arms. She had known the truth for some time, but had refused to acknowledge it. Now, there was no denying it. 

 

Andy"s none-too-gentle tug on her hair broke the spell, and Hillary turned away, shaken by what she had just been forced to admit to herself. This was not what she had planned. How could this happen? She needed time to think, time to sort things out. Right now she felt too confused. 

 

She was profoundly relieved when Larry signaled the finish. With a supreme effort, Hillary kept her professional smile in place while inside she trembled at her new awareness. 

 

“Outstanding,” Larry declared. “You two work together like old friends.” 

 

Not work, Hillary corrected silently, a fantasy. She had been acting out a fantasy. Perhaps her entire career was a fantasy, perhaps her entire life. A hysterical giggle bubbled inside her, and she choked it back. She could not afford to make a fool of herself now. She could not allow herself to think about the feelings running through her or the questions buzzing inside her brain. 

 

“It"s going to take some time to break down and set up for the next segment, Hil.” Larry consulted his watch. “Go grab a bite before you change. Give it an hour.” 

 

Hillary assented with a wave of relief at the prospect of some time alone. 

 

“I"ll go with you.” 

 

“Oh, no,” she protested, picking up her coat and hurrying out. His brow lifted at her frantic tone. “I mean, don"t bother. You must have work to do. You must have to get back to your office or something.” 

 

“Yes, my work never ceases,” he acknowledged with a heavy dose of mockery. “But once in a while I have to eat.” 

 

He took her coat to help her with it. His hands rested on her shoulders, their warmth seeping through the material and burning her skin, causing her to stiffen defensively. His fingers tightened and he turned her to face him. 

 

“It was not my intention to have  you for lunch, Hillary.” The words were soft, at odds with the temper darkening eyes. “Will you never cease to be suspicious of me?” 

 

The streets were clear, but there was a light covering of white along the sidewalks and on the cars parked along the curb. Hillary felt trapped in the closed car sitting so close to the man who drove, long fingers closed over the steering wheel of the Mercedes. He skirted Central Park, and she endeavored to ease her tension and slow the incessant drumming of her heart. 

 

“Look, it"s beautiful, isn"t it?” She indicated the trees, their bare branches now robed in white, glittering as if studded with diamonds. “I love the snow,” she chattered on, unable to bear the silence. “Everything seems clean and fresh and friendly. It makes it seem more like …” 

 

“Home?” he supplied. 

 

“Yes,” she said weakly, retreating from his penetrating gaze. 

 

Home, she thought. Home could be anywhere with this man. But she must not reveal her weakness. He must never know the love that rushed through her, tossing her heart like the winds of a tornado that swept through Kansas in late spring. 

 

Sitting in a small booth, Hillary babbled about whatever innocuous subject came to mind. 

Chattering to avoid a lull where he might glimpse the secret she held within her, securely locked like a treasure in a fortress. 

 

“Are you O.K., Hillary?” Bret asked suddenly when she paused to take a breath. “You"ve been very jumpy lately.” His eyes were sharp and probing, and for a terrifying moment Hillary feared they would penetrate her mind and read the secret written there. 

 

“Sure, I am.” Her voice was admirably calm. “I"m just excited about the layout.” She grasped at the straw of an excuse. “We"ll be finished soon, and the issue will be on the stands. 

I"m anxious about the reception.” 

 

“If it"s only business that bothers you,” he said abruptly, “I believe I"m qualified to predict the reaction will be tremendous.” His eyes reached out and held hers. “You"ll be a sensation, Hillary. Offers will come pouring in—magazines, television, products for your endorsement. You"ll be in a position to pick and choose.” 

 

“Oh.” Was all that she could manage. 

 

His brows knitted dangerously. “Doesn"t it excite you? Isn"t that what you"ve always wanted?” he asked brusquely. 

 

“Of course it is,” she stated with a great deal more enthusiasm than she was feeling. “I"d have to be demented not to be thrilled, and I"m grateful for the opportunity you gave me.” 

 

“Save your gratitude.” He cut her off curtly. “This project has been a result of teamwork. 

Whatever you gain from it, you"ve earned.” He drew out his wallet. “If you"re finished, I"ll drop you back before I return to the office.” 

 

She nodded mutely, unable to comprehend what she had said to arouse his anger. 

 

 

 

The final phase of shooting was underway. Hillary changed in the small room off Larry"s main studio. Catching sight of her reflection in the full-length mirror, she held her breath. She had thought the negligee lovely but uninspired when she had lifted it from its box, but now, as it swirled around her, she was awed by its beauty. White and filmy, it floated around her slim curves, falling in gentle folds to her ankles. It was low cut, but not extreme, the soft swell of her breasts merely hinted at above the neckline. Yes, Hillary decided as she moved, the drifting material following in a lovingly lazy manner, it"s stunning. 

 

Earlier that day, she had modeled an exquisite sable coat. She remembered the feel of the fur against her chin and sighed. Larry had captured the first expression of delight and desire as she had buried her face against the collar. But Hillary knew now that she would rather have this negligee than ten sables. There was something special about it, as though it had been created with her in mind. 

 

She walked from the dressing room and stood watching as Larry completed his setup. He has outdone himself this time, she mused with admiration. The lighting was soft and gentle, like a room lit with candles, and he had set up backlighting, giving the illusion of moonlight streaming. The effect was both romantic and subtle. 

 

“Ah, good, you"re ready.” Larry turned from his task, then, focusing on her directly, let out a low whistle. “You"re gorgeous. Every man who sees your picture will be dying for love of you, and every woman will be putting herself in your place. Sometimes you still amaze me.” 

 

She laughed and moved to join him as the studio door opened. Turning, the gown drifting about her, she saw Bret enter the room with Charlene on his arm. Blue eyes locked with gray before his traveled slowly over her with the intensity of a physical caress. 

 

He took his time in bringing his eyes back to her face. “You look extraordinary, Hillary.” 

 

“Thanks.” She swallowed the huskiness of her voice and her gaze moved from his to encounter Charlene"s icy stare. The shock was like a cold shower and Hillary wished with all her heart that Bret had not chosen to bring his shapely companion with him. 

 

“We"re just getting started.” Larry"s matter-of-fact tone shattered the spell, and three heads turned to him. 

 

“Don"t let us hold things up,” Bret said easily. “Charlene wanted to see the project that"s been keeping me so busy.” 

 

His implication that Charlene had a stake in his life caused Hillary"s spirits to plummet. 

Shaking off encroaching depression, she reminded herself that what she felt for Bret was strictly one-sided. 

 

“Stand here, Hil,” Larry directed, and she drifted to the indicated spot. 

 

Muted lighting lent a glow to her skin, as soft on her cheek as a lover"s caress. Soft backlighting shone through the filmy material, enticingly silhouetting her curves. 

 

“Good,” Larry stared, and, switching on the wind machine, he added, “perfect.” 

 

The easy breeze from the machine lifted her hair and rippled her gown. Picking up his camera, Larry began to shoot. “That"s good, now lift your hair. Good, good, you"ll drive them crazy.” His instructions came swiftly, and her expressions and stances changed in rapid succession. “Now, look right into the camera—it"s the man you love. He"s coming to take you into his arms.” Her eyes flew to the back of the studio where Bret stood linked with Charlene. 

Her eyes met his and a tremor shook her body. “Come on, Hillary, I want passion, not panic. 

Come on now, baby, look at the camera.” 

 

She swallowed and obeyed. Slowly, she allowed her dreams to take command, allowed the camera to become Bret. A Bret looking at her not only with desire, but with love. He came to her with love and need. He was holding her close as she remembered him holding her. His hands moved gently over her as his lips claimed hers after he whispered the words she longed to hear. 

 

“That does it, Hillary.” 

 

Lost in her own world, she blinked and stared at Larry without comprehension. 

 

“That was great. I fell in love with you myself.” 

 

Letting out a deep breath, she shut her eyes a moment and sighed at her own imagination. 

“I suppose we could get married and breed little lenses,” she murmured as she headed for the dressing room. 

 

“Bret, that negligee is simply marvelous.” Charlene"s words halted Hillary"s progress. “I really must have it, darling. You can get it for me, can"t you?” Charlene"s voice was low and seductive as she ran a well-manicured hand along Bret"s arm. 

 

“Hmm? Sure,” he assented, his eyes on Hillary. “If you want it, Charlene.” 

 

Hillary"s mouth fell open with astonishment. His casual gift to the woman at his side wounded her beyond belief. She stared at him for a few moments before fleeing to her dressing room. 

 

In the privacy of the dressing room, she leaned against the wall battling the pain. How could he? she cried inwardly. The gown was special, it was hers, she belonged in it. She closed her eyes and stifled a sob. She had even imagined him holding her in it, loving her, and now … it would be Charlene"s. He would look at Charlene, his eyes dark with desire. His hands would caress Charlene"s body through the misty softness. Now a fierce anger began to replace the pain. 

If that was what he wanted, well, they were welcome to it—both of them. She stripped herself from frothy white folds and dressed. 

 

When she left the dressing room, Bret was alone in the studio, sitting negligently behind Larry"s desk. Summoning all her pride, Hillary marched to him and dropped the large box on its cluttered surface. 

 

“For your friend. You"ll want to have it laundered first.” 

 

She turned to make her exit with as much dignity as possible, but was out-maneuvered as his hand closed over her wrist. 

 

“What"s eating you, Hillary?” He stood, keeping his grip firm and towering over her. 

 

“Eating me?” she repeated, glaring up at him. “Whatever do you mean?” 

 

“Drop it, Hillary,” he ordered, the familiar steel entering both voice and eyes. “You"re upset, and I mean to know why.” 

 

“Upset?” She tugged fiercely at her arm. As her efforts for liberation proved fruitless, her anger increased. “If I"m upset, it"s my own affair. It"s not in my contract that I"m obliged to explain my emotions to you.” Her free hand went to his in an attempt to pry herself free, but he merely transferred his hold to her shoulders and shook her briskly. 

 

“Stop it! What"s gotten into you?” 

 

“I"ll tell you what"s gotten into me,” she snapped as her hair tumbled around her face. 

“You walk in here with your redheaded girlfriend and just hand over that gown. She just bats her eyes and says the word, and you hand it over.” 

 

“Is that what all this is about?” he demanded, exasperated. “Good heavens, woman, if you want the damn thing, I"ll get you one.” 

 

“Don"t you patronize me,” she raged at him. “You can"t buy my good humor with your trinkets. Keep your generosity for someone who appreciates it and let me go.” 

 

“You"re not going anywhere until you calm down and we get to the root of the problem.” 

 

Her eyes were suddenly filled with uncontrollable tears. “You don"t understand.” She sniffed as tears coursed down her cheeks. “You just don"t understand anything.” 

 

“Stop it!” He began to brush her tears away with his hand. “Tears are my downfall. I can"t handle them. Stop it, Hillary, don"t cry like that.” 

 

“It"s the only way I know how to cry,” she said, weeping miserably. 

 

He swore under his breath. “I don"t know what this is all about. A nightgown can"t be worth all this! Here, take it—it"s obviously important to you.” He picked up the box, holding it out to her. “Charlene has plenty.” The last words, uttered in an attempt to lighten her mood, had precisely the reverse effect. 

 

“I don"t want it. I don"t ever want to see it again,” she shouted, her voice made harsh by tears. “I hope you and your lover thoroughly enjoy it.” With this, she whirled, grabbed her coat, and ran from the studio with surprising speed. 

 

Outside, she stood on the sidewalk, stomping her feet against the cold. Stupid! she accused herself. Stupid to get so attached to a piece of cloth. But no more stupid than getting attached to an arrogant, unfeeling man whose interests lay elsewhere. Spotting a cab, she stepped forward to flag it down when she was spun around to face the buttons on Bret"s leather coat. 

 

“I"ve had enough of your tantrums, Hillary, and I don"t tolerate being walked out on.” 

His voice was low and dangerous, but Hillary tilted back her head to meet his gaze boldly. 

 

“We have nothing more to say.” 

 

“We have plenty more to say.” 

 

“I don"t expect you to understand.” She spoke with the exaggerated patience an adult uses when addressing a slow-witted child. “You"re just a man.” 

 

She heard the sharp intake of his breath as he moved toward her. 

 

“You"re right about one thing, I am a man,” she heard him whisper before he pulled her close, crushing her mouth in an angry kiss, forcing her lips to open to his demands. The world emptied but for his touch, and the two stood locked together, oblivious to the people who walked the sidewalk behind them. 

 

When at last he freed her, she drew back from him, her breath coming quickly. “Now that you"ve proven your masculinity, I really must go.” 

 

“Come back upstairs. We"ll finish our discussion.” 

 

“Our discussion is finished.” 

 

“Not quite.” He began to drag her back toward the studio. 

 

I can"t be alone with him now, she thought wildly. Not now, when I"m already so vulnerable. He could see too much too easily. 

 

“Really, Bret.” She was proud of the calmness of her voice. “I do hate to create a scene, but if you continue to play the caveman I shall be forced to scream. And I can scream very loud.” 

 

“No, you wouldn"t.” 

 

“Yes,” Hillary corrected, digging in her heels. “I would.” 

 

“Hillary.” He turned, maintaining possession of her arm. “We have things to clear up.” 

 

“Bret, it"s gotten blown out of proportion.” She spoke sweetly, ignoring the weakness in her legs. “We"ve both had our outburst of temper—let"s just leave it at that. The entire thing was silly anyway.” 

 

“It didn"t seem silly to you upstairs.” 

 

The slender hold on her control was slipping rapidly, and she looked up at him in a last ditch attempt. “Please, Bret, drop it. We"re all temperamental sometimes.” 

 

“Very well,” he agreed after a pause. “We"ll drop it for the time being.” 

 

Hillary sighed tremulously. She felt that if she stayed any longer she ran the risk of agreeing to whatever he asked. Out of the corner of her eye she glimpsed a passing cab, and she put her fingers to her mouth to whistle it down. 

 

Bret"s mouth lifted in irrepressible amusement. “You never cease to surprise me.” 

 

Her answer was lost as she slammed the cab door behind her.  


Chapter Five

Christmas was approaching, and the city was decorated in its best holiday garb. Hillary watched from her window as cars and people bustled through the brightly lit streets. The snow fell upon city sidewalks, the drifting white adding to her holiday mood. She watched the huge flakes float to earth like down from a giant pillow. 

 

Shooting of the layout was complete, and she had seen little of Bret in the past few days. 

She would be seeing less of him, she realized, a shaft of gloom darkening her cheerful mood. 

Now that her part in the project was over, there would be no day-to-day contact, no chance meetings. She sighed and shook her head. I"m going home tomorrow, she reminded herself, home for Christmas. 

 

That was what she needed, she told herself, closing her eyes on the image of Bret"s handsome features. A complete change of scene. Ten days to help heal her heart, time to reevaluate all the plans she had laid out, which now seemed hopelessly dull and unsatisfying. 

 

The knock on the door caused her to remove her face, which had been pressed against the glass. “Who is it?” she called as she placed her hand on the knob. 

 

“Santa Claus.” 

 

“B-Bret?” she stammered, thrown off balance. “Is that you?” 

 

“Just can"t fool you, can I?” After a slight pause, he asked, “Are you going to let me in, or do we have to talk through the door?” 

 

“Oh, sorry.” She fumbled with the latch and opened the door, staring at his lean form, which leaned negligently against the frame. 

 

“You"re locking up these days.” His eyes swept her pearl-colored velour housecoat before he brought them back to hers. “Are you going to let me in?” 

 

“Oh, sure.” Hillary stood back to let him enter, desperately searching for lost composure. 

“I, ah, I thought Santa came down the chimney.” 

 

“Not this one,” he returned dryly, and removed his coat. “I could use some of your famous Scotch. It"s freezing out there.” 

 

“Now I"m totally disillusioned. I thought Santa thrived on cookies and milk.” 

 

“If he"s half the man I think he is, he"s got a flask in that red suit.” 

 

“Cynic,” she accused, and retreated to the kitchen. Finding the Scotch easily this time, she poured a measure into a glass. 

 

“Very professional.” Bret observed from the doorway. “Aren"t you going to join me in some holiday cheer?” 

 

“Oh, no.” Hillary wrinkled her nose in disgust. “This stuff tastes like the soap I had my mouth washed out with once.” 

 

“You"ve got class, Hillary,” he stated wryly, and took the glass from her hand. “I won"t ask you what your mouth was washed out for.” 

 

“I wouldn"t tell you anyway.” She smiled, feeling at ease with the casual banter. 

 

“Well, have something, I hate to drink alone.” 

 

She reached into the refrigerator and removed a pitcher of orange juice. 

 

“You do live dangerously, don"t you?” he commented as she poured. She raised the glass in toast and they returned to the living room. 

 

“I heard you"re off to Kansas in the morning,” he said as she seated himself on the sofa. 

Hillary strategically made use of the chair facing him. 

 

“That"s right, I"ll be home until the day after New Year"s.” 

 

“Then I"ll wish you both a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year early.” He lifted his glass to her. “I"ll think of you when the clock strikes twelve.” 

 

“I"m sure you"ll be too busy to think of me at the stroke of midnight,” she retorted, and cursed herself for losing the calm, easy tone. 

 

He smiled and sipped his Scotch. “I"m sure I"ll find a minute to spare.” Hillary frowned into her glass and refrained from a comment. “I"ve something for you, Hillary.” He rose and, picking up his jacket, removed a small package from its pocket. Hillary stared at it dumbly, then raised her expressive eyes to his. 

 

“Oh, but … I didn"t think … that is … I don"t have anything for you.” 

 

“Don"t you?” he asked lazily, and color rushed to her cheeks. 



 

“Really, Bret, I can"t take it. I wouldn"t feel right.” 

 

“Think of it as a gift from the emperor to one of his subjects.” He took the glass from her hand and placed the package in its stead. 

 

“You have a long memory.” She smiled in spite of herself. 

 

“Like an elephant,” he said, then, with a touch of impatience: “Open it. You know you"re dying to.” 

 

She stared at the package, conceding with a sigh. “I never could resist anything wrapped in Christmas paper.” She tore the elegant foil away, then caught her breath as she opened the box and revealed its contents. Earrings of deep sapphire stones blinked up from their backing of velvet. 

 

“They reminded me of your eyes, brilliantly blue and exquisite. It seemed a crime for them to belong to anyone else.” 

 

“They"re beautiful, really very beautiful,” she murmured when she found her voice. 

Turning her sapphire eyes to his, she added, “You really shouldn"t have bought them for me, I—

” 

 

“I shouldn"t have,” he interrupted, “but you"re glad I did.” 

 

She had to smile. “Yes, I am. It was a lovely thing to do. I don"t know how to thank you.” 

 

“I do.” He drew her from the chair, his arms slipping around her. “This will do nicely.” 

His lips met hers and, after a moment"s hesitation, she responded, telling herself she was only showing her gratitude for his thoughtfulness. As the kiss lingered, her gratitude was forgotten. 

He lifted his mouth, and dazedly she made to move from the warm circle of his arms. “There are two earrings, love.” His mouth claimed possession again, now more demanding, and her lips parted beneath his insistence. Her body seemed to melt against his, her arms twining around his neck, fingers tangling in his hair. She was lost in the feel of him, all thought ceasing, her only reality his mouth on hers, and his hard body blending with her yielding softness. 

 

When at last their lips separated, he looked down at her, his eyes darkened with emotion. 

“It"s a pity you"ve only got two ears.” His voice was husky, and his head lowered toward hers. 

 

She dropped her forehead to his chest and attempted to catch her breath. “Please, Bret,” 

she whispered, her hands slipping from his neck to his shoulders. “I can"t think when you kiss me.” 

 

“Can"t you now?” His mouth tarried a moment in her hair. “That"s very interesting.” He brought his hand under her chin and lifted her face, his eyes moving over her features slowly. 

“You know, Hillary, that"s a very dangerous admission. I"m tempted to press my advantage.” He paused, continuing to study the fragile, vulnerable face. “Not this time.” He released her, and she checked the impulse to sway toward him. Walking to the table, he downed the remainder of his Scotch and lifted his coat. At the door, he turned, giving her his charming smile. “Merry Christmas, Hillary.” 

 

“Merry Christmas, Bret,” she whispered at the door he closed behind him. 

 

 

 

The air was brisk and cold, carrying the clean, pure scent that meant home, the sky brilliantly blue and naked of clouds. Hillary let herself into the rambling farmhouse and for a moment gave in to memories. 

 

“Tom, what are you doing coming in all the way around the front?” Sarah Baxter bustled from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a full white apron. “Hillary.” She stopped as she caught sight of the slim, dark woman in the center of the room. “Well, time"s just gotten away from me.” 



 

Hillary ran and enveloped her mother in a fierce hug. “Oh, Mom, it"s good to be home.” 

 

If her mother noticed the desperate tone of Hillary"s words, she made no comment, but returned the embrace with equal affection. Standing back, she examined Hillary with a mother"s practiced eye. “You could use a few pounds.” 

 

“Well, look what the wind blew in all the way from New York City.” Tom Baxter entered through the swinging kitchen door and caught Hillary in a close embrace. She breathed deeply, reveling in the smell of fresh hay and horses that clung to him. “Let me look at you.” He drew her away and repeated his wife"s survey. “What a beautiful sight.” He glanced over Hillary"s head and smiled at his wife. “We grew a real prize here, didn"t we, Sarah?” 

 

Later, Hillary joined her mother in the large kitchen that served the farm. Pots were simmering on a well-used range, filling the air with an irresistible aroma. Hillary allowed her mother to ramble about her brothers and their families, fighting back the deep longing that welled inside her. 

 

Her hand went unconsciously to the blue stones at her ears, and Bret"s image flooded her mind, bringing him almost close enough to touch. She averted her face, hoping that the bright tears that sprung to her eyes would not be observed by her mother"s sharp glance. 

 

 

 

On Christmas morning, Hillary woke with the sun and snuggled lazily in her childhood bed. She had fallen into the bed late the night before, but, having slipped between the covers, had been unable to sleep. Tossing and turning, she had stared at a dark ceiling until the early hours. 

Bret had remained in her mind no matter how strenuously she had tried to block him out. His image broke through her defenses like a rock through plate glass. To her despair, she found herself aching to be close to him, the need an ache deep inside her. 

 

In the morning, in the clear light of day, she once more stared at the ceiling. There"s nothing I can do, she realized hopelessly. I love him. I love him and I hate him for not loving me back. Oh, he wants me all right—he"s made no secret of that—but wanting"s not loving. How did it happen? Where did all my defenses go? He"s arrogant, she began, mentally ticking off faults in an effort to find an escape hatch in her solitary prison. He"s short tempered, demanding, and entirely too self-assured. Why doesn"t any of that matter? What"s happened to my brain? 

Why can"t I stop thinking about him for more than five minutes at a time? 

 

It"s Christmas, she reminded herself, shutting her eyes against his intrusion. I am not going to let Bret Bardoff spoil my day! 

 

Rising, she threw back the quilt, slipped on a fleece robe, and hurried from the room. 

 

The house was already stirring, the quiet morning hush vanishing into activity. For the next hour, the scene around the Christmas tree was filled with gaiety, exclamations for the gifts that were revealed, and the exchange of hugs and kisses. 

 

Later Hillary slipped outside, the thin blanket of frost crunching under her boots as she pulled her father"s worn work jacket tighter around her slimness. The air tasted of winter, and the quiet seemed to hang like a soft curtain. Joining her father in the barn, she automatically began to measure out grain, her movements natural, the routine coming back as if she had performed the tasks the day before. 

 

“Just an old farm hand after all, aren"t you?” Though the words had been spoken in jest, Hillary halted and looked at her father seriously. 

 

“Yes, I think I am.” 

 

“Hillary.” His tone softened as he noticed the clouding of her eyes. “What"s wrong?” 

 

“I don"t know.” She let out a deep sigh. “Sometimes New York seems so crowded. I feel closed in.” 

 

“We thought you were happy there.” 

 

“I was … I am,” she amended, and smiled. “It"s a very exciting place, busy and filled with so many different kinds of people.” She forced back the image of clear gray eyes and strong features. “Sometimes I just miss the quiet, the openness, the peace. I"m being silly.” She shook her head and scooped out more grain. “I"ve been a bit homesick lately, that"s all. This layout I just finished was fascinating, but it took a lot out of me.” Not the layout, she corrected silently, but the man. 

 

“Hillary, if you"re unhappy, if there"s anything on your mind, I want to help you.” 

 

For a moment, she longed to lean on her father"s shoulder and pour out her doubts and frustrations. But what good would it do to burden him? What could he do about the fact that she loved a man who saw her only as a temporary diversion, a marketable commodity for selling magazines? How could she explain that she was unhappy because she had met a man who had broken and captured her heart unknowingly and effortlessly? All these thoughts ran through her brain before she shook her head, giving her father another smile. 

 

“It"s nothing. I expect it"s just a letdown from finishing the layout. Postphotography depression. I"ll go feed the chickens.” 

 

The house was soon overflowing with people, echoing with mixed voices, laughter, and the sound of children. Familiar tasks and honest affection helped to erase the ache of emptiness that still haunted her … 

 

When only the echoes of the holiday lingered, Hillary remained downstairs alone, unwilling to seek the comfort of her bed. 

 

Curled in a chair, she stared at the festive lights of the tree, unable to prevent herself from speculating on how Bret had celebrated his holiday. A quiet day with Charlene, perhaps, or a party at the country club? Right now they were probably sitting in front of a roaring fire, and Charlene was snuggled in his arms draped in that beautiful negligee. 

 

A pain shot through her, sharp as the point of an arrow, and she was enveloped by a tortuous combination of raging jealousy and hopeless despair. But the image would not fade. 

 

 

 

The days at home went quickly. They were good days, following a soothing routine that Hillary dropped into gratefully. Kansas wind blew away a portion of her depression. She took long, quiet walks, gazing out at the rolling hills and acres of winter wheat. 

 

People from the city would never understand, she mused. How could they comprehend this? Her arms were lifted wide as she spun in a circle. In their elegant apartments looking out at steel and concrete they could never feel the exuberation of being a part of the land. The land; she surveyed its infinity with wondering eyes. The land is indomitable; the land is forever. There had been Indians here, and plainsmen and pioneers and farmers. They came and went, lived and died, but the land lived on. And when she was gone, and another generation born, wheat would still wave in the bright summer sun. The land gave them what they needed, rich and fertile, generously giving birth to acres of wheat year after year, asking only for honest labor in return. 

 

And I love it, she reflected, hugging herself tightly. I love the feel of it in my hands and under my bare feet in the summer. I love the rich, clean smell of it. I suppose, for all my acquired sophistication, I"m still just a farm girl. She retraced her steps toward the house. What am I going to do about it? I have a career; I have a place in New York as well. I"m twenty-four. I can"t just throw in the towel and come back to live on the farm. No. She shook her head vigorously, sending her hair swirling in a black mist. I"ve got to go back and do what I"m qualified to do. 



Firmly, she ignored the small voice that asserted her decision was influenced by another resident of New York. 

 

The phone jangled on the wall as she entered the house, and, slipping off her jacket, she lifted it. 

 

“Hello.” 

 

“Hello, Hillary.” 

 

“Bret?” She had not known pain could come so swiftly at the sound of a voice. 

 

“Very good.” She heard the familiar mockery and pressed her forehead to the wall. “How are you?” 

 

“Fine, I"m just fine.” She groped for some small island of composure. “I … I didn"t expect to hear from you. Is there a problem?” 

 

“Problem?” he returned in a voice that mirrored his smile. “No permanent one in any case. I thought you might be needing a reminder of New York about now. We wouldn"t want you to forget to come back.” 

 

“No, I haven"t forgotten.” Taking a deep breath, she made her voice lightly professional. 

“Have you something in mind for me?” 

 

“In mind? You might say I had one or two things in mind.” There was a slight pause before he continued. “Anxious to get back to work?” 

 

“Uh, yes, yes, I am. I wouldn"t want to get stale.” 

 

“I see.” 

 

You couldn"t see through a chain-link fence, she thought with growing frustration. 

 

“We"ll see what we can do when you get back. It would be foolish not to put your talents to use.” He spoke absently, as though his mind was already formulating a suitable project. 

 

“I"m sure you"ll think of something advantageous for both of us,” she stated, trying to emulate his businesslike tone. 

 

“Mmm, you"ll be back at the end of the week?” 

 

“Yes, on the second.” 

 

“I"ll be in touch. Keep your calendar clear.” The order was casual, confident, and brisk. 

“We"ll get you in front of the camera again, if that"s what you want.” 

 

“All right. I … well … thanks for calling.” 

 

“My pleasure. I"ll see you when you get back.” 

 

“Yes. Bret …” She searched for something to say, wanting to cling to the small contact, perhaps just to hear him say her name one more time. 

 

“Yes?” 

 

“Nothing, nothing.” Shutting her eyes, she cursed her lack of imagination. “I"ll wait to hear from you.” 

 

“Fine.” He paused a moment, and his voice softened. “Have a good time at home, Hillary.”  


Chapter Six

The first thing Hillary did upon returning to her New York apartment was to put a call through to Larry. When greeted by a feminine voice, she hesitated, then apologized. 

 

“Sorry, I must have the wrong number …” 

 

“Hillary?” the voice interrupted. “It"s June.” 

 

“June?” she repeated, confused, then added quickly. “How are you? How were your holidays?” 

 

“Terrific to both questions. Larry told me you went home. Did you have a good time?” 



 

“Yes, I did. It"s always good to get home again.” 

 

“Hang on a minute. I"ll get Larry.” 

 

“Oh, well, no, I"ll …” 

 

Larry"s voice broke into her protestations. She immediately launched into an apology, telling him she would call back. 

 

“Don"t be dumb, Hil, June"s just helping me sort out my old photography magazines.” 

 

It occurred to Hillary that their relationship must be moving along at light speed for Larry to allow June to get her hands on his precious magazines. “I just wanted you to know I was back,” she said aloud. “Just in case anything comes up.” 

 

“Mmm, well, I guess you really should get in touch with Bret.” Larry considered. 

“You"re still under contract. Why don"t you give him a call?” 

 

“I won"t worry about it,” she returned, striving to keep her tone casual. “I told him I"d be back after the first.” Her voice dropped. “He knows where to find me.” 

 

 

 

Several days passed before Bret contacted Hillary. Much of the interim she spent at home because of the snow, which seemed to fall unceasingly over the city, alternating with a penetrating, bitter sleet. The confinement, coming on the heels of the open freedom she had experienced in Kansas, played havoc with her nerves, and she found herself staring down from her window at ice-covered sidewalks with increasing despair. 

 

One evening, as the sky dropped the unwelcome gift of freezing rain, Lisa arranged to have dinner and spend a few hours in Hillary"s company. Standing in the kitchen, Hillary was separating a small head of lettuce when the phone rang. Looking down at her wet, leaf-filled hands, she rubbed her nose on her shoulder and asked Lisa to answer the ring. 

 

Lifting the receiver, Lisa spoke into it in her most formal voice. “Miss Hillary Baxter"s residence, Lisa MacDonald speaking. Miss Baxter will be with you as soon as she gets her hands out of the lettuce.” 

 

“Lisa.” Hillary laughed as she hurried into the room. “I just can"t trust you to do anything.” 

 

“It"s all right,” she announced loudly, holding out the receiver. “It"s only an incredibly sexy male voice.” 

 

“Thanks,” Hillary returned with deep sincerity, and rescued the phone. “Go, you"re banished back into the kitchen.” Pulling a face, Lisa retreated, and Hillary gave her attention to her caller. “Hello, don"t mind my friend, she"s just crazy.” 

 

“On the contrary, that"s the most interesting conversation I"ve had all day.” 

 

“Bret?” Until that moment, Hillary had not realized how much she needed to hear his voice. 

 

“Right the first time.” She could almost see the slow smile spread across his features. 

“Welcome back to the concrete jungle, Hillary. How was Kansas?” 

 

“Fine,” she stammered. “It was just fine.” 

 

“Mmm, how illuminating. Did you enjoy your Christmas?” 

 

“Yes, very much.” Struggling to regain the composure that had fled at the sound of his voice, she spoke quickly. “And you? Did you have a nice holiday?” 

 

“Delightful, though I"m sure it was a great deal quieter than yours.” 

 

“Different anyway,” Hillary rejoined, annoyed. 

 

“Ah, well, that"s behind us now. Actually, I"m calling about this weekend.” 

 

“Weekend?” Hillary repeated dumbly. 



 

“Yes, a trip to the mountains.” 

 

“Mountains?” 

 

“You sound like a parrot,” he said shortly. “Do you have anything important scheduled from Friday through Sunday?” 

 

“Well, I … ah …” 

 

“Lord, what an astute conversationalist you are.” His voice reflected growing annoyance. 

 

Swallowing, she attempted to be more precise. “No. That is, nothing essential. I—” 

 

“Good,” he interrupted. “Ever been skiing?” 

 

“In Kansas?” she retorted, regaining her balance. “I believe mountains are rather essential for skiing.” 

 

“So they are,” he agreed absently. “Well, no matter. I had an idea for some pictures of a lovely lady frolicking in the snow. I"ve a lodge in the Adirondacks near Lake George. It"ll make a nice setting. We can combine business with pleasure.” 

 

“We?” Hillary murmured weakly. 

 

“No need for panic,” he assured her, his words heavy with mockery. “I"m not abducting you to the wilderness to ravish you, although the idea does have some interesting angles.” He paused, then laughed outright. “I can feel you blushing right through the phone.” 

 

“Very funny,” she retorted, infuriated that he could read her so easily. “I"m beginning to recall an urgent engagement for the weekend, so—” 

 

“Hold on, Hillary,” he interrupted again, his words suddenly brooking no argument. 

“You"re under contract. My rights hold for a couple more months. You wanted to get back to work; I"m putting you back to work.” 

 

“Yes, but—” 

 

“Read the fine print if you like, but keep this weekend clear. And relax,” he continued as she remained silent. “You"ll be well protected from my dishonorable advances. Larry and June will be coming with us. Bud Lewis, my assistant art director, will be joining us later.” 

 

“Oh,” she replied inadequately, unsure whether she was relieved or disappointed. 

 

“I—the magazine, that is—will provide you with suitable snow gear. I"ll pick you up at seven thirty Friday morning. Be packed and ready.” 

 

“Yes, but—” Hillary stared at the dead receiver with a mixture of annoyance and trepidation. He had not given her the opportunity to ask questions or formulate a reasonable excuse to decline. Hanging up, she turned around, her face a study in bewilderment. 

 

“What was all that? You look positively stunned.” Lisa regarded her friend from the kitchen doorway. 

 

“I"m going to the mountains for the weekend,” she answered slowly, as if to herself. 

 

“The mountains?” Lisa repeated. “With the owner of that fascinating voice?” 

 

Hillary snapped back and attempted to sound casual. “It"s just an assignment. That was Bret Bardoff. There"ll be plenty of others along,” she added. 

 

Friday morning dawned clear and cloudless and cold. Hillary was packed and ready as instructed, sipping a second cup of tea, when the doorbell sounded. 

 

“Good morning, Hillary,” Bret said as she opened the door. “Ready to brave the uncharted wilderness?” 

 

He looked quite capable of doing just that in a hip-length sheepskin jacket, heavy corded jeans, and sturdy boots. Now he appeared rugged, not the cool, calculating businessman to whom she had grown accustomed. Gripping the doorknob tightly, she maintained a cool exterior and invited him in. 



 

Assuring him she was quite ready, she walked away to place the empty cup in the sink and fetch her coat. Slipping her coat over her sweater and jeans, she pulled a dark brown ski hat over her hair. Bret looked on silently. 

 

“I"m ready.” Suddenly aware of his intense regard, she moistened her lips nervously with her tongue. “Shall we go?” 

 

Inclining his head, he bent to pick up the case she had waiting beside the sofa, his movements coinciding with hers. Straightening with a jerk, she flushed awkwardly. His brow lifted with his smile as he captured her hand and led her to the door. 

 

They soon left the city as Bret directed the Mercedes north. He drove quickly and skillfully along the Hudson, keeping up a light conversation. Hillary found herself relaxing in the warm interior, forgetting her usual inhibition at being in close contact with the man who stirred her senses. As they began to pass through small towns and villages, she could hardly believe they were still in New York, her experience with the state having been limited exclusively to Manhattan and the surrounding area. Ingenuously, she voiced her thoughts, pulling off her hat and shaking out her rich fall of hair. 

 

“There"s more in New York than skyscrapers,” he informed her with a crooked smile. 

“Mountains, valleys, forests—it has a bit of everything. I suppose it"s time we changed your impression.” 

 

“I"ve never thought of it except as a place to work,” she admitted, shifting in her seat to face him more directly. “Noisy, busy, and undeniably exciting, but draining at times because it"s always moving and never seems to sleep. It always makes the sound of the silence at home that much more precious.” 

 

“And Kansas is still home, isn"t it?” He seemed to be thinking of something else as he asked, his expression brooding on the road ahead. Hillary frowned at his change of mood, then gave her attention to the scenery without answering. 

 

They continued northward, and she lost track of time, intoxicated by the newness and beauty of her surroundings. At her first glimpse of the Catskills, she let out a small cry of pleasure, spontaneously tugging on Bret"s arm and pointing. “Oh, look—mountains!” 

 

Turning her eyes from the view, she gave him her special smile. He returned the smile, and her heart did a series of acrobatics. She turned back to the scene out the window. “I suppose I must seem terribly foolish, but when you"ve only known acres of wheat and rolling hills, this is quite a revelation.” 

 

“Not foolish, Hillary.” His voice was gentle, and she turned to face him, surprised at the unfamiliar tone. “I find you utterly charming.” 

 

Picking up her hand, he turned it upward and kissed her palm, sending shooting arrows of flame up her arm and down to her stomach. Dealing with his mockery and amusement was one thing, she pondered dizzily, she was quite used to that by now. But these occasional gentle moods turned her inside out, making her spark like a lighted match. This man was dangerous, she concluded, very dangerous. Somehow she must build up an impregnable defense against him. But how? How could she fight both him and the part of herself that wanted only to surrender? 

 

“I could do with some coffee,” Bret said suddenly, bringing Hillary back from her self interrogation. “How about you?” He turned to her and smiled. “Want some tea?” 

 

“Sure,” she answered casually. 

 

The Mercedes rolled into the small village of Catskill and Bret parked in front of a café. 

He opened his door and stepped from the car, and she quickly followed suit before he circled the front and joined her on the curb. Her eyes were fixed on the overpowering encircling mountains. 

 

“They look higher than they are,” Bret commented. “Their bases are only a few hundred feet above sea level. I"d love to see the expression on that beautiful face of yours when you encounter the Rockies or the Alps.” 

 

Interlocking his hand with hers, he led her out of the cold and into the warmth of the café. 

When the small table was between them, Hillary shrugged out of the confines of her coat, concentrating on the view, attempting to erect a wall of defense between herself and Bret. 

 

“Coffee for me and tea for the lady. Are you hungry, Hillary?” 

 

“What? Oh, no … well, yes, actually a little.” She grinned, remembering the lack of breakfast that morning. 

 

“They serve an outstanding coffee cake here.” He ordered two slices before Hillary could protest. 

 

“I don"t usually eat that kind of thing.” She frowned, thinking of the half grapefruit she had had in mind. 

 

“Hillary, darling,” Bret broke in with exaggerated patience. “One slice of cake is hardly likely to affect your figure. In any case,” he added with irritating bluntness, “a few pounds wouldn"t hurt you.” 

 

“Really,” she retorted, chin rising with indignation. “I haven"t had any complaints so far.” 

 

“I"m sure you haven"t, and you"ll get none from me. I"ve become quite enchanted with tall, willowy women. Though,” he continued, reaching over to brush a loose strand of hair from her face, “the air of frailty is sometimes disconcerting.” 

 

Hillary decided to ignore both gesture and remark. “I don"t know when I"ve enjoyed a drive more,” she said, determined to remain casual. “How much farther do we have to go?” 

 

“We"re at the halfway point.” Bret added cream to his coffee. “We should arrive around noon.” 

 

“How is everyone else coming? I mean, are they driving together?” 

 

“Larry and June are coming up together.” He smiled and ate a forkful of cake. “I should say Larry and June are accompanying Larry"s equipment. I"m amazed he allowed her to travel in the same car with his precious cameras and lenses.” 

 

“Are you?” Hillary questioned, grinning into her tea. 

 

“I suppose I shouldn"t be,” he admitted wryly. “I have noticed our favorite photographer"s increasing preoccupation with my secretary. He seemed inordinately pleased to have her company on the drive.” 

 

“When I phoned him the other day, he was actually allowing her to sort out his photography magazines.” Hillary"s voice was tinged with disbelief. “That"s tantamount to a betrothal.” She gestured with her fork. “It might even be binding. I"m not sure of the law. I still can"t believe it.” She swallowed a piece of cake and looked at Bret in amazement. “Larry"s actually serious about a flesh-and-blood woman.” 

 

“It happens to the best of us, love,” Bret agreed gently. 

 

But would it ever to Bret? She could not meet his eyes. 

 

 

 

On the road once more, Hillary contented herself with the scenery as Bret kept up a general conversation. The warmth of the Mercedes" interior and its smooth, steady ride had lulled her into a state of deep relaxation, and leaning back, she closed her suddenly heavy lids as they crossed the Mohawk River. Bret"s deep voice increased her peaceful mood, and she murmured absently in response until she heard no more. 

 

Hillary stirred restlessly as the change in road surface disturbed her slumber. Her eyes blinked open, and after a moment"s blankness, reality returned. Her head was nestled against his shoulder, and, sitting up quickly, she turned sleep flushed face and heavy dark eyes to him. 

 

“Oh, I"m sorry. Did I fall asleep?” 

 

“You might say that,” he said, glancing over as she pushed at tumbled hair. “You"ve been unconscious for an hour.” 

 

“Hour?” she repeated, attempting to clear the cobwebs. “Where are we?” she mumbled, gazing around her. “What did I miss?” 

 

“Everything from Schenectady on, and we"re on the road that leads to my lodge.” 

 

“Oh, it"s beautiful.” She came quickly awake as she focused on her surroundings. 

 

The narrow road they traveled was flanked with snow-covered trees and rugged outcroppings of rock. Snow draped the green needles of pine, and what would have been dark, empty branches glistened with icicles and pure, sparkling white. Dense and thick, they seemed to be everywhere, rising majestically from a brilliant virgin blanket. 

 

“They"re so many.” She scooted in her seat to experiment with the view from Bret"s window, her knees brushing his thigh. 

 

“The forest is full of them.” 

 

“Don"t make fun.” She punched his shoulder and continued to stare. “This is all new to me.” 

 

“I"m not making fun,” he said, rubbing his shoulder with exaggerated care. “I"m delighted with your enthusiasm.” 

 

The car halted, and Hillary turned from Bret to look out the front window of the car. With a cry of pleasure, she spotted the large A-frame dwelling nestled in a small clearing so much a part of the surroundings it might have grown there. Picture windows gleamed and glistened in the filtered sunlight. 

 

“Come get a closer look,” Bret invited, stepping from the car. He held his hand out to her, and she slipped hers into his grasp as they began to crunch through the untouched snow. An ice-crusted stream tumbled swiftly on the far side of the house and, like a child wishing to share a new toy, Hillary pulled Bret toward it. 

 

“How marvelous, how absolutely marvelous,” she proclaimed, watching water force its way over rocks, its harsh whisper the only disturbance of peace. “What a fabulous place.” She made a slow circle. “It"s so wild and powerful, so wonderfully untouched and primitive.” 

 

Bret"s eyes followed her survey before staring off through a dense outcropping of trees. 

“Sometimes I escape here, when my office begins to close in on me. There"s such blessed peace—no urgent meetings, no deadlines, no responsibilities.” 

 

Hillary regarded him in open amazement. She had never imagined his needing to escape from anything or seeking deliberate solitude in a place so far from the city and its comforts and pleasures. To her, Bret Bardoff had represented the epitome of the efficient businessman, with employees rushing to do his bidding at the snap of his imperious finger. Now, she began to see another aspect of his nature, and she found the knowledge brought her a swift rush of pleasure. 

 

He turned and encountered her stare, locking her eyes to his with a force that captured her breath. “It"s also quite isolated,” he added, in such a swift change of mood it took her a moment to react. 

 

Blue eyes deepened and widened and she looked away, staring at the trees and rocks. She was here in the middle of nowhere, she realized, unconsciously chewing on her lip. He had told her the others were coming, but there was only his word. She had not thought to check with Larry. What if he had made the whole thing up? She would be trapped with him, completely alone. What would she do if … 

 

“Keep calm, Hillary.” Bret laughed wryly. “I haven"t kidnapped you, the others will be along to protect you.” He had deliberately provoked her reaction, and Hillary whirled to tell him what she thought of him, but he went on before she could speak. “That is, if they can find the place,” he muttered, his brow creasing before his features settled in a wide smile. “It would be a shame if my directions were inadequate, wouldn"t it?” Taking her hand once more, he led a confused and uneasy Hillary toward the lodge. 

 

The interior was spacious, with wide, full windows bringing the mountains inside. The high ceiling with exposed beams added to the openness. Rough wooden stairs led to a balcony that ran the length of the living room. A stone fireplace commanded an entire wall, with furniture arranged strategically around it. Oval braided rugs graced the dark pine floor, their bright colors the perfect accent for the rustic, wood-dominated room. 

 

“It"s charming,” Hillary said with delight as she gazed about her. She walked over to the huge expanse of glass, “You can stand here and be inside and out at the same time.” 

 

“I"ve often felt that way myself,” Bret agreed, moving to join her and slipping her coat from her shoulders. “What is that scent you wear?” he murmured, his fingers massaging the back of her neck, their strength throbbing through her. “It"s always the same, very delicate and appealing.” 

 

“It"s, ah, it"s apple blossom.” She swallowed and kept her eyes glued to the window. 

 

“Mmm, you mustn"t change it, it suits you … I"m starving,” he announced suddenly, turning her to face him. “How about opening a can or something, and I"ll start the fire? The kitchen"s well stocked. You should be able to find something to ward off starvation.” 

 

“All right,” she agreed, smiling. “We wouldn"t want you to fade away. Where"s the kitchen?” He pointed, and leaving him still standing by the window, she set off in the direction he indicated. 

 

The kitchen was full of old-fashioned charm, with a small brick fireplace of its own and copper-bottomed pots hanging along the wall. The stove itself Hillary regarded doubtfully, thinking it resembled something her grandmother might have slaved over, until she observed that it had been adapted for modern use. The large pantry was well stocked, and she located enough cans for an adequate midday meal. Not precisely a gourmet feast, she reflected as she opened a can of soup, but it will have to do. She was spooning soup into a pan when she heard Bret"s footsteps behind her. 

 

“That was quick!” she exclaimed. “You must have been a terrific boy scout.” 

 

“It"s a habit of mine to set the fire before I leave,” he explained, standing behind her as she worked. “That way all I have to do is open the flue and light a match.” 

 

“How disgustingly organized,” Hillary observed with a sniff, and switched the flame under the soup. 

 

“Ah, ambrosia,” he proclaimed, slipping his arms around her waist. “Are you a good cook, Hillary?” 

 

The hard body pressed into her back was very distracting. She struggled to remain cool. 

“Anyone can open a can of soup.” The last word caught in her throat as his hand reached up to part the dark curtain of her hair, his lips warm as they brushed the back of her neck. “I"d better make some coffee.” She attempted to slip away, but his arms maintained possession, his mouth roaming over her vulnerable skin. “I thought you were hungry.” The words came out in a babbling rush as her knees melted, and she leaned back against him helplessly for support. 

 

“Oh, I am,” he whispered, his teeth nibbling at her ear. “Ravenous.” 

 

He buried his face in the curve of her neck, and the room swayed as his hands slid upward under her sweater. 

 

“Bret, don"t,” she moaned as a rush of desire swept over her, and she struggled to escape before she was lost. 

 

He muttered savagely and spun her around, roughly crushing her lips under his. 

 

Though he had kissed her before, demanding, arousing kisses, there had always been a measure of control in his lovemaking. Now it was as if the wildness of their surroundings had entered him. Like a man whose control has been too tightly bound, he assaulted her mouth, parting hers and taking possession. His hands pressed her hips against him, molding them together into one form. She was drowning in his explosion of passion, clinging to him as his hands roamed over her, seeking, demanding, receiving. The fire of his need ignited hers, and she gave herself without reservation, straining against him, wanting only to plunge deeper into the heat. 

 

The sound of a car pulling up outside brought a muffled curse from Bret. Lifting his mouth from hers, he rested his chin on top of her head and sighed. 

 

“They found us, Hillary. Better open another can.”  


Chapter Seven

Voices drifted through the building, June"s laughter and Larry"s raised tones in some shared joke. Bret moved off to greet them, leaving Hillary battling to regain some small thread of composure. The urgent demand of Bret"s lovemaking had awakened a wild, primitive response in her. She was acutely aware that, had they been left undisturbed, he would not have held back, and she would not have protested. The need had been too vital, too consuming. The swift beginning and sudden end of the contact left her trembling and unsteady. Pressing hands to burning cheeks, she went back to the stove, to attend to soup and coffee, hoping the simple mechanical tasks would restore her equilibrium. 

 

“So, he"s got you slaving away already.” June entered the kitchen, arms ladened with a large paper bag. “Isn"t that just like a man?” 

 

“Hi.” Hillary turned around, showing a fairly normal countenance. “It appears we"ve both been put in our places. What"s in the bag?” 

 

“Supplies for the long, snowbound weekend.” Unpacking the bag, June revealed milk, cheese, and other fresh goods. 

 

“Always efficient,” Hillary stated, and, feeling the tension melt away, flashed her smile. 

 

“It is difficult being perfect,” June agreed with a sigh. “But some of us are simply born that way.” 

 

Meal preparations complete, they carried bowls and plates into the adjoining room to a large, rectangular wooden table with long benches running along each side. The group devoured the simple meal as though months had passed since they had seen a crust of bread. Mirroring Bret"s now casual manner was at first difficult, but, summoning all her pride, Hillary joined in the table talk, meeting his occasional comments with an easy smile. 

 

She retreated with June upstairs as the men launched into a technical discussion on the type of pictures required, and found the room they would share as charmingly rustic as the remainder of the house. The light, airy room with a breathtaking view of forest and mountains held two twin beds covered in patchwork quilts. Again wood predominated, the high sloping ceiling adding to the space. Brass lamps ensured soft lighting once the sun had descended behind the peaks outside. 

 

Hillary busied herself with the case containing her wardrobe for the photo session as June threw herself heavily on a bed. 

 

“Isn"t this place fantastic?” Stretching her arms to the ceiling, June heaved a deep sigh of contentment. “Far from the maddening crowd and typewriters and telephones. Maybe it"ll snow like crazy, and we"ll be here until spring.” 

 

“We"d only be able to stick it out if Larry brought enough film for a couple of months. 

Otherwise, he"d go into withdrawal,” Hillary commented. Removing a red parka and bibbed ski pants from the case, she studied them with a professional eye. “Well, this should stand out in the snow.” 

 

“If we painted your nose yellow, you"d look like a very large cardinal,” June commented, clasping her hands behind her head. “That color will look marvelous on you. With your hair and complexion, and the snow as a backdrop, you"ll be smashing. The boss never makes a mistake.” 

 

The sound of a car caught their attention, and they moved to the window looking down as Bud Lewis assisted Charlene from the vehicle. “Well”—June sighed and grimaced at Hillary—

“Maybe one.” 

 

Stunned, Hillary stared at the top of Charlene"s glossy red head. “I didn"t … Bret didn"t tell me Charlene was coming.” Infuriated by the intrusion on her weekend, Hillary turned from the window and busied her hands with unpacking. 

 

“Unless I"m very much mistaken, he didn"t know.” Scowling, June turned and leaned against the windowsill. “Maybe he"ll toss her out in the snow.” 

 

“Maybe,” Hillary countered, relieving some of her frustration by slamming the top of her suitcase, “he"ll be glad to see her.” 

 

“Well, we won"t find out anything standing around up here.” June started toward the door, grabbing Hillary"s arm along the way. “Come on, let"s go see.” 

 

Charlene"s voice drifted to Hillary as she descended the stairs. “You really don"t mind that I came to keep you company, do you, Bret? I thought it would be such a lovely surprise.” 

 

Hillary entered the room in time to see Bret"s shrug. He was seated on a love seat in front of the blazing fire, Charlene"s arm tucked possessively through his. “I didn"t think the mountains were your style, Charlene.” He gave her a mild smile. “If you"d wanted to come, you should have asked instead of spinning a tale to Bud about my wanting him to drive you up.” 

 

“Oh, but, darling, it was just a little fib.” Tilting her head, she fluttered darkened lashes. 

“A little intrigue is so amusing.” 

 

“Let"s hope your „little intrigue" doesn"t lead you to „a lot of boredom." We"re a long way from Manhattan.” 

 

“I"m never bored with you.” 

 

Soft and coaxing, the voice grated on Hillary"s nerves. Perhaps she made some small sound of annoyance for Bret"s eyes shifted to where she stood with June in the doorway. 

Charlene followed his gaze, her lips tightening for a moment before settling into a vague smile. 

 

There followed an unenthusiastic exchange of greetings. Opting for distance, Hillary seated herself across the room with Bud as Charlene again gave Bret her full attention. 

 

“I thought we"d never get here,” Charlene complained with a petulant pout. “Why you would own a place in this godforsaken wilderness is beyond me, darling.” She glanced up at Bret with cool green eyes. “All this snow, and nothing but trees and rocks, and so cold.” With a delicate shiver, she huddled against him. “Whatever do you find to do up here all alone?” 

 

“I manage to find diversions,” Bret drawled, and lit a cigarette. “And I"m never alone—



the mountains are teeming with life.” He gestured toward the window. “There are squirrels, chipmunks, rabbits, foxes—all manner of small animal life.” 

 

“That"s not precisely what I meant by company,” Charlene murmured, using her most seductive voice. Bret granted her a faint smile. 

 

“Perhaps not, but I find them entertaining and undemanding. I"ve often seen deer pass by as I stood by that window, and bear.” 

 

“Bears?” Charlene exclaimed, and tightened her hold on his arm. “How dreadful.” 

 

“Real bears?” Hillary demanded, eyes bright with adventure. “Oh, what kind? Those huge grizzlies?” 

 

“Black bear, Hillary,” he corrected, smiling at her reaction. “But big enough just the same. And safely in hibernation at the moment,” he added with a glance at Charlene. 

 

“Thank heaven,” she breathed with genuine feeling. 

 

“Hillary"s quite taken to the mountains, haven"t you?” 

 

“They"re fabulous,” she agreed with enthusiasm. “So wild and untamed. All this must look nearly the same as it did a century ago, unspoiled by buildings and housing developments. 

Nothing but undisturbed nature for miles and miles.” 

 

“My, my, you are enthusiastic,” Charlene observed. 

 

Hillary shot her a deadly glance. 

 

“Hillary grew up on a farm in Kansas,” Bret explained, observing danger signals in dark blue eyes. “She"d never seen mountains before.” 

 

“How quaint,” Charlene murmured, lips curving in a smile. “They grow wheat or something there, don"t they? I would imagine you"re quite accustomed to primitive conditions coming from a little farm.” 

 

The superior tone had Hillary bristling with anger, her rising temper reflected in her voice. “The farm is hardly little or primitive, Miss Mason. Impossible, I suppose, for one of your background to visualize the eternity of wheat, the miles of gently rolling hills. Not as sophisticated as New York, perhaps, but hardly prehistoric. We even manage to have hot and cold running water right inside the house most of the time. There are those who appreciate the land and respect it in all forms.” 

 

“You must be quite the outdoor girl,” Charlene said in a bored voice. “I happen to prefer the comforts and culture of the city.” 

 

“I think I"ll take a walk before it gets dark.” Hillary rose quickly, needing to put some distance between herself and the other woman before her temper was irrevocably lost. 

 

“I"ll go with you.” Bud stood, moving to join her as she slipped on her outdoor clothing. 

“I"ve been cooped up with that woman all day,” he whispered with a conspirator"s smile. “I think the fresh air will do me a world of good.” 

 

Hillary"s laughter floated through the room as she strolled through the door, arm in arm with Bud. She was oblivious of the frown that darkened the gray eyes that followed her. 

 

Once outside, the two breathed deeply, then giggled like children at their private joke. By mutual consent, they headed for the stream, following its tumbling progress downstream as they ambled deeper into the forest. Sunlight winked sporadically through the trees, glistening on the velvet snow. Bud"s easy conversation soothed Hillary"s ruffled spirits. 

 

They stopped and rested on a mound of rock for a moment of companionable silence. 

 

“This is nice,” Bud said simply, and Hillary made a small sound signifying both pleasure and agreement. “I begin to feel human again,” he added with a wink. “That woman is hard to take. I can"t imagine what the boss sees in her.” 



 

Hillary grinned. “Isn"t it strange that I agree with you?” 

 

They walked home in the subtle change of light that signified encroaching dusk. Again, they followed the stream, easily retracing the footsteps they had left in the pure, white snow. 

They were laughing companionably as they entered the A-frame. 

 

“Don"t either of you have more sense than to wander about the mountains after dark?” 

Bret asked them, scowling. 

 

“Dark? Don"t be silly.” Hillary hopped on one foot as she pried off a boot. “We only followed the stream a little way, and it"s barely dusk.” Losing her balance, she collided with Bud, who slipped an arm around her waist to right her, keeping it there while she struggled with her other boot. 

 

“We left a trail in the snow,” Bud stated with a grin. “Better than bread crumbs.” 

 

“Dusk turns to dark quickly, and there"s no moon tonight,” Bret said. “It"s a simple matter to get lost.” 

 

“Well, we"re back, and we didn"t,” Hillary told him. “No need for a search party or a flask of brandy. Where"s June?” 

 

“In the kitchen, starting dinner.” 

 

“I better go help then, hadn"t I?” She gave him a radiant smile and brushed past them, leaving Bud to deal with his boss"s temper. 

 

 

 

“A woman"s work is never done,” Hillary observed with a sigh as she entered the kitchen. 

 

“Tell that to Miss Nose-in-the-Air.” June wrinkled her own as she unwrapped the steaks. 

“She was so fatigued from the arduous drive”—June placed a dramatic hand to her forehead—

“she simply had to lie down before dinner.” 

 

“That"s a blessing. Anyway,” Hillary went on as she joined in the meal preparation, “who voted us in charge of kitchen duty? I"m quite sure it"s not in my contract.” 

 

“I did.” 

 

“Voluntarily?” 

 

“It"s like this,” June explained, searching through cupboards. “I"ve had a small example of Larry"s talents, culinary talents, and I don"t want another bout of ptomaine. The boss even makes lousy coffee. And as for Bud—well, he might be Chef Boy-Ar-Dee as far as I know, but I was unwilling to take the chance.” 

 

“I see what you mean.” 

 

In easy companionship they prepared the meal. The kitchen came to life with the clatter of dishes and sizzling of meat. Larry materialized in the doorway, breathing deeply. 

 

“Ah, exquisite torture. I"m starving,” he announced. “How much longer?” 

 

“Here.” June thrust a stack of dishes in his hands. “Go set the table—it"ll keep your mind off your stomach.” 

 

“I knew I should have stayed out of here.” Grumbling, he vanished into the adjoining room. 

 

“I guess it"s the mountain air,” Hillary commented between bites as the group sat around the long table. “I"m absolutely ravenous.” 

 

The slow smile that drifted across Bret"s face brought back the memory of the earlier scene in the kitchen, and warm color seeped into her cheeks. Picking up her glass containing a red wine Bret had produced from some mysterious place, she took a deep, impulsive swallow and firmly gave her attention to the meal. 



 

The clearing up was confused and disorganized as the men, through design or innocence, served only to get in the way, causing June to throw up her hands and order them away. 

 

“I"m the boss,” Bret reminded her. “I"m supposed to give the orders.” 

 

“Not until Monday,” June returned, giving him a firm shove. She watched with a raised brow as Charlene floated with him. 

 

“Just as well,” she observed, turning back to Hillary. “I probably couldn"t have prevented myself from drowning her in the sink.” 

 

The party later spread out with lazy contentment in the living room. Refusing Bret"s offer of brandy, Hillary settled herself on a low stool near the fire. She watched the dancing flames, caught up in their images, unaware of the picture she created, cheeks and hair glowing with flickering light, eyes soft and dreamy. Her mind floated, only a small portion of it registering the quiet hum of conversation, the occasional clink of glass. Elbows on knees, head on palms, she drifted with the fire"s magic away from conscious thought. 

 

“Are you hypnotized by the flames, Hillary?” Bret"s lean form eased down beside her as he stretched out on the hearth rug. Tossed suddenly into reality, she started at his voice, then smiled as she brushed at her hair. 

 

“Yes, I am. There"re pictures there if you look for them,” she answered, inclining her head toward the blaze. “There"s a castle there with turrets all around, and there"s a horse with his mane lifted in the wind.” 

 

“There"s an old man sitting in a rocker,” Bret said softly, and she turned to stare at him, surprised that he had seen the image too. He returned her look, with the intensity of an embrace, and she rose, flustered by the weakness his gaze could evoke. 

 

“It"s been a long day,” she announced, avoiding his eyes. “I think I"ll go up to bed. I don"t want Larry to complain that I look washed out in the morning.” 

 

Calling her good nights, she went swiftly from the room without giving Bret the opportunity to comment. 

 

 

 

The room was dim in early morning light when she awoke. She stretched her arms to the ceiling and sat up, knowing sleep was finished. When she had slipped under the blankets the night before, her emotions had been in turmoil, and she had been convinced the hours would be spent tossing and turning. She was amazed that she had slept not only immediately but deeply, and the mood with which she greeted the new day was cheerful. 

 

June was still huddled under her quilt, the steady rhythm of her breathing the only sound in the absolute silence. Easing from the bed, Hillary began to dress quietly. She tugged a heavy sweater in muted greens over her head, mating it with forest green cords that fit with slim assurance. Foregoing makeup, she donned the snowsuit Bret had provided, pulling the matching ski cap over her hair. 

 

Creeping down the stairs, she listened for the sounds of morning stirring, but the house remained heavy in slumber. Pulling on boots and gloves, Hillary stepped outside into the cold, clear sunlight. 

 

The woods were silent, and she looked about her at the solitude. It was as if time had stopped—the mountains were a magic fairyland without human habitation. Her companions were the majestic pines, robed in glistening ermine, their tangy scent permeating the air. 

 

“I"m alone,” she said aloud, flinging out her arms. “There"s not another soul in the entire world.” She raced through the snow, drunk with power and liberation. “I"m free!” She tossed snow high above her head, whirling in dizzying circles before flinging herself into the cold snow. 



 

Once more, she contemplated the white-topped mountains and dense trees, realizing her heart had expanded and made room for a new love. She was in love with the mountains as she was with the free-flowing wheat fields. The new and old love filled her with jubilation. 

Scrambling up, she sped once more through the snow, kicking up mists of white before she stopped and fell on her back, the soft surface yielding beneath her. She lay, spread-eagle, staring up at the sky until a face moved into her view, gray eyes laughing down at her. 

 

“What are you doing, Hillary?” 

 

“Making an angel,” she informed him, returning his smile. “You see, you fall down, and then you move your arms and legs like this.” She demonstrated, and her smile faded. “The trick is to get up without making a mess of it. It requires tremendous ability and perfect balance.” 

Sitting up carefully, she put her weight on her feet and started to stand, teetering on her heels. 

“Give me a hand,” she demanded. “I"m out of practice.” Grabbing his arm, she jumped clear, then turned back to regard her handiwork. “You see,” she stated with arrogant pride, “an angel.” 

 

“Beautiful,” he agreed. “You"re very talented.” 

 

“Yes, I know. I didn"t think anyone else was up,” she added, brushing snow from her bottom. 

 

“I saw you dancing in the snow from my window. What game were you playing?” 

 

“That I was alone in all this.” She whirled in circles, arms extended. 

 

“You"re never alone up here. Look.” He pointed into the woods, and her eyes widened at the large buck that stared back at her, his rack adorning his head like a crown. 

 

“He"s magnificent.” As if conscious of her admiration, the stag lifted his head before he melted into the cover of the woods. “Oh, I"m in love!” she exclaimed, racing across the snow. 

“I"m absolutely madly in love with this place. Who needs a man when you"ve got all this?” 

 

“Oh, really?” A snow ball thudded against the back of her head, and she turned to stare at him narrowly. 

 

“You know, of course, this means war.” 

 

She scooped up a handful of snow, balling it swiftly and hurling it back at him. They exchanged fire, snow landing on target as often as it missed, until he closed the gap between them, and she engaged in a strategic retreat. Her flight was interrupted as he caught her, tossing her down and rolling on top of her. Her cheeks glowed with the cold, her eyes sparkled with laughter, as she tried to catch her breath. 

 

“All right, you win, you win.” 

 

“Yes, I did,” he agreed. “And to the victor go the spoils.” He touched her mouth with his, his lips moving with light sensuality, stilling her laughter. “I always win sooner or later,” he murmured, kissing her eyes closed. “We don"t do this nearly often enough,” he muttered against her mouth, deepening the kiss until her senses whirled. “You"ve snow all over your face.” His mouth roamed to her cheek, his tongue gently removing flakes, instilling her with exquisite terror. “Oh, Hillary, what a delectable creature you are.” Lifting his face, he stared into her wide, anxious eyes. He let out a deep breath and brushed the remaining snow from her cheeks with his hand. “The others should be stirring about now. Let"s go have some breakfast.” 

 

 

 

“Stand over there, Hil.” Hillary was once more out in the snow, but this time it was Larry and his camera joining her. 

 

He had been taking pictures for what seemed to Hillary hours. Fervently, she wished the session would end, her mind lingering on the thought of steaming chocolate in front of the fire. 

 

“All right, Hillary, come back to earth. You"re supposed to be having fun, not floating in a daze.” 

 

“I hope your lenses freeze.” She sent him a brilliant smile. 

 

“Aw, cut it out, Hil,” he mumbled, continuing to crouch around her. 

 

“That"ll do,” he announced at last, and she fell over backwards in a mock faint. Larry leaned over her, taking still another picture. Shutting her eyes in amusement, she laughed up at him. 

 

“Are the sessions getting longer, Larry, or is it just me?” 

 

“It"s you,” he answered, shaking his head, allowing the camera to dangle by its strap. 

“You"re over the hill, past your prime. It"s all downhill from here.” 

 

“I"ll show you who"s over the hill.” Hillary scrambled up, grabbing a handful of snow. 

 

“No, Hil.” Placing a protective hand over his camera, Larry backed away. “Remember my camera, don"t lose control.” Turning, he ran through the snow toward the lodge. 

 

“Past my prime, am I?” The snowball hit him full on the back as Hillary gave chase. 

Catching him, she leaped on his back, beating him playfully on the top of the head. 

 

“Go ahead,” he told her, carrying her without effort. “Strangle me, give me a concussion—just don"t touch my camera.” 

 

“Hello, Larry.” Bret strolled over as they approached the house. “All finished?” 

 

Hillary noted with some satisfaction that, with the advantage of being perched on Larry"s back, she could meet Bret"s eyes on level. 

 

“I shall have to speak to you, Mr. Bardoff, about a new photographer. This one has just inferred that I am over the hill.” 

 

“I can"t help it if your career"s shot,” Larry protested. “I"ve been carrying you figuratively for months, and now that I"ve carried you literally, I think you"re putting on weight.” 

 

“That does it,” Hillary decided. “Now I have no choice—I have to kill him.” 

 

“Put it off for a while, would you?” June requested, joining them by the door. “He doesn"t know it yet, but I"m dragging him off for a walk in the woods.” 

 

“Very well,” Hillary agreed. “That should give me time to consider. Put me down, Larry—you"ve been reprieved.” 

 

“Cold?” Bret asked as Hillary began to strip off her outdoor clothing. 

 

“Frozen. There are those among us who have developing fluid rather than blood in their veins.” 

 

“Modeling is not all glamour and smiles, it is?” he commented as she shook snow from her hair. “Are you content with it?” he asked suddenly, capturing her chin with his hand, his eyes narrowed and serious. “Is there nothing else you want?” 

 

“It"s what I do,” she countered. “It"s what I"m able to do.” 

 

“Is it what you  want to do?” he persisted. “Is it  all you want to do?” 

 

“All?” she repeated, and, battling the urgent longing, she shrugged. “It"s enough, isn"t it?” 

 

He continued to stare down at her before he mirrored her shrug and walked away. He moved, even in jeans, with a rather detached elegance. Puzzled, Hillary watched him disappear down the hall. 

 

The afternoon passed in vague complacency. Hillary sipped the hot chocolate of her dreams and dozed in a chair by the fire. She watched Bret and Bud play a long game of chess, the three of them unconcerned by Larry"s occasional, irrepressible intrusions with his camera. 

 

Charlene remained stubbornly by Bret"s side, following the contest with ill-concealed boredom. When the match was over, she insisted that he show her through the forest. It was apparent to Hillary that her mind was not on trees and squirrels. 

 

The day drifted away into darkness. Charlene, looking disgruntled after her walk, complained about the cold, then stated regally that she would soak in a hot tub for the next hour. 

 

Dinner consisted of beef stew, which left the redhead aghast. She compensated by consuming an overabundance of wine. Her complaints were genially ignored, and the meal passed with the casual intimacy characteristic of people who have grown used to each other"s company. 

 

Again accepting kitchen detail, Hillary and June worked in the small room, the latter stating she felt she was due for a raise. The job was near completion when Charlene strolled in, yet another glass of wine in her hand. 

 

“Almost done with your womanly duties?” she demanded with heavy sarcasm. 

 

“Yes. Your assistance was greatly appreciated,” June answered, stacking plates in a cupboard. 

 

“I should like to have a word with Hillary, if you don"t mind.” 

 

“No, I don"t mind,” June returned, and continued to clatter dishes. 

 

Charlene turned to where Hillary was now wiping the surface of the stove. “I will not tolerate your behavior any longer.” 

 

“Well, all right—if you"d rather do it yourself.” Hillary offered the dishcloth with a smile. 

 

“I saw you this morning,” Charlene flung out viciously, “throwing yourself at Bret.” 

 

“Did you?” Hillary shrugged, turning back to give the stove her attention. “Actually, I was throwing snowballs. I thought you were asleep.” 

 

“Bret woke me when he got out of bed.” The voice was soft, the implication all too clear. 

 

Pain throbbed through Hillary. How could he have left one woman"s arms and come so easily into hers? How could he degrade and humiliate her that way? She shut her eyes, feeling the color drain from her face. The simple fun and precious intimacy they had shared that morning now seemed cheap. Holding on to her pride desperately, she turned to face Charlene, meeting triumphant green eyes with blue ice. “Everyone"s entitled to his own taste.” She shrugged indifferently, tossing the cloth on the stove. 

 

Charlene"s color rose dramatically. With a furious oath, she threw the contents of her glass, splattering the red liquid over Hillary"s sweater. 

 

“That"s going too far!” June exploded, full of righteous anger on Hillary"s behalf. 

“You"re not going to get away with this one.” 

 

“I"ll have your job for speaking to me that way.” 

 

“Just try it, when the boss sees what you—” 

 

“No more,” Hillary broke in, halting her avenger. “I don"t want any more scenes, June.” 

 

“But, Hillary.” 

 

“No, please, just forget it.” She was torn between the need to crawl away and lick her wounds and the urge to pull out handfuls of red hair. “I mean it. There"s no need to bring Bret into this. I"ve had it.” 

 

“All right, Hillary,” June agreed, casting Charlene a disgusted look. “For your sake.” 

 

Hillary moved quickly from the room, wanting only to reach the sanctuary of her bedroom. Before she reached the stairs, however, she met Bret. 

 

“Been to war, Hillary?” he asked, glancing at the red splatters on her sweater. “Looks like you lost.” 

 

“I never had anything to lose,” she mumbled, and started to walk by him. 



 

“Hey.” He halted her, taking her arms and holding her in front of him. “What"s wrong?” 

 

“Nothing,” she retorted, feeling her precious control slipping with each passing moment. 

 

“Don"t hand me that—look at you.” His hand reached out to tilt her chin, but she jerked back. “Don"t do that,” he commanded. His fingers gripped her face and held her still. “What"s wrong with you anyway?” 

 

“Nothing is the matter with me,” she returned, retreating behind a sheet of ice. “I"m simply a bit weary of being pawed.” 

 

She watched, his eyes darkening to a thunderous gray. His fingers tightened painfully on her flesh. “You"re darned lucky there"re other people in the house, or I"d give you a fine example of what it"s really like to be pawed. It"s a pity I had a respect for fragile innocence. I shall certainly keep my hands off you in the future.” 

 

He relaxed his grip, and with chin and arm aching from the pressure, she pushed by him and calmly mounted the stairs.  


Chapter Eight

February had drifted into March. The weather had been as cold and dreary as Hillary"s spirits. Since the fateful weekend in the Adirondacks, she had received no word from Bret, nor did she expect to. 

 

The issue of  Mode with Hillary"s layout was released, but she could build up no enthusiasm as she studied the tall, slim woman covering the pages. The smiling face on the glossy cover seemed to belong to someone else, a stranger Hillary could neither recognize nor relate to. The layout was, nevertheless, a huge success, with the magazines selling as quickly as they were placed on the stands. She was besieged by offers as the weeks went by, but none of them excited her. She found the pursuit of her career of supreme indifference. 

 

A call from June brought an end to her listlessness. The call brought a summons from the emperor. She debated refusing the order, then, deciding she would rather face Bret in his office than to have him seek her out at home, she obeyed. 

 

She dressed carefully for the meeting, choosing a discreetly elegant pale yellow suit. She piled her hair up from her neck, covering it with a wide-brimmed hat. After a thorough study, she was well pleased with the calm, sophisticated woman reflected in her mirror. 

 

During the elevator ride to Bret"s office, Hillary schooled herself to remain aloof and detached, setting her expression into coolly polite lines. He would not see the pain, she determined. Her vulnerability would be well concealed. Her ability to portray what the camera demanded would be her defense. Her years of experience would not betray her. 

 

June greeted her with a cheery smile. “Go right on in.” She pushed the button on her phone. “He"s expecting you.” 

 

Swallowing fear, Hillary fixed a relaxed smile on her face and entered the lion"s den. 

 

“Good afternoon, Hillary,” Bret greeted her, leaning back in his chair but not rising. 

“Come sit down.” 

 

“Hello, Bret.” Her voice matched the polite tone of his. Her smile remained in place though her stomach had begun to constrict at the first contact with his eyes. 

 

“You"re looking well,” he commented. 

 

“Thank you, so are you.” She thought giddily, What absurd nonsense! 

 

“I"ve just been looking over the layout again. It"s certainly been every bit as successful as we had hoped.” 

 

“Yes, I"m glad it worked out so well for everyone.” 

 

“Which of these is you, Hillary?” he muttered absently, frowning over the pictures. 



“Free-spirited tomboy, elegant socialite, dedicated career woman, loving wife, adoring mother, exotic temptress?” He raised his eyes suddenly, boring into hers, the power almost shattering her frail barrier. 

 

She shrugged carelessly. “I"m just a face and body doing what I"m told, projecting the image that"s required. That"s why you hired me in the first place, isn"t it?” 

 

“So, like a chameleon, you change from one color to the next on command.” 

 

“That"s what I"m paid to do,” she answered, feeling slightly ill. 

 

“I"ve heard you"ve received quite a number of offers.” Once more leaning back in his chair, Bret laced his fingers and studied her through half-closed eyes. “You must be very busy.” 

 

“Yes,” she began, feigning enthusiasm. “It"s been very exciting. I haven"t decided which ones to accept. I"ve been told I should hire a manager to sort things out. There"s an offer from a perfume manufacturer”—she named a well-known company—“that involves a long-term contract—three years endorsing on TV and, of course, magazines. It"s by far the most interesting, I think.” It was at the moment the only one she could clearly remember. 

 

“I see. I"d heard you"d been approached by one of the networks.” 

 

“Oh, yes.” She made a dismissive gesture, wracking her brains for the details. “But that involves acting. I have to give that a great deal of thought.” I"d win an Oscar for this performance, she added silently. “I doubt if it would be wise to jump into something like that.” 

 

He stood and turned his back, staring out at the steel and glass. She studied him without speaking, wondering what was going on in his mind, noting irrelevantly how the sunlight combed his thick blond hair. 

 

“Your contract with me is finished, Hillary, and though I"m quite prepared to make you an offer, it would hardly be as lucrative as a television contract.” 

 

An offer, Hillary thought, her mind whirling, and she was grateful his back was to her so that he could not observe her expression. At least she knew why he had wanted to see her—to offer her another contract, another piece of paper. She would have to refuse, even though she had no intention of accepting any of the other contracts. She could never endure continuous contact with this man. Even after this brief meeting, her emotions were torn. 

 

She rose before answering. “I appreciate your offer, Bret, but I must consider my career. 

I"m more than grateful to you for the opportunity you gave me, but,”—her voice was calm, even professional— 

 

“I told you before, I don"t want your gratitude!” He spun to face her, the all-too-familiar temper darkening his eyes. “I"m not interested in perfunctory expressions of gratitude and appreciation. Whatever you receive as a result of this”—he picked up the magazine with Hillary"s face on the cover—“you earned yourself. Take that hat off so I can look at you.” He whipped the hat from her head and thrust it into her hands. 

 

Hillary resisted the need to swallow. She met his angry, searching gaze without flinching. 

 

“Your success, Hillary, is of your own making. I"m not responsible for it, nor do I want to be.” He seemed to struggle for a measure of control and went on in calm, precise tones. “I don"t expect you to accept an offer from me. However, if you change your mind, I"d be willing to negotiate. Whatever you decide, I wish you luck—I should like to think you"re happy.” 

 

“Thank you.” With a light smile, she turned and headed for the door. 

 

“Hillary.” 

 

Hand on knob, she shut her eyes a moment and willed herself the strength to face him again. “Yes?” 

 

He stared at her, giving her the sensation that he was filing each of her features separately in his brain. “Goodbye.” 

 

“Goodbye,” she returned, and turning the knob, she escaped. 

 

Shaken, she leaned her back against the smooth other side of the door. June glanced up from her work. 

 

“Are you all right, Hillary? What"s the matter?” 

 

Hillary stared without comprehension, then shook her head. “Nothing,” she whispered. 

“Oh, everything.” With a muffled sob, she streaked from the room. 

 

 

 

Hillary hailed a cab a few nights later with little enthusiasm. She had allowed herself to be persuaded by Larry and June to attend a party across town in Bud Lewis"s penthouse apartment. She must not wallow in self-pity, cut off from friends and social activities, she had decided. It was time, she told herself, pulling her shawl closer against the early April breeze, to give some thought to the future. Sitting alone and brooding would not do the job. 

 

As a result of her self-lecturing, she arrived at the already well-moving party determined to enjoy herself. Bud swung a friendly arm over her shoulders and, leading her to the well-stocked bar, inquired what was her pleasure. She started to request her usual well-diluted drink when a punch bowl filled with a sparkling rose pink liquid caught her eye. 

 

“Oh, that looks nice—what is it?” 

 

“Planter"s punch,” he informed her, already filling a glass. 

 

Sounds safe enough, she decided as Bud was diverted by another of his guests. With a tentative sip, Hillary thought it remarkably good. She began to mingle with the crowd. 

 

She greeted old and new faces, pausing occasionally to talk or laugh. She glided from group to group, faintly amazed at how light and content was her mood. Depression and unhappiness dissolved like a summer"s mist. This is what she needed all along, she concluded—some people, some music, a new attitude. 

 

She was well into her third glass, having a marvelous time, flirting with a tall, dark man who introduced himself as Paul, when a familiar voice spoke from behind her. 

 

“Hello, Hillary, fancy running into you here.” 

 

Turning, Hillary was only somewhat surprised to see Bret. She had only agreed to attend the party when June had assured her Bret had other plans. She smiled at him vaguely, wondering momentarily why he was slightly out of focus. 

 

“Hello, Bret, joining the peasants tonight?” 

 

His eyes roamed over her flushed cheeks and absent smile before traveling down the length of her slim form. He lifted his gaze back to her face, one brow lifting slightly as he answered. “I slum it now and then—it"s good for the image.” 

 

“Mmm.” She nodded, draining the remainder of her glass and tossing back an errant lock of hair. “We"re both good with images, aren"t we?” She turned to the other man at her side with a brilliant smile that left him slightly dazed. “Paul, be a darling and fetch me another of these. 

It"s the punch over there”—she gestured largely—“in that bowl.” 

 

“How many have you had, Hillary?” Bret inquired, tilting her chin with his finger as Paul melted into the crowd. “I thought two was your limit.” 

 

“No limit tonight.” She tossed her head, sending raven locks trembling about her neck and shoulders. “I am celebrating a rebirth. Besides, it"s just fruit punch.” 

 

“Remarkably strong fruit I"d say from the looks of you,” he returned, unable to prevent a grin. “Perhaps you should consider the benefits of coffee after all.” 

 

“Don"t be stuffy,” she ordered, running a finger down the buttons of his shirt. “Silk,” she proclaimed and flashed another smile up at him. “I"ve always had a weakness for silk. Larry"s here, you know, and,” she added with dramatic emphasis, “he doesn"t have his camera. I almost didn"t recognize him.” 

 

“It won"t be long before you have difficulty recognizing your own mother,” he commented. 

 

“No, my mother only takes Polaroid shots on odd occasions,” she informed him as Paul returned with her drink. Taking a long sip, she captured Paul"s arm. “Dance with me. I really love to dance. Here”—she handed her glass to Bret—“hang on to this for me.” 

 

She felt light and free as she moved to the music and marveled how she had ever let Bret Bardoff disturb her. The room spun in time to the music, drifting with her in a newfound sense of euphoria. Paul murmured something in her ear she could not quite understand, and she gave an indefinite sigh in response. 

 

When the music halted briefly, a hand touched her arm, and she turned to find Bret standing beside her. 

 

“Cutting in?” she asked, pushing back tumbled hair. 

 

“Cutting out is more what I had in mind,” he corrected, pulling her along with him. “And so are you.” 

 

“But I"m not ready to leave.” She tugged at his arm. “It"s early, and I"m having fun.” 

 

“I can see that.” He continued to drag her after him, not bothering to turn around. “But we"re going anyway.” 

 

“You don"t have to take me home. I can call a cab, or maybe Paul will take me.” 

 

“Like hell he will,” Bret muttered, pulling her purposefully through the crowd. 

 

“I want to dance some more.” She did a quick spin and collided full in his chest. “You want to dance with me?” 

 

“Not tonight, Hillary.” Sighing, he looked down at her. “I guess we do this the hard way.” 

 

In one swift movement, he had her slung over his shoulder and began weaving his way through the amused crowd. Instead of suffering from indignation, Hillary began to giggle. 

 

“Oh, what fun, my father used to carry me like this.” 

 

“Terrific.” 

 

“Here, boss.” June stood by the door holding Hillary"s bag and wrap. “Got everything under control?” 

 

“I will have.” He shifted his burden and strode down the hall. 

 

Hillary was carried from the building and dumped without ceremony into Bret"s waiting car. “Here.” He thrust her shawl into her hands. “Put this on.” 

 

“I"m not cold.” She tossed it carelessly into the back seat. “I feel marvelous.” 

 

“I"m sure you do.” Sliding in beside her, he gave her one despairing glance before the engine sprang to life. “You"ve enough alcohol in your system to heat a two-story building.” 

 

“Fruit punch,” Hillary corrected, and snuggled back against the cushion. “Oh, look at the moon.” She sprang up to lean on the dash, staring at the ghostly white circle. “I love a full moon. 

Let"s go for a walk.” 

 

He pulled up at a stoplight, turned to her, and spoke distinctly. “No.” 

 

Tilting her head, she narrowed her eyes as if to gain a new perspective. “I had no idea you were such a wet tire.” 

 

“Blanket,” he corrected, merging with the traffic. 

 

“I told you, I"m not cold.” Sinking back into the seat, she began to sing. 



 

Bret parked the car in the garage that serviced Hillary"s building, turning to her with reluctant amusement. “All right, Hillary, can you walk or do I carry you?” 

 

“Of course I can walk. I"ve been walking for years and years.” Fumbling with the door handle, she got out to prove her ability. Funny, she thought, I don"t remember this floor being tilted. “See?” she said aloud, weaving dangerously. “Perfect balance.” 

 

“Sure, Hillary, you"re a regular tightrope walker.” Gripping her arm to prevent a spill, he swept her up, cradled against his chest. She lay back contented as he carried her to the elevator, twining her arms around his neck. 

 

“I like this much better,” she announced as the elevator began its slow climb. “Do you know what I"ve always wanted to do?” 

 

“What?” His answer was absent, not bothering to turn his head. She nuzzled his ear with her lips. “Hillary,” he began, but she cut him off. 

 

“You have the most fascinating mouth.” The tip of her finger traced it with careful concentration. 

 

“Hillary, stop it.” 

 

She continued as if he had not spoken. “A nicely shaped face too.” Her finger began a slow trip around it. “And I"ve positively been swallowed up by those eyes.” Her mouth began to roam his neck, and he let out a long breath as the elevator doors opened. “Mmm, you smell good.” 

 

He struggled to locate her keys, hampered with the bundle in his arms and the soft mouth on his ear lobe. 

 

“Hillary, stop it,” he ordered. “You"re going to make me forget the game has rules.” 

 

At last completing the complicated process of opening the door, he leaned against it a moment, drawing in a deep breath. 

 

“I thought men liked to be seduced,” she murmured, brushing her cheek against his. 

 

“Listen, Hillary.” Turning his face, he found his mouth captured. 

 

“I just love kissing you.” She yawned and cradled her head against his neck. 

 

“Hillary … for heaven"s sake!” 

 

He staggered for the bedroom while Hillary continued to murmur soft, incoherent words in his ear. 

 

He tried to drop her down on the spread, but her arms remained around his neck, pulling him off balance and down on top of her. Tightening her hold, she once more pressed her lips to his. 

 

He swore breathlessly as he struggled to untangle himself. “You don"t know what you"re doing.” With a drowsy moan, she shut her eyes. “Have you got anything on under that dress?” he demanded as he removed her shoes. 

 

“Mmm, a shimmy.” 

 

“What"s that?” 

 

She gave him a misty smile and murmured. Taking a deep breath, he shifted her over, released the zipper at the back of her dress, pulled the material over smooth shoulders, and continued down the length of the slimly curved body. 

 

“You"re going to pay for this,” he warned. His cursing became more eloquent as he forced himself to ignore the honey skin against the brief piece of silk. He drew the spread over the inert form on the bed. Hillary sighed and snuggled into the pillow. 

 

Moving to the door, he leaned wearily on the frame, allowing his eyes to roam over Hillary as she lay in blissful slumber. “I don"t believe this. I must be out of my mind.” His eyes narrowed as he listened to her deep breathing. “I"m going to hate myself in the morning.” Taking a long, deep breath, he went to search out Hillary"s hoard of Scotch.  


Chapter Nine

Hillary awoke to bright, invading sunlight. She blinked in bewilderment attempting to focus on familiar objects. She sat up and groaned. Her head ached and her mouth felt full of grit. 

Placing her feet on the floor, she attempted to stand, only to sink back, moaning, as the room revolved around her like a carousel. She gripped her head with her hands to keep it stationary. 

 

What did I drink last night? she wondered, squeezing eyes tight to jar her memory. What kind of punch was that? She staggered unsteadily to her closet to secure a robe. 

 

Her dress was tossed on the foot of the bed, and she stared at it in confusion. I don"t remember undressing, she thought. Shaking her head in bemusement, she pressed a hand against her pounding temple. Aspirin, juice, and a cold shower, she decided. With slow, careful steps, she walked toward the kitchen. She stopped abruptly and leaned against the wall for support as a pair of men"s shoes and a jacket stared at her in accusation from her living room sofa. 

 

“Good heavens,” she whispered as a partial memory floated back. Bret had brought her home, and she had … She shuddered as she remembered her conduct on the elevator. But what happened? She could only recall bits and pieces, like a jigsaw puzzle dumped on the floor—and the thought of putting them together was thoroughly upsetting. 

 

“Morning, darling.” 

 

She turned slowly, her already pale face losing all color as Bret smiled at her, clad only in slacks, a shirt carelessly draped over his shoulder. The dampness of his hair attested to the fact that he had just stepped from the shower. My shower, Hillary"s brain pounded out as she stared at him. 

 

“I could use some coffee, darling.” He kissed her lightly on the cheek in a casual intimate manner that tightened her stomach. He strode past her into the kitchen, and she followed, terrified. After placing the kettle to boil, he turned and wrapped his arms around her waist. “You were terrific.” His lips brushed her brow, and she knew a moment"s terror that she would faint dead away. “Did you enjoy yourself as much as I did?” 

 

“Well, I-I guess, I don"t … I don"t remember … exactly.” 

 

“Don"t remember?” He stared in disbelief. “How could you forget? You were amazing.” 

 

“I was … Oh.” She covered her face with her hands. “My head.” 

 

“Hung over?” he asked, full of solicitude. “I"ll fix you up.” Moving away, he rummaged in the refrigerator. 

 

“Hung over?” she repeated, supporting herself in the doorway. “I only had some punch.” 

 

“And three kinds of rum.” 

 

“Rum?” she echoed, screwing up her eyes and trying to think. “I didn"t have anything but—” 

 

“Planter"s punch.” He was busily involved in his remedy, keeping his back toward her. 

“Which consists, for the most part, of rum—amber, white, and dark.” 

 

“I didn"t know what it was.” She leaned more heavily on the doorway. “I had too much to drink. I"m not used to it. You-you took advantage of me.” 

 

“I took advantage?” Glass in hand, he regarded her in astonishment. “Darling, I couldn"t hold you off.” He lifted his brow and grinned. “You"re a real tiger when you get going.” 

 

“What a dreadful thing to say,” she exploded, then moaned as her head hammered ruthlessly. 

 

“Here, drink.” He offered the concoction, and she regarded it with doubtful eyes. 



 

“What"s in it?” 

 

“Don"t ask,” he advised. “Just drink.” 

 

Hillary swallowed in one gulp, then shivered as the liquid poured down her throat. 

“Ugh.” 

 

“Price you pay, love,” he said piously, “for getting drunk.” 

 

“I wasn"t drunk exactly,” she protested. “I was just a little … a little muddled. And you”—she glared at him—“you took advantage of me.” 

 

“I would swear it was the other way around.” 

 

“I didn"t know what I was doing.” 

 

“You certainly seemed to know what you were doing—and very well too.” His smile prompted a groan from Hillary. 

 

“I can"t remember. I just can"t remember.” 

 

“Relax, Hillary,” he said as she began to sniffle. “There"s nothing to remember.” 

 

“What do you mean?” She sniffed again and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. 

 

“I mean, I didn"t touch you. I left you pure and unsullied in your virginal bed and slept on that remarkably uncomfortable couch.” 

 

“You didn"t … we didn"t …” 

 

“No to both.” He turned in response to the shrilling kettle and poured boiling water into a mug. 

 

The first flood of relief changed into irritation. “Why not? What"s wrong with me?” 

 

He turned back to stare at her in amazement, then roared with laughter. “Oh, Hillary, what a contradiction you are! One minute you"re desperate because you think I"ve stolen your honor and the next you"re insulted because I didn"t.” 

 

“I don"t find it very funny,” she retorted. “You deliberately led me to believe that I, that we—” 

 

“Slept together,” Bret offered, casually sipping his coffee. “You deserved it. You drove me crazy all the way from the elevator to the bedroom.” His smile widened at her rapid change of color. “You remember that well enough. Now remember this. Most men wouldn"t have left a tempting morsel like you and slept on that miserable couch, so take care with your fruit punch from now on.” 

 

“I"m never going to take another drink as long as I live,” Hillary vowed, rubbing her hands over her eyes. “I"m never going to look at a piece of fruit again. I need some tea or some of that horrible coffee,  something.”  The sound of the doorbell shrilled through her head, and she swore with unaccustomed relish. 

 

“I"ll fix you some tea,” Bret offered, grinning at her fumbling search for obscenities. “Go answer the door.” 

 

She answered the summons wearily, opening the door to find Charlene standing at the threshold, taking in her disheveled appearance with glacial eyes. 

 

“Do come right in,” Hillary said, shutting the door behind Charlene with a force that only added to her throbbing discomfort. 

 

“I heard you made quite a spectacle of yourself last night.” 

 

“Good news travels fast, Charlene—I"m flattered you were so concerned.” 

 

“You don"t concern me in the least.” She brushed invisible lint from her vivid green jacket. “Bret does, however. You seem to make a habit of throwing yourself at him, and I have no intention of allowing it to continue.” 

 

This is too much for anyone to take in my condition, Hillary decided, feeling anger rising. 



Feigning a yawn, she assumed a bored expression. “Is that all?” 

 

“If you think I"m going to have a little nobody like you marring the reputation of the man I"m going to marry, you"re very much mistaken.” 

 

For an instant, anger"s heat was frozen in agony. The struggle to keep her face passive caused her head to pound with new intensity. “My congratulations to you, my condolences to Bret.” 

 

“I"ll ruin you,” Charlene began. “I"ll see to it that your face is never photographed again.” 

 

“Hello, Charlene,” Bret said casually as he entered the room, his shirt now more conventionally in place. 

 

The redhead whirled, staring first at him, then at his jacket thrown carelessly over the back of the sofa. “What … what … are you doing here?” 

 

“I should think that"s fairly obvious,” he answered, dropping to the sofa and slipping on his shoes. “If you didn"t want to know, you shouldn"t have taken it upon yourself to check up on me.” 

 

He"s using me again, Hillary thought, banking down on shivering hurt and anger. Just using me to make her jealous. 

 

Charlene turned on her, her bosom heaving with emotion. “You won"t hold him! You"re only a cheap one-night stand! He"ll be bored with you within the week! He"ll soon come back to me,” she raved. 

 

“Terrific,” Hillary retorted, feeling her grip on her temper slipping. “You"re welcome to him, I"m sure. I"ve had enough of both of you. Why don"t you both leave? Now, at once!” She made a wild gesture at the door. “Out, out, out!” 

 

“Just a minute,” Bret broke in, buttoning up the last button of his shirt. 

 

“You keep out of this,” Hillary snapped, glaring at him. She turned back to Charlene. 

“I"ve had it up to the ears with you, but I"m in no mood for fighting at the moment. If you want to come back later, we"ll see about it.” 

 

“I see no reason to speak to you again,” Charlene announced with a toss of her head. 

“You"re no problem to me. After all, what could Bret possibly see in a cheap little tramp like you?” 

 

“Tramp,” Hillary repeated in an ominously low voice. “Tramp?” she repeated, advancing. 

 

“Hold on, Hillary.” Bret jumped up, grabbing her around the waist. “Calm down.” 

 

“You really are a little savage, aren"t you?” shot Charlene. 

 

“Savage? I"ll show you savage.” Hillary struggled furiously against Bret. 

 

“Be quiet, Charlene,” he warned softly, “or I"ll turn her loose on you.” 

 

He held the struggling Hillary until her struggles lost their force. 

 

“Let me go. I won"t touch her,” she finally agreed. “Just get her out of here.” She whirled on Bret. “And you get out, too! I"ve had it with the pair of you. I won"t be used this way. If you want to make her jealous, find someone else to dangle in front of her! I want you out—out of my life, out of my mind.” She lifted her chin, heedless of the dampness that covered her cheeks. “I never want to see either of you again.” 

 

“Now you listen to me.” Bret gripped her shoulders more firmly and gave her a brief but vigorous shake. 

 

“No.” She wrenched herself out of his grip. “I"m through listening to you. Through, finished—do you understand? Just get out of here, take your friend with you, and both of you leave me alone.” 

 

Picking up his jacket, Bret stared for a moment at flushed cheeks and swimming eyes. 



“All right, Hillary, I"ll take her away. I"ll give you a chance to pull yourself together, then I"ll be back. We haven"t nearly finished yet.” 

 

She stared at the door he closed behind him through a mist of angry tears. He could come back all right, she decided, brushing away drops of weakness. But she wouldn"t be here. 

 

Rushing into the bedroom, she pulled out her cases, throwing clothes into them in heaps. 

I"ve had enough! she thought wildly, enough of New York, enough of Charlene Mason, and especially enough of Bret Bardoff. I"m going home. 

 

In short order, she rapped on Lisa"s door. Her friend"s smile of greeting faded at the sight of Hillary"s obvious distress. 

 

“What in the world—” she began, but Hillary cut her off. 

 

“I don"t have time to explain, but I"m leaving. Here"s my key.” She thrust it into Lisa"s hand. “There"s food in the fridge and cupboards. You take it, and anything else you like. I won"t be coming back.” 

 

“But, Hillary—” 

 

“I"ll make whatever arrangements have to be made about the furniture and the lease later. 

I"ll write and explain as soon as I can.” 

 

“But, Hillary,” Lisa called after her, “where are you going?” 

 

“Home,” she answered without turning back. “Home where I belong.” 

 

 

 

If Hillary"s unexpected arrival surprised her parents, they asked no questions and made no demands. Soon she fell into the old, familiar pattern of days on the farm. A week drifted by, quiet and undemanding. 

 

During this time it became Hillary"s habit to spend quiet times on the open porch of the farmhouse. The interlude between dusk and sleep was the gentlest. It was the time that separated the busy hours of the day from the reflective hours of the night. 

 

The porch swing creaked gently, disturbing the pure stillness of the evening, and she watched the easy movement of the moon, enjoying the scent of her father"s pipe as he sat beside her. 

 

“It"s time we talked, Hillary,” he said, draping his arm around her. “Why did you come back so suddenly?” 

 

With a deep sigh, she rested her head against him. “A lot of reasons. Mostly because I was tired.” 

 

“Tired?” 

 

“Yes, tired of being framed and glossed. Tired of seeing my own face. Tired of having to pull emotions and expressions out of my hat like a second-rate magician, tired of the noise, tired of the crowds.” She made a helpless movement with her shoulders. “Just plain tired.” 

 

“We always thought you had what you wanted.” 

 

“I was wrong. It wasn"t what I wanted. It wasn"t all I wanted.” She stood and leaned over the porch rail, staring into the curtain of night. “Now I don"t know if I"ve accomplished anything.” 

 

“You accomplished a great deal. You worked hard and made a successful career on your own, and one that you can be proud of. We"re all proud of you.” 

 

“I know I worked for what I got. I know I was good at my job.” She moved away and perched on the porch rail. “When I left home, I wanted to see what I could do for myself by myself. I knew exactly what I wanted, where I was going. Everything was catalogued in neat little piles. First A, then B, and down the line. Now I"ve got something most women in my position would jump at, and I don"t want it. I thought I did, but now, when all I have to do is reach out and take it, I don"t want it. I"m tired of putting on the faces.” 

 

“All right, then it"s time to stop. But I think there"s more to your decision to come home than you"re saying. Is there a man mixed up in all this?” 

 

“That"s all finished,” Hillary said with a shrug. “I got in over my head, out of my class.” 

 

“Hillary Baxter, I"m ashamed to hear you talk that way.” 

 

“It"s true.” She managed a smile. “I never really fit into his world. He"s rich and sophisticated, and I keep forgetting to be glamorous and do the most ridiculous things. Do you know, I still whistle for cabs? You just can"t change what you are. No matter how many images you can slip on and off, you"re still the same underneath.” Shrugging again, she stared into space. “There was never really anything between us—at least not on his side.” 

 

“Then he must not have too many brains,” her father commented, scowling at his pipe. 

 

“Some might claim you"re just a little prejudiced.” Hillary gave him a quick hug. “I just needed to come home, I"m going up now. With the rest of the family coming over tomorrow, we"ll have a lot to do.” 

 

 

 

The air was pure and sweet when Hillary mounted her buckskin gelding and set off on an early morning ride. She felt light and free, the wind blowing wildly through her hair, streaming it away from her face in a thick black carpet. In the joy of wind and speed, she forgot time and pain, and the clinging feeling of failure was lost. Reining in the horse, she contemplated the huge expanse of growing wheat. 

 

It was endless, stretching into eternity—a golden ocean rippling under an impossibly blue sky. Somewhere a meadowlark heralded life. Hillary sighed with contentment. Lifting her face, she enjoyed the caressing fingers of sun on her skin, the surging scent of land bursting into life after its winter sleep. 

 

Kansas in the spring, she mused. All the colors so real and vivid, the air so fresh and full of peace. Why did I ever leave? What was I looking for? She closed her eyes and let out a long breath. I was looking for Hillary Baxter, she thought, and now that I"ve found her, I don"t know what to do with her. 

 

“Time"s what I need now, Cochise,” she told her four-legged companion, and leaned forward to stroke his strong neck. “Just a little time to find all the scattered pieces and put them back together.” 

 

Turning the horse toward home, she set off in an easy, gentle lope, content with the soothing rhythm and the spring-softened landscape. As the farm and outbuildings came into view, however, Cochise pawed the ground, straining at the bit. 

 

“All right, you devil.” She tossed back her head and laughed, and with a touch of her heels sent the eager horse racing. The air vibrated with the sound of hooves on hard dirt. Hillary let her spirits fly as she gave the gelding his head. They cleared an old wooden jump in a fluid leap, touched earth, and streaked on, sending a flock of contented birds into a flurry of protesting activity. 

 

As they drew nearer the house, her eyes narrowed as she spotted a man leaning on the paddock fence. She pulled back sharply on the reins, causing Cochise to rear in insult. 

 

“Easy,” she soothed, stroking his neck and murmuring soft words as he snorted in indignation. Her eyes were focused on the man. It appeared half a continent had not been big enough for a clean escape.  


Chapter Ten

“Quite a performance.” Bret straightened his lean form and strode toward them. “I couldn"t tell where the horse left off and the woman began.” 

 

“What are you doing here?” she demanded. 

 

“Just passing by—thought I"d drop in.” He stroked the horse"s muzzle. 

 

Gritting her teeth, Hillary slipped to the ground. 

 

“How did you know where to find me?” She stared up at him, wishing she had kept her advantage astride the horse. 

 

“Lisa heard me pounding on your door. She told me you"d gone home.” He spoke absently, appearing more interested in making the gelding"s acquaintance than enlightening her. 

“This is a fine horse, Hillary.” He turned his attention from horse to woman, gray eyes sweeping over windblown hair and flushed cheeks. “You certainly know how to ride him.” 

 

“He needs to be cooled off and rubbed down.” She felt unreasonably annoyed that her horse seemed so taken with the long fingers caressing his neck. She turned to lead him away. 

 

“Does your friend have a name?” He fell into step beside her. 

 

“Cochise.” Her answer was short. She barely suppressed the urge to slam the barn door in his face as Bret entered beside her. 

 

“I wonder if you"re aware how perfectly his coloring suits you.” He made himself comfortable against the stall opening. Hillary began to groom the gelding with fierce dedication. 

 

“I"d hardly choose a horse for such an impractical reason.” She kept her attention centered on the buckskin"s coat, her back firmly toward the man. 

 

“How long have you had him?” 

 

This is ridiculous, she fumed, wanting desperately to throw the curry comb at him. “I raised him from a foal.” 

 

“I suppose that explains why the two of you suit so well.” 

 

He began to poke idly about the barn while she completed her grooming. While her hands were busy, her mind whirled with dozens of questions she could not find the courage to form into words. The silence grew deep until she felt buried in it. Finally she was unable to prolong the gelding"s brushing. She turned to abandon the barn. 

 

“Why did you run away?” he asked as they were struck with the white flash of sunlight outside. 

 

Her mind jumped like a startled rabbit. “I didn"t run away.” She improvised rapidly. “I wanted time to think over the offers I"ve had—it wouldn"t do to make the wrong decision at this point in my career.” 

 

“I see.” 

 

Unsure whether the mockery in his voice was real or a figment of her imagination, she spoke dismissively. “I"ve got work to do. My mother needs me in the kitchen.” 

 

The fates, however, seemed to be against her as her mother opened the back door and stepped out to meet them. 

 

“Why don"t you show Bret around, Hillary? Everything"s under control here.” 

 

“The pies.” Hillary sent out rapid distress signals. 

 

Ignoring the silent plea, Sarah merely patted her head. “There"s plenty of time yet. I"m sure Bret would like a look around before supper.” 

 

“Your mother was kind enough to ask me to stay, Hillary.” He smiled at her open astonishment before turning to her mother. “I"m looking forward to it, Sarah.” 

 

Fuming at the pleasant first-name exchange, Hillary spun around and muttered without enthusiasm, “Well, come on then.” Halting a short distance away, she looked up at him with a honey-drenched smile. “Well, what would you care to see first? The chicken coop or the pig sty?” 

 

“I"ll leave that to you,” he answered genially, her sarcasm floating over him. 

 

Frowning, Hillary began their tour. 

 

Instead of appearing bored as she had expected, Bret appeared uncommonly interested in the workings of the farm, from her mother"s vegetable garden to her father"s gigantic machinery. 

 

He stopped her suddenly with a hand on her shoulder and gazed out at the fields of wheat. 

“I see what you meant, Hillary,” he murmured at length. “They"re magnificent. A golden ocean.” 

 

She made no response. 

 

Turning to head back, his hand captured hers before she could protest. 

 

“Ever seen a tornado?” 

 

“You don"t live in Kansas for twenty years and not see one,” Hillary said briefly. 

 

“Must be quite an experience.” 

 

“It is,” she agreed. “I remember when I was about seven, we knew one was coming. 

Everyone was rushing around, securing animals and getting ready. I was standing right about here.” She stopped, gazing into the distance at memory. “I watched it coming, this enormous black funnel, blowing closer and closer. Everything was so incredibly still, you could feel the air weighing down on you. I was fascinated. My father picked me up, tossed me over his shoulder, and hauled me to the storm cellar. It was so quiet, almost like the world had died, then it was like a hundred planes thundering right over our heads.” 

 

He smiled down at her, and she felt the familiar tug at her heart. “Hillary.” He lifted her hand to his lips briefly. “How incredibly sweet you are.” 

 

She began walking again, stuffing her hands strategically in her pockets. In silence, they rounded the side of the farmhouse, while she searched for the courage to ask him why he had come. 

 

“You, ah, you have business in Kansas?” 

 

“Business is one way to put it.” His answer was hardly illuminating, and she attempted to match his easy manner. 

 

“Why didn"t you send one of your minions to do whatever you had in mind?” 

 

“There are certain areas that I find more rewarding to deal with personally.” His grin was mocking and obviously intended to annoy. Hillary shrugged as if she were indifferent to the entire conversation. 

 

Hillary"s parents seemed to take a liking to Bret, and Hillary found herself irritated that Bret fit into the scene so effortlessly. Seated next to her father, on a firm first-name basis, he chatted away like a long-lost friend. The numerous members of her family might have intimidated anyone else. However, Bret seemed undaunted. Within thirty minutes, he had charmed her two sisters-in-law, gained the respect of her two brothers, and the adoration of her younger sister. Muttering about pies, Hillary retreated to the kitchen. 

 

A few minutes later, she heard: “Such domesticity.” 

 

Whirling around, she observed Bret"s entrance into the room. 

 

“You"ve flour on your nose.” He wiped it away with his finger. Jerking away, she resumed her action with the rolling pin. “Pies, huh? What kind?” He leaned against the counter as though settling for a comfortable visit. 

 

“Lemon meringue,” she said shortly, giving him no encouragement. 

 

“Ah, I"m rather partial to lemon meringue—tart and sweet at the same time.” He paused and grinned at her averted face. “Reminds me of you.” She cast him a withering glance that left him undaunted. “You do that very well,” he observed as she began rolling out a second crust. 

 

“I work better alone.” 

 

“Where"s that famous country hospitality I"ve heard so much about?” 

 

“You got yourself invited to dinner, didn"t you?” She rolled the wooden pin over the dough as if it were the enemy. “Why did you come?” she demanded. “Did you want to get a look at my little farm? Make fun of my family and give Charlene a good laugh when you got back?” 

 

“Stop it.” He straightened from the counter and took her by the shoulders. “Do you think so little of those people out there that you can say that?” Her expression altered from anger to astonishment, and his fingers relaxed on her arms. “This farm is very impressive, and your family is full of warm, real people. I"m half in love with your mother already.” 

 

“I"m sorry,” she murmured, turning back to her work. “That was a stupid thing to say.” 

 

He thrust his hands in the pockets of slim-fitting jeans and strolled to the screen door. “It appears baseball"s in season.” 

 

The door slammed behind him, and Hillary walked over and looked out, watching as Bret was tossed a glove and greeted with open enthusiasm by various members of her family. The sound of shouting and laughter carried by the breeze floated to her. Hillary turned from the door and went back to work. 

 

Her mother came into the kitchen and Hillary responded to her chattering with occasional murmurs. She felt annoyingly distracted by the activity outside. 

 

“Better call them in to wash up.” Sarah interrupted her thoughts, and Hillary moved automatically to the door, opening it and whistling shrilly. Her fingers retreated from her mouth in shock, and she cursed herself for again playing the fool in front of Bret. Stomping back into the kitchen, she slammed the screen behind her. Hillary found herself seated beside Bret at dinner, and ignoring the bats waging war in her stomach, she gave herself over to the table chaos, unwilling for him or her family to see she was disturbed in any way. 

 

As the family gravitated to the living room, Hillary saw Bret once more in discussion with her father, and pointedly gave her attention to her nephew, involving herself with his game of trucks on the floor. His small brother wandered over and climbed into Bret"s lap, and she watched under the cover of her lashes as he bounced the boy idly on his knee. 

 

“Do you live with Aunt Hillary in New York?” the child asked suddenly, and a small truck dropped from Hillary"s hand with a clatter. 

 

“Not exactly.” He smiled slowly at Hillary"s rising color. “But I do live in New York.” 

 

“Aunt Hillary"s going to take me to the top of the Empire State Building,” he announced with great pride. “I"m going to spit from a million feet in the air. You can come with us,” he invited with childlike magnanimity. 

 

“I can"t think of anything I"d rather do.” Lean fingers ruffled dark hair. “You"ll have to let me know when you"re going.” 

 

“We can"t go on a windy day,” the boy explained, meeting gray eyes with six-year-old wisdom. “Aunt Hillary says if you spit into the wind you get your face wet.” 

 

Laughter echoed through the room, and Hillary rose and picked up the boy bodily, marching toward the kitchen. “I think there"s a piece of pie left. Let"s go fill your mouth.” 

 

The light was muted and soft with dusk when Hillary"s brothers and their families made their departure. A few traces of pink bleeding from the sinking sun traced the horizon. She remained alone on the porch for a time, watching twilight drifting toward darkness, the first stars blinking into life, the first crickets disturbing the silence. 

 

Returning inside, the house seemed strangely quiet. Only the steady ticking of the old grandfather clock disturbed the hush. Curling into a chair, Hillary watched the progress of a chess game between Bret and her father. In spite of herself, she found herself enchanted by the movements of his long fingers over the carved pieces. 

 

“Checkmate.” She started at Bret"s words, so complete had been her absorption. 

 

Tom frowned at the board a moment, then stroked his chin. “I"ll be darned, so it is.” He grinned over at Bret and lit his pipe. “You play a fine game of chess, son. I enjoyed that.” 

 

“So did I.” Bret leaned back in his chair, flicking his lighter at the end of a cigarette. “I hope we"ll be able to play often. We should find the opportunity, since I intend to marry your daughter.” 

 

The statement was matter-of-factly given. As the words passed from Hillary"s ear to brain, her mouth opened, but no sound emerged. 

 

“As head of the family,” Bret went on, not even glancing in her direction, “I should assure you that financially Hillary will be well cared for. The pursuit of her career is, of course, her choice, but she need only work for her own satisfaction.” 

 

Tom puffed on his pipe and nodded. 

 

“I"ve thought this through very carefully,” Bret continued, blowing out a lazy stream of smoke. “A man reaches a time when he requires a wife and wants children.” His voice was low and serious, and Tom met laughing gray eyes equally. “Hillary suits my purposes quite nicely. 

She is undoubtedly stunning, and what man doesn"t enjoy beauty? She"s fairly intelligent, adequately strong, and is apparently not averse to children. She is a bit on the skinny side,” he added with some regret, and Tom, who had been nodding in agreement to Hillary"s virtues, looked apologetic. 

 

“We"ve never been able to fatten her up any.” 

 

“There is also the matter of her temper,” Bret deliberated, weighing pros and cons. “But,” 

he concluded with a casual gesture of his hand. “I like a bit of spirit in a woman.” 

 

Hillary sprang to her feet, unable for several attempts to form a coherent sentence. “How dare you?” she managed at length. “How dare you sit there and discuss me as if I were a-a brood mare! And you,” she chastised her father, “you just go along like you were pawning off the runt of the litter. My own father.” 

 

“I did mention her temper, didn"t I?” Bret asked Tom, and he nodded sagely. 

 

“You arrogant, conceited, son of a—” 

 

“Careful, Hillary,” Bret cautioned, stubbing out his cigarette and raising his brows. 

“You"ll get your mouth washed out with soap again.” 

 

“If you think for one minute that I"m going to marry you, you"re crazy! I wouldn"t have you on a platter! So go back to New York, and … and print your magazines,” she finished in a rush, and stormed from the house. 

 

After her departure, Bret turned to Sarah. “I"m sure Hillary would want to have the wedding here. Any close friends can fly in easily enough, but since Hillary"s family is here, perhaps I should leave the arrangements to you.” 

 

“All right, Bret. Did you have a date in mind?” 

 

“Next weekend.” 

 

Sarah"s eyes opened wide for a moment as she imagined the furor of arrangements, then tranquilly returned to her knitting. “Leave it to me.” 

 

He rose and grinned down at Tom. “She should have cooled off a bit now. I"ll go look for her.” 

 

“In the barn,” Tom informed him, tapping his pipe. “She always goes there when she"s in a temper.” Bret nodded and strode from the house. “Well, Sarah.” With a light chuckle, Tom resumed puffing on his pipe. “Looks like Hillary has met her match.” 

 

The barn was dimly lit, and Hillary stomped around the shadows, enraged at both Bret and her father. The two of them! she fumed. I"m surprised he didn"t ask to examine my teeth. 

 

With a groan, the barn door swung open, and she spun around as Bret sauntered into the building. 

 

“Hello, Hillary, ready to discuss wedding plans?” 

 

“I"ll never be ready to discuss anything with you!” Her angry voice vibrated in the large building. 

 

Bret smiled into her mutinous face unconcernedly. The lack of reaction incensed her further and she began to shout, storming around the floor. “I"ll never marry you—never, never, never. I"d rather marry a three-headed midget with warts.” 

 

“But you will marry me, Hillary,” he returned with easy confidence. “If I have to drag you kicking and screaming all the way to the altar, you"ll marry me.” 

 

“I said I won"t.” She halted her confused pacing in front of him. “You can"t make me.” 

 

He grabbed her arms and surveyed her with laconic arrogance. “Oh, can"t I?” 

 

Pulling her close, he captured her mouth. 

 

“You let go of me,” she hissed, pulling away. “You let go of my arms.” 

 

“Sure.” Obligingly, he relinquished his hold, sending her sprawling on her back in a pile of hay. 

 

“You—bully!” she flung at him, and attempted to scramble to her feet, but his body neatly pinned her back into the sweet-smelling hay. 

 

“I only did what I was told. Besides,” he added with a crooked smile, “I always did prefer you horizontal.” She pushed against him, averting her face as his mouth descended. He contented himself with the soft skin of her neck. 

 

“You can"t do this.” Her struggles began to lose their force as his lips found new areas of exploration. 

 

“Yes, I can,” he murmured, finding her mouth at last. Slow and deep, the kiss battered at her senses until her lips softened and parted beneath his, her arms circled his neck. He drew back, rubbing her nose with his. 

 

“Wretch!” she whispered, pulling him close until their lips merged again. 

 

“Now are you going to marry me?” He smiled down at her, brushing hair from her cheek. 

 

“I can"t think,” she murmured and shut her eyes. “I can"t ever think when you kiss me.” 

 

“I don"t want you to think.” He busied his fingers loosening her buttons. “I just want you to say it.” His hand took possession of her breast and gently caressed it. “Just say it, Hillary,” he ordered, his mouth moving down from her throat, seeking her vulnerability. “Say it, and I"ll give you time to think.” 

 

“All right,” she moaned. “You win, I"ll marry you.” 

 

“Good,” he said simply, bringing his lips back to hers for a brief kiss. 

 

She fought the fog of longing clouding her senses and attempted to escape. “You used unfair tactics.” 

 

He shrugged, holding her beneath him easily. “All"s fair in love and war, my love.” His eyes lost their laughter as he stared down at her. “I love you, Hillary. You"re in every part of my mind. I can"t get you out. I love every crazy, beautiful inch of you.” His mouth crushed hers, and she felt the world slip from her grasp. 

 

“Oh, Bret.” She began kissing his face with wild abandon. “I love you so much. I love you so much I can"t bear it. All this time I thought … When Charlene told me you"d been with her that night in the mountains, I—” 

 

“Wait a minute.” He halted her rapid kisses, cupping her face with his hands. “I want you to listen to me. First of all, what was between Charlene and me was over before I met you. She just wouldn"t let go.” He smiled and brushed her mouth with his. “I haven"t been able to think of another woman since the first day I met you, and I was half in love with you even before that.” 

 

“How?” 

 

“Your picture—your face haunted me.” 

 

“I never thought you were serious about me.” Her fingers began to tangle in his hair. 

 

“I thought at first it was just physical. I knew I wanted you as I"d never wanted another woman. That night in your apartment, when I found out you were innocent, that threw me a bit.” 

He shook his head in wonder and buried his face in the lushness of her hair. “It didn"t take long for me to realize what I felt for you was much more than a physical need.” 

 

“But you never indicated anything else.” 

 

“You seemed to shy away from relationships—you panicked every time I got too close—and I didn"t want to scare you away. You needed time. I tried to give it to you. Hanging on in New York was difficult enough.” He traced the hollow of her cheek with a finger. “But that day in my lodge, my control slipped. If Larry and June hadn"t come when they did, things would have progressed differently. When you turned on me, telling me you were sick of being pawed, I nearly strangled you.” 

 

“Bret, I"m sorry, I didn"t mean it. I thought—” 

 

“I know what you thought,” he interrupted. “I"m only sorry I didn"t know then. I didn"t know what Charlene had said to you. Then I began to think you wanted only your career, that you didn"t want to make room in your life for anything or anyone else. In my office that day, you were so cool and detached, ticking off your choices, I wanted to toss you out the window.” 

 

“They were all lies,” she whispered, rubbing her cheek against his. “I never wanted any of it, only you.” 

 

“When June finally told me about the scene with Charlene at the lodge, and I remembered your reaction, I began to put things together. I came looking for you at Bud"s party.” He pulled up his head and grinned. “I intended to talk things out, but you were hardly in any condition for declarations of love by the time I got there. I don"t know how I stayed out of your bed that night, you were so soft and beautiful … and so smashed! You nearly drove me over the edge.” 

 

He lowered his head and kissed her, his control ebbing as his mouth conquered her. His hands began to mold her curves with an urgent hunger, and she clutched him closer, drowning in the pool of his desire. 

 

“Good God, Hillary, we can"t wait much longer.” He removed his weight from her, rolling over on his back, but she went with him, closing her mouth over his. Drawing her firmly away, he let out a deep breath. “I don"t think your father would think kindly of me taking his daughter in a pile of hay in his own barn.” 

 

He pushed her on her back, slipping his arm around her, cradling her head against his shoulder. “I can"t give you Kansas, Hillary,” he said quietly. She turned her head to look at him. 

“We can"t live here—at least not now. I"ve obligations in New York that I simply can"t deal with from here.” 

 

“Oh, Bret,” she began, but he pulled her closer and continued. 

 

“There"s upper New York or Connecticut. There are plenty of places where commuting would be no problem. You can have a house in the country if that"s what you want. A garden, horses, chickens, half a dozen kids. We"ll come back here as often as we can, and go up to the lodge for long weekends, just the two of us.” He looked down, alarmed at the tears spilling from wide eyes and over smooth cheeks. “Hillary, don"t do that. I don"t want you to be unhappy. I know this is home to you.” He began to brush the drops from her face. 

 

“Oh, Bret, I love you.” She pulled his cheek against hers. “I"m not unhappy. I"m wonderfully, crazily happy that you care so much. Don"t you know it doesn"t matter where we are? Anyplace I can be with you is home.” 

 

He drew her away and regarded her with a frown. “Are you sure, love?” 

 

She smiled and lifted her mouth, letting her kiss give him the answer. 
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