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			Chapter One

			Katherine involuntarily shuddered as she heard the clang of a jail door some distance away. She was waiting in the visiting room, unable to use her status as the Mayor of Blissmore, a small island on the southern coast of England. She was just a common visitor, she had been informed, with only the rights that other visitors had but was welcome to contact the Mayor of London if she felt slighted. Although the police officer had been polite, his last suggestion had been made with the hint of a sneer. 

			She looked at her watch again, anxious to see her incarcerated brother. The weather had cooled recently, the summer just gone. Inside the prison, if anything, it was even colder. There was little she could see in the small waiting area. Another clang. She shuddered again. The door swung open slowly and her brother walked into the room.

			‘Keith!’ He looked so out of place in those handcuffs. ‘Does he have to be cuffed?’ she asked sharply of the escorting guard.

			‘I’m afraid, so, ma’am,’ said the guard indifferently and left them alone.

			‘How are you, Keith?’ Katherine looked at her younger brother in despair. He looked haggard and drawn, years older than twenty-four.

			‘As well as can be, Kat.’ He managed a feeble grin as he called her by her childhood diminutive.

			‘Don’t call me Kat.’ She switched to her customary authoritative self. ‘You said you would explain when I got here. Talk fast. We don’t have much time.’ On closer inspection, he wasn’t as feeble as he made himself out to be. His shoulders weren’t slumped. His eyes still twinkled with humour as he smiled at the reaction he had evoked. His pose was relaxed.

			‘How are you, sis?’ He adjusted his thick-rimmed glasses, a sign of nervousness that Katherine recognised.

			She hated being called ‘sis’ even more than Kat. ‘Angry. Frustrated. And getting more and more irritated by the minute. I said talk. So, talk! What are you doing in jail?’

			‘It’s not my fault,’ he said, waiting for her reaction, idly tossing back his shock of dyed-blonde hair.

			‘It never is,’ she countered grimly. ‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on or should I leave you here to rot?’ Katherine was used to disciplining her brother, usually immune to his wheedling. But this time, the situation was a lot more serious than the childhood mischief and teenage misadventures she was used to handling.

			Keith sat up straight, leant forward and said more seriously, ‘Okay, okay! I’ll tell. You see, I have this girlfriend. Sam. Sam Reilly. Her brother is this big shot in the City. Some sort of financial whiz-kid. His name’s Tate. He doesn’t approve of the relationship but wasn’t able to do anything about it as she’s an adult. Actually, she’s my age. Well, to cut a long story short, we told him we were getting married and he went ballistic. He framed me for a theft I didn’t commit. So, here I am.’ He leant back, seeming pleased with himself. ‘I need your help. I need to get out of here.’

			‘I’ll post bail then.’ Katherine was still annoyed with him. His story didn’t make sense.

			Surprisingly, Keith shook his head. ‘I don’t want to be bailed. I want to be released an innocent man.’

			Katherine was astounded. ‘Are you crazy? Why would you want to be stuck in jail while you’re waiting for your trial?’

			Keith sighed, responding, ‘If it goes to trial, I’m cooked for sure. He did an excellent frame-up job. I was arrested with the goods.’ When she looked askance, he said, ‘You see, Sam sent me to his house to pick up some of her stuff that she’d already packed. I didn’t know about it at the time but apparently it contained some jewellery. It turns out that it belongs to him. He called the police. They picked me up outside his house.’

			‘Where was your girlfriend when all this happened?’

			‘She was hiding at my place. When she found out, she begged him to drop the charges. He refused. You’ve got to help me, Kat.’

			‘I’m sure she can testify that it was her bag. Let me post bail. We can fight it in court.’

			He shook his head. ‘I won’t ask her to lie under oath for me. She didn’t pack the jewellery. He did. Besides, if it goes that far, there’s no chance of reconciliation. You have to get him to see our side of the story.’ He had a mutinous look that she knew well. For all his happy-go-lucky appearance, her little brother could be very obdurate.

			Katherine sighed. ‘I’ll see what I can do. Where does this man live?’

			‘Don’t worry. Sam’s waiting outside. She’ll tell you everything you need to know.’

			‘Are you sure you want to stay in jail while I try to convince him to let you go? I really don’t see the point in you continuing here when I could post bail so easily.’

			‘I’m getting major sympathy points. Sam’s hopping mad. I’ve told her that you can’t afford the bail.’

			‘I see you’re still up to your childish games. Only, this isn’t a game, Keith. What exactly did you tell her?’

			‘Not much. You’re dirt poor. You can’t hang on to a job. You know, stuff like that.’

			‘Why on earth would you lie to her?’

			He looked shamefaced. ‘She wanted to tell you first that we’re getting married. I had to warn her off somehow. I said the first thing that came to mind. I’m more scared of you than she’s scared of her brother. What if you said no, like he did?’

			‘You’re an adult,’ Katherine said. ‘Why on earth would you need my permission?’ Keith’s behaviour was extremely suspicious.

			‘Sam’s family is a bit old-fashioned. Almost like royalty. She needs permission for everything. Sam wouldn’t have understood our relationship, even if I had explained. So, I made something up.’

			‘You’re incorrigible. Not to mention idiotic.’ She was about to say something more when the guard came back with a sour face.

			‘Time’s up, ma’am.’

			‘Take care, Keith. I’ll come see you later, after I speak to this man – what did you say his name was?’

			‘Tate. Tate Reilly,’ Keith called out as the guard took him away.

			Outside, the sun was shining bright. The air was still cool on her skin. She looked around to see if she could spot this mysterious Sam Reilly, but she was nowhere in sight. Katherine had so many questions she wanted to ask Keith. It would have to wait till later. She walked briskly to the car, tightly hugging her coat around her. It wasn’t even close to winter, but the cold was biting. It must be her brother’s predicament that was making her feel the weather more than usual. 

			As she reached her car, she heard footsteps behind her. Katherine turned around to find a breathless young girl with red hair and green eyes staring at her. She was just about six feet tall, which made her taller than Keith. This must be her, Katherine surmised. True to her nature, Katherine gave the young girl time to catch her breath, and they stared at each other for another minute, the girl slowly recovering from her little sprint.

			‘Sorry! I’m woefully out of shape! I’m Samantha Reilly. You can call me Sam. You must be Kat James.’

			‘Katherine,’ she corrected the younger girl coolly. She extended a slim hand towards her, clasping it in a firm grip. When the girl winced, she relaxed her fingers. ‘I don’t like it when people call me Kat. And that includes my wayward sibling.’

			Sam shivered and hugged herself. She was wearing a denim jacket over a T-shirt and a small skirt. No wonder she was cold. Katherine took pity on the girl. ‘Why don’t we get in the car? Can I take you somewhere while we talk?’

			Sam nodded eagerly. ‘I couldn’t take my car because my brother confiscated my keys. I had to ask a friend for a lift.’ They got into Katherine’s Audi. ‘Nice car,’ the girl remarked. ‘Rental, is it?’

			‘No.’ Katherine wondered how she was going to tell the girl her brother was to marry that he’d lied to her.

			Sam said, ‘Oh,’ and fell silent. Then, she suddenly exclaimed, ‘Oh! I get it. You must have borrowed it.’

			‘No.’

			‘It’s yours?’ Sam asked uncertainly.

			‘Uh huh.’ Katherine turned to look at the young girl’s face as they waited at the traffic lights. ‘Where to?’

			Sam gave her an address.

			‘Don’t tell me. Why don’t you punch the address into the satnav?’ Katherine requested irritably. The girl quickly complied.

			‘Okay. Tell me about your brother.’

			‘No,’ the girl said mutinously. ‘First, tell me about you! Keith said that you were jobless and didn’t have much money. How can you afford an Audi?’

			‘My darling brother lied to you. I’m neither jobless nor poor. Now, tell me about your brother.’

			‘Why did he lie?’ Sam asked, almost in tears.

			‘That’s not important,’ Katherine said dismissively. ‘Do you want to help me get him out of jail or not?’

			‘Of course I want him out of jail. I love him,’ Sam wailed.

			‘Well?’

			‘Tate owns and runs a venture capital company. They invest in—’

			‘I know all about venture capital companies.’ She had approached a few recently. ‘Tell me about him as a person.’

			‘Do you mean – what’s he like?’

			Katherine replied, more patiently this time, ‘Yes. Tell me about his nature, his characteristics, his likes and dislikes – that sort of thing.’

			‘Tate is, well, he’s very strong, opinionated, domineering. His girlfriends may call it being masterful. I call it being overbearing. He can be a bully sometimes. He can be really stubborn, once he’s made up his mind. He has a nasty temper when he doesn’t get his way. At work and at home, his employees are terrified of him. He likes beautiful women, the sexier the better. He’s always dating celebrities but dumps them pretty quickly after a few dates. Come to think of it, his ex-girlfriends don’t like him much because he treats them so badly.’ Sam fell silent.

			‘Does he have any good qualities?’ Katherine asked dryly.

			Sam laughed. ‘Oh, I know how I must have sounded. He’s not bad at all. He’s very generous. Ever since Mum and Dad passed away, he’s taken very good care of me. He’s generous with his employees too. Demands and gets a lot of loyalty. He’s very good-looking. Tall, dark and handsome like in the movies. He works hard – a genius at business. We had nothing when our parents died. He’s built a multi-million-pound empire in no time.’

			‘How old is he?’ Katherine asked.

			‘He’s thirty-five. Ten years older than me.’

			He’s just a year older than me, thought Katherine. She abruptly changed the subject, not quite liking the direction her thoughts were taking. The way Sam described her brother was intriguing. ‘How did you and Keith meet?’

			‘We met at uni. We both had the same design classes and we hit it off right away. He’s so talented. We decided to do our project together. One thing led to another. He’s so tender, you know…’

			‘Okay. I get it.’ Katherine didn’t want to hear the intimate details of their relationship. ‘When did you decide to get married?’

			‘A week ago. He proposed to me at an art gallery. It was so romantic!’

			‘And your brother opposed it?’

			‘Yes. He was so mean about it too. Said Keith doesn’t work and can’t support me. Said he’s too short for me; that it was too soon – plus a lot of other stuff I don’t want to repeat.’

			I bet, thought Katherine. ‘Why did he frame my brother?’

			‘It’s my fault,’ the girl admitted tearfully. ‘I told Tate that we would run away together. He threatened to cut me off. That’s when he took my car keys away from me. I said we would get married anyway! I couldn’t face him. So I sent Keith to get my bag. He must have planted the jewellery in the bag and called the police.’

			‘Can’t you speak to the police?’

			‘I did,’ Sam cried. ‘Of course I did. They wouldn’t listen to me. They asked me if the jewellery was mine. I couldn’t lie. I had to say no. That was that.’ Sam was now crying in earnest, tears streaming down her cheeks.

			Katherine stayed quiet, waiting for the girl to compose herself. Several minutes passed. Sam wasn’t just crying; she was also muttering incessantly about the banes of her life. Katherine waited for her to get it out of her system. When Sam finally fell silent, she tentatively asked, ‘Where are you staying now?’

			‘At the dorm. That’s where we’re headed now. I can only stay there for another two months. I have to do something. I can’t go back and face my brother.’

			‘One problem at a time,’ Katherine said. These youngsters are so self-centred. A few minutes ago, she was crying her eyes out for Keith. Now, she was feeling sorry for herself. ‘Where’s the best place to meet your brother?’

			‘At work,’ Sam replied immediately. ‘He gets really angry when anyone comes home without prior appointment. At least, in his office, you can get an appointment with him.’

			‘Do you have his business card? You can also write down his address for me.’ The card was printed on very expensive paper, Katherine could tell. It read simply ‘Reilly’s Vision’ and, below it, his name. Signs of megalomania, decided Katherine.

			As it turned out, Sam was wrong about getting an appointment with him. After Katherine dropped her off at her dorm, she called his office and got his personal executive after several tries. When she finally got through, she was told that he was too busy to see her this month. Perhaps in two months? Did she have a project to pitch? When Katherine honestly told her that she had nothing of the kind, she was told in no uncertain terms to get lost.

			Katherine sighed and got out of her car, trudged her way up the stairs to Sam’s room and knocked. Sam let her in, still tearful from her weeping bout on the way to the dorm. ‘I tried getting an appointment,’ she said bluntly. ‘No luck. I’ll need your help to see him.’

			Sam sat down with a thud on the small sofa in the living room. ‘I don’t know. How am I supposed to know?’

			‘Try harder. Think, Sam. How do visitors get in to see him?’

			Sam raised her tear-filled eyes to Katherine. ‘I am trying.’ She thought for a good few minutes. It was almost comical to see her trying to come up with an idea, her face distorting with the effort. Katherine stemmed her rising laughter. She needed to set a good example. She tried to divert herself by looking around the dorm room. 

			A few second later, she was startled when she heard a loud clap. ‘I have it!’

			Katherine turned to her. ‘What do you have?’

			‘He was bitching and moaning about his social secretary who quit on him. She’s getting married and moving out of the country. He’s been conducting interviews. He’s so picky. Couldn’t find anyone suitable. I’m pretty sure that he’s still looking. You can pretend to be a candidate.’

			‘That’s an asinine idea,’ Katherine said flatly. ‘Even candidates need appointments.’

			‘That’s the beauty of it.’ Sam crowed. ‘He’s so desperate. He’ll see you anyway. Just say you’re from the agency. Hmm. Let me see.’ She clapped again. ‘I know the name of an agency. It’s called Executive Search. He uses them all the time.’

			‘How do you know all of this?’

			Sam shrugged. ‘I used to help around the office sometimes. Summer internship. That sort of thing.’ She sounded vague. Katherine wondered for a second if she had underestimated the girl. She wasn’t as stupid as she seemed. Still, she was left with little choice. The only way to see if this could be resolved amicably was to see Tate Reilly.

			Tate Reilly, here I come!

			That afternoon, Katherine sat in the waiting room, a few butterflies in her stomach competing with a throbbing headache for her attention. She had no idea what to say to the man. He was sneaky and manipulative. What would appeal to him? Should she just beg for mercy? Should she promise to keep Keith away from Sam? The problem was, she didn’t know how to beg, and Keith was too stubborn and independent to listen to her. Was Tate even capable of mercy? By all accounts, he was a hard man. But there was plenty of time, she thought wryly, to dream up some more strategies to deal with him. She had been told that she would have to wait for a few hours at least. He was a very busy man she was informed every time she asked how much longer it would be. She was getting really tired of hearing that.

			Tate Reilly frowned at his personal assistant. She was a middle-aged woman, just a few years older than him, with prim, forbidding glasses and a stern look on her face. He was just finishing up with a video conference when she entered and reminded him for the third time – or was it the fourth? – that he had a candidate waiting for him. He desperately needed to fill the position left open by Stella, who had left him to get married and live abroad. He cursed her for leaving him high and dry, not realising he was speaking aloud.

			‘I would prefer that you don’t use that kind of language in my presence, Mr Reilly.’

			Tate had given up on asking her to call him by his first name. He had a vague suspicion that her cold exterior was designed to put him, or rather keep him, in his place. Having worked for him for several years, she had seen every aspect of him, including the way he treated his employees, girlfriends and business colleagues. He never could stand fools and had no qualms in speaking his mind, which he did, he had to admit, with foul language. She didn’t let him treat her like that though. She had even tolerated his treatment of other women, letting them occasionally cry on her shoulder. He thought ruefully that he had never bothered to master the art of dumping a woman. It was hard getting rid of a woman after he was done with her. He couldn’t stand tears. He couldn’t stand clingy women either. The moment they started demanding more than he could give them, he showed them the door. The only exception he made was with Samantha, his little sister; a handful most days, impossible on others.

			His irritation with Stella had been eclipsed by his fury with Samantha and her latest escapade. This time she wanted to marry an unemployed artist she had met at university. He hadn’t bothered to dig any further once he found out that he was poor, unemployed and younger than Samantha, not to mention shorter as well. He had been shown a photograph – unruly hair, scraggly beard, thick glasses and a stupid, toothy grin. What on earth did Samantha see in him? He hadn’t trusted her as this was just the next in a string of unsuccessful relationships. She’d never mentioned marriage before, but every single time she brought a boyfriend home, she had professed undying love, so it was a little hard for him to trust her judgement. He had put his foot down, but when she attempted to run away to get married, he knew he had to do something. Damn that vile temper of his! In a fit of rage, he had framed the idiot boyfriend for theft and had him thrown in jail. He was already regretting that, just making up his mind to call the police to withdraw his complaint.

			He looked contritely at his long-suffering employee and said, ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Maple, although I can’t promise it won’t happen again.’ He knew she wouldn’t quit. He knew how to keep his employees happy. He drove them hard. He drove them crazy. But he was also extremely generous. At the end of the day, people were loyal for only one reason. Money.

			Mrs Maple sniffed and reminded him, ‘You didn’t answer my question. When would you like to see her? She’s been waiting for four hours. Or should I ask her to go home and come back tomorrow? I thought you needed to fill that position.’ She had an added incentive for the position being filled. Ever since Stella left, the work had been divided, not always equally, between Roger Prescott and Mrs Maple.

			‘Of course, I do.’ He unconsciously rubbed his tired eyes. He opened his mouth to curse again, then thought better of it. ‘Except that the inundation of imbeciles applying for the position has worn me out.’ He looked at his calendar. He didn’t have any more engagements for the remainder of the day. He had other plans, but he could put them on hold for a few minutes. That was probably how long it would take him to reduce this candidate to tears and throw her out.

			‘What did you say her name was?’ he asked absentmindedly.

			Mrs Maple said coldly, ‘For the third time, Mr Reilly, her name is K. James.’

			‘Okay, send her in.’ Why did that name sound so familiar?

			He waited expectantly, looking at the door. It slowly swung open and the candidate walked in. He stood up politely and walked around to greet her. She was tall for a woman, with shoulder-length dark hair and brown eyes with little flecks of green in them. He couldn’t help noticing her figure: full breasts that were tightly confined by her white satin blouse tucked into her figure-hugging skirt over a slim waist; long, shapely legs that indicated she worked out, or got her exercise some other way. Her shoes were sensible pumps, worn over skin-coloured tights. Her blouse was completely buttoned up to her collar, and a little red bow tie completed an impressive ensemble. His gaze swung quickly back to her face, admiring her smooth, flawless skin almost completely devoid of any make-up. The shine of her full, luscious lips told him that she was wearing lip gloss. 

			He shook her hand and found her grip was pleasingly firm. He hated the limp handshake he received from most women. Her skin was soft to the touch, her gentle squeeze playing odd tricks on his nervous system. His eyes were immediately drawn to her hands, and he noticed that she wasn’t wearing any jewellery either – at least no rings. Irritated with himself for looking for one, he offered her a chair and went back to his own.

			‘Good afternoon, Ms James,’ he said. ‘Please sit down.’

			‘Good afternoon, Mr Reilly,’ she said in a low, husky voice. ‘Thank you.’

			He watched as she sat down, her nervousness evident from the way she smoothed her hands over her knees. He supressed a smile as her eyes drifted over him in frank appraisal, although he was a trifle self-conscious about the tightness of his T-shirt and his faded blue jeans. He dressed to please himself and was unashamed of it. Yet, the way she looked at him made him wonder… ‘I’m afraid the agency failed to send me your curriculum vitae. Do you have one with you?’ he asked holding out his hand.

			‘I’m sorry, Mr Reilly. The agency didn’t send me.’ 

			His eyes narrowed slightly. Her tone was calm enough, the words delivered with candour.

			‘Then who sent you?’ He arched one eyebrow in idle curiosity.

			‘I apologise for the subterfuge. My name is Katherine James. Keith James is my brother. I believe that you are – um – acquainted with him.’ 

			The name sent his blood boiling. He recognised it well enough! He wanted to smack himself for not realising it sooner. There was that similarity in features – particularly the facial structure. He stood up abruptly, ready to throw her out when she held out a hand. 

			‘Please! All I ask is a few minutes of your time. I tried getting a proper appointment, but your personal assistant said you weren’t available for two months. Given the situation, I wasn’t sure you would see me if I told your assistant what it was about. Please?’

			He was damned if he was going to entertain the likes of her! Was the sister of Keith James likely to be any less of a thorn in his flesh? ‘Get out,’ he commanded tersely. ‘Or I’ll have you thrown out.’

			‘Please. My brother’s in jail for a crime you know he didn’t commit. I can understand that you’re angry, but surely there’s another way to settle this?’

			‘He was going to kidnap my sister,’ he thundered, thumping a clenched hand on his desk. A penholder fell off the table, its contents scattering across the floor with the force of his fist. ‘He deserves to remain there for the rest of his life! Get out, before I have you thrown in with him.’

			‘Please. I beg you. Just think for a minute. There’s nothing to be gained by this vengeful attitude. Surely you don’t want an innocent man to be convicted. How can I make this right for you? I’ll do anything.’ 

			Tate watched Katherine’s cheeks go red when he raised his eyebrows mockingly. 

			‘Except that.’

			He walked around the desk, carefully schooling his features and stood close to her chair, looking down at her. Hmm. This was interesting. ‘Except what?’ he asked gravely.

			He was so close to her now that he could smell her perfume, but only a hint. And yet, it was enough to make him tighten in response, his thighs twitching. He watched her eyes as they flickered briefly. She wasn’t immune either! He resisted the urge to throw himself into her arms as she whispered, ‘Never mind,’ and smoothed her hands over her knees in a nervous gesture. She looked up at him. ‘Please think about it. What can I do?’

			His brows furrowed in thought as his fingers drummed against the desk. ‘For starters, you can pick that up,’ he said, pointing to the penholder and pens on the carpet in his office. He watched as she stood up gracefully and bent over to pick up the scattered items. He tried to avert his gaze, but her graceful movements accentuated her shapely body, captivating him. What was wrong with him? He was lusting after this woman like an adolescent looking at a girlie magazine! He strode angrily back to his chair and sat down in a huff, wondering what to do with this latest development. He had the glimmerings of an idea. Two birds with one stone, he thought. It did depend on one very important factor though.

			‘Do you have your curriculum vitae?’ he asked of her for the second time.

			‘W-Why?’ Katherine stammered as she placed the penholder back in its place on the desk. ‘I told you. I’m not really applying for any position.’

			‘I understand that you’re jobless.’ Tate was puzzled by her look of surprise. Her reaction was odd, given Sam’s certainty about her situation. ‘Do you have any – uh – skills that I can use?’ His lip curled in barely contained derision. From what little information provided to him by his sister, Katherine James couldn’t hold on to a job because she didn’t possess any skills of note.

			Her eyes flashed angrily at him. ‘I have some organisational skills,’ she admitted. ‘I started out as a secretary.’

			Really, he thought with incredulity. Could he trust her to be telling the truth? ‘Then you worked your insidious way to – what exactly?’ 

			Her eyes fell, her pallor suddenly fading. Had he gone too far? She looked so… so hurt! Faint as it was, her scent filled his senses, her straight, silky hair so alluring. He wanted to reach out and grab her hair, push her head back and… And what? Was he out of his mind? She was the enemy and he was fantasising about kissing her. His still-formulating plan was to exact revenge on the James family, starting with Casanova Keith, then Katherine the Shrew. Remember what happened to Petruchio, a voice inside him warned. Focus, man, focus.

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ she replied dully, although she straightened, gazing at him steadily. She had backbone. He had all but insulted her and she had taken it with aplomb and grace, rather than railing at him as he might have expected. There was much more to Katherine James than met the eye. All of a sudden, he found himself wanting to discover more about her. An idea began germinating in his head.

			‘I have a proposition for you,’ he announced, watching her carefully, rubbing his chin as he decided how best to put his thoughts into words.

			‘What’s that?’ she asked, unconsciously adjusting her clothing, pulling down her skirt a little. She shivered ever so slightly as his eyes followed her every move carefully. He was tempted to laugh out loud at her expression. Was she expecting him to make an indecent suggestion? She looked ready to bolt at the first sign of any aggression. He felt his mood lift.

			‘Don’t worry,’ he informed her, smiling faintly. ‘I don’t have to blackmail anyone for sex. Least of all someone like you.’

			He watched her stiffen, outrage written all over her face. His smile broadened. Could it be possible that she was disappointed? 

			‘Then what is your proposition? I’ve told you that I’ll do anything to avoid jail time for my brother. I’ll even go to jail instead of him.’ 

			Was that her begging? It was unexpected. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he was certain she had never done this before. It was in stark contrast with the opinion he had formed of her on learning that she was the sister of Keith James.

			There was no way he was going to let her discern his innermost thoughts. ‘I seriously doubt that. I doubt you’d last two weeks in jail,’ he said derisively. ‘Tell you what. If you can perform the duties of a social secretary for a fortnight, then your brother can go free.’

			‘Two weeks?’ An expression of relief flooded her face.

			Encouraged, he continued. ‘Yes. Live-in, I might add. There will be a few parties and two events you have to organise that necessitates your residency.’ He paused. ‘I must warn you though, it’s not as easy as you think. It’s hard work. Long hours. You need to pay attention to detail. You need to—’

			‘I’ll do it.’ Her tone seemed determined, although Tate sensed that her decision was impulsive. He had to be sure that his plan was going to work. He hadn’t quite worked out all the details yet, but that would keep.

			‘Are you sure you understand what the job entails? I don’t have time to teach you.’

			‘Yes, I do.’ She bristled with indignation. ‘I know exactly what a social secretary does. And how.’

			‘Good. It will give me enough time to find a replacement,’ he said, a thought occurring to him. He gave her a sharp look. ‘Do you have the requisite wardrobe?’

			‘I can manage,’ she said, again looking affronted. ‘Unless you’re giving me some sort of a clothing allowance?’

			‘I’m not going to pay you anything. Those aren’t the only terms of the deal. If your brother is to go free, then you can’t walk out on me before the end of the two weeks. When the period is up, and if you’ve discharged your duties to my satisfaction, I’ll inform the police that I’m withdrawing my complaint. I want an answer now. Take it or leave it.’

			‘I’ll take it.’ She hesitated. ‘There’s just one thing.’

			‘What’s that?’ he asked impatiently.

			‘Well, actually two things. One, I know what you said earlier. I want it clear that I will not – uh – you know, sleep with you under any circumstances.’

			‘Okay. I doubt that I’ll be that desperate,’ he said, looking at her disparagingly. ‘What’s the other?’

			‘How can I be sure that you’ll keep to your end of the bargain – I mean withdraw your complaint at the end of the two weeks?’

			‘I’m a man of my word,’ he said proudly, brooking no argument. ‘If you like, I’ll call in my personal assistant to stand witness to our agreement.’

			‘Your actions with respect to my brother weren’t exactly above board,’ she pointed out bitingly. ‘Besides, I’m not sure I can trust your assistant any more than I can trust you. I’m sure she owes you her loyalty.’

			He walked towards her menacingly. ‘I would be very careful if I were you. Think long and hard before throwing about accusations like that.’

			‘Are you saying they’re not true?’

			‘They’re true enough,’ he admitted coolly. ‘However, given that your brother’s actions in spiriting my sister away weren’t exactly above board either, I was quite justified. By the way, there’s one final condition. I don’t want your brother seeing my sister ever again.’

			He could literally see the shadow cast over her pale features. But he knew that he was on firm ground. As much as it was a dangerous promise to make, he also knew that she didn’t really have a choice in the matter. Neither did that dolt of her brother. Wasn’t he perfectly justified in insisting on this condition? 

			‘Okay. I can influence my brother. I cannot and will not speak for your sister.’

			‘Leave my sister to me,’ he snarled, his hackles rising. How dare she suggest he didn’t have any control over Sam? She’d been seduced by Keith’s insidious charm. That was all there was to it. ‘Once she’s away from his evil influence, she’ll be fine. Do we have a deal or not?’

			Katherine nodded, rising from her chair shakily. She held out a trembling hand to him. He watched his hand in surprise as it went out to shake hers of its own volition. This time her grip wasn’t as firm as it had been the first time. He felt its softness against his own rough, calloused fingers and squeezed it tightly. When he saw the tears in her eyes from the pain, he released her hand, resisting the urge to pull her into his arms and kiss those tears away. He had a plan. He had to stick to it, if he was to keep her no-good brother away from Sam.

			‘You can start the day after tomorrow.’ He pressed a buzzer and his assistant came in. ‘Mrs Maple, Ms James will be starting on Thursday as my new social secretary. Please brief her on my calendar for the next two weeks and give her my home address.’ He turned back to his desk dismissively.

			As he sat back, watching the two women leave, he questioned his sanity. He had offered this deal to her on impulse, something inside him egging him on, his better judgement having vanished into thin air. He tried to rationalise his impetuous decision to blackmail Katherine James. His plan would be simple. He would make her work hard during those two weeks to punish her for her temerity, in turn punishing her brother for his. Perhaps she would give up, which would only make it harder for her to expect him to have her brother released, furthering her torment. The one worry that he had was the possible impact to the product launch.

			His schedule was gruelling. He was launching a new product, thanks to one of his investments. All she would have to do was organise some social events to go hand in hand with the marketing schedule. What could go wrong? At worst, guests may run out of beverages or food. She may fail to book a social event. Great. He would fire her and that would be that. The worst-case scenario was that she succeeded. In that unlikely event, her brother would still stay away. If he didn’t, he would have him thrown back in jail. 

			He leant back, satisfied with his plan, no longer questioning his sanity. As he kept defending his own reasoning, Tate completely forgot that he had already decided that morning to drop his complaint against Keith James.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Two days later, Katherine drove towards Tate Reilly’s mansion. It had taken her the better part of three hours to get there and that wasn’t including the ferry ride across to the mainland. It had been easier than she had earlier envisaged shifting her calendar around to allow for two weeks away. Her wide-eyed employees and colleagues were astonished and pleased that she was taking a holiday. She had never taken one. Her love for her brother was closely matched by her devotion to her townspeople. She had been appointed the mayor of her small island, Blissmore, more than three years ago, a year after her hard-fought election to the position of councillor. 

			She and her brother had inherited part of the island when their parents died. At the time, it had been a flourishing tourist spot, and although young and having the care of her young sibling, she had started a few new businesses, including a souvenir shop, bed and breakfast and a tourist boat. However, as local councillors became avaricious, she had watched the island quickly drift into poverty and had given up managing all three ventures to take up this position. Not that the businesses were making any great profits in recent years. The main reason was lack of investment in the island. Investment that was badly needed for marketing, building new attractions to compete with other similar tourist destinations and, of course, modernisation. To do that, she would have to become a representative of the people. At first, the townspeople had been sceptical and rightly so. She had no experience in politics, fundraising or marketing. How was she going to raise the profile of their island?

			But with single-minded determination, a lot of hard work and pinching some ideas from her artistic brother, she had launched into this new career with gusto, though if she was truthful with herself, the results were mixed. She had gained a lot of momentum when she successfully changed some council policies that encouraged more tours to their islet, but after all that effort, her only achievement was the reversal of the greedy practices that had caused the rot in the first place. That had been enough to win the trust of the people to get her appointed as mayor, but not nearly enough to bring the island back to its past glory. She had to live up to the trust they had placed in her. 

			A few campaigns later, Katherine was almost ready to accept defeat. Almost, but not quite. She had dreamt up a concept that she thought could do the trick. The only catch was that she would have to give up some of her land. It would mean a big sacrifice. Keith had been more than happy to agree, the darling. In hindsight, the euphoria of the upcoming marriage might have had something to do with his ready acquiescence. Now that was in jeopardy too. She had to get him out of jail and somehow get his wedding back on track. His happiness depended on it. She had come to this conclusion only after visiting her brother, following her confrontation of Tate Reilly.

			When she had visited him in jail after her meeting with Tate, Keith had initially surprised her by agreeing to the condition laid upon him. She had looked at him suspiciously, warning him that approaching Sam would inevitably mean that he would be thrown back in jail. He didn’t seem to be worried about it, agreeing eagerly. Yes, he would keep away from Sam. No, he hadn’t given up his intentions to marry her. Yes, Sam would understand and wait for him. Wait for what? That’s when he had dropped his bombshell on her. She was to persuade Sam’s brother of his worthiness. Katherine had snapped back saying even she wasn’t sure of his worthiness, but she’d finally relented and agreed to broach the subject if an opportunity presented itself.

			Her thoughts were put on hold as Tate Reilly’s mansion came into view. She saw a large sign saying ‘Reilly’s Relic’ at the entrance of the long, winding driveway which took her to the front of the house. She rang the bell, expecting to be received by one of the servants. When Tate opened the door, she stepped back in surprise.

			‘You’re late,’ was his greeting. He was dressed in a pair of shorts and nothing else. He was even more impressive bare-bodied, though his tight T-shirt had left very little to the imagination. The hairs on his chest unusually narrowed into a V-shape, tapering at his waist, giving him a distinctive look. His body glistened with sweat as though he had been working out. She tried hard not to stare, focusing her gaze on his brilliant green eyes. But he wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at her car!

			Unlike his sister, he didn’t ask her how she could afford such an expensive vehicle, given that he thought she was jobless. ‘Bring your bags through. I’ll show you to your bedroom. You can park your car in the garage later.’ 

			She felt her pulse racing. What was it about him? Was it his muscular torso? His lilting Irish accent? It wasn’t as though she’d never met a handsome Irishman before, was it? The first time she’d met him, he’d been wearing a T-shirt, ready to burst out of its seams.

			She grabbed her two bags and dragged them into the house. He made no move to help her, instead walking up the wide stairs briskly. She literally had to run behind him, not an easy task with her two rather heavy suitcases. She followed him to the room, struggling to keep up, finally stopping him to ask, ‘I would have thought that such a big house requires servants. Where are they?’ She was curious, but her real reason was to be able to catch her breath.

			‘They don’t come till tomorrow. I’m usually only here over the weekend. I arrive Friday and leave Monday and so do they.’ His tone was brusque. ‘You can unpack later. I’ll show you around the house, then the way to the garage.’ He walked quickly, with her trailing breathlessly behind him.

			An hour later, Katherine waited in the study, having parked her car, unpacked her bags and made herself a cup of coffee. She held the steaming mug in her hand, sipping slowly, wondering what was next. The study door opened and closed with a bang and she almost spilled her coffee. She turned around to see Tate Reilly stride quickly to his desk. He was dressed almost the same as when she had last seen him in the office. His T-shirt was different though – a pale green colour that matched his eyes. Did he even own any formal clothing?

			‘Settled in?’ he asked indifferently.

			‘Yes, thank you,’ she replied, trying to avoid staring at his impossibly sensuous lips and that strong jawline that could’ve been carved from a block of granite. ‘What should I do now?’

			‘Your job,’ was the terse reply. ‘Didn’t Mrs Maple explain my calendar to you?’

			‘Yes, she did. It’s just that I don’t know what to do with it. She didn’t say anything.’

			He said something under his breath that sounded like a swear word. ‘I thought you said you knew what you were doing, accepting this job. Are you now saying that you don’t?’ He stood up and started pacing.

			‘Just tell me what you need doing first. I won’t disappoint you. I promise.’ Katherine had never begged anyone in her life. She wasn’t sure she sounded obsequious enough.

			His pale green eyes flashed at her disparagingly. ‘I told you. I don’t have the time to teach you how to be a social secretary. This was a mistake.’ 

			He ran an irritated hand through his hair. ‘You’re as useless as your Casanova of a brother!’

			Katherine stood up to face him and spoke quickly. ‘Wait just a minute. Let’s not get carried away here. Let me explain what I mean when I asked you to tell me what needs to be done. Here are several meetings.’ She pointed to his calendar on her tablet. ‘I can’t tell from your calendar which of them are scheduled with the other attendees and which are not. As for the party tomorrow, there’s no guest list, no location mentioned, the cuisine, what kind of music or any other form of entertainment is required. I can, if you want me to, check with all the meeting attendees. However, that may irritate them.’ She took a breath. ‘No social secretary can perform her duties with this level of information.’

			He sat back down and motioned her to sit as well. When she was back in her chair, he drawled, ‘Quite a feisty little thing, aren’t you?’

			Katherine bristled again. She had never been called ‘little’ by anyone in all her life. ‘I’m stating facts. Are you going to help me do my job or not? This was your idea. At least give me a fighting chance. If it was your intention to have me fail, then just say so. This whole farce can be over and done with.’

			‘What about your brother?’ His face had paled at her accusation.

			Was that his intention? Just to string her along and then leave her brother in jail? He was right. This was a mistake. She said calmly, ‘He’s just going to have to face the consequences of his actions. Getting involved with your hare-brained sister was his first mistake.’

			He stood up again angrily. ‘What the hell do you know about my sister? Who the hell are you to call her names?’

			‘I’ve met your sister. She’s a real idiot. I wonder whether it runs in the family,’ she taunted, deliberately provocative. ‘Besides, you called my brother names as well,’ she pointed out. ‘Oh, and sit down, won’t you? I’m getting a crick in my neck just looking at you.’

			He sat down. ‘I built up this company and everything you see here from scratch. When our parents died, we had nothing. I had to drop out of university to care for my sister. We had no other family. What can you say about yourself? What have you and your brother achieved?’ 

			When she kept quiet, he said savagely, ‘That’s what I thought. You know what they say about people in glass houses.’

			She wanted to scream that they had achieved a lot. She was the mayor of her town, dammit! Her brother was a design artist! She had single-handedly raised him and ran her businesses. However, that wasn’t something to brag about just then. Besides, she was terrified of what he might do with the information. He may use it to blackmail her or worse. She had to mask her fear and wipe that look of terror that was crossing her face. She lowered her eyes to avoid the brilliance of his perceptive gaze.

			Eventually, with a shaking voice, she prompted. ‘No, I don’t. What do they say?’

			‘They should undress in the dark,’ he said, laughing, surprising her with this sudden mood change. His whole face transformed. She caught her breath, wondering how an evil, manipulative man could become suddenly carefree, so full of good humour. Why had his temper improved so quickly? His laughter settled into a cajoling smile. ‘I think we got off on the wrong foot. Let me make things right. Here, let me have a look at that. And come here, will you?’

			She took her tablet and walked around the table, placing it in front of him and leaning over. Her hair touched his cheek. When he recoiled, she moved back, saying, ‘Oh! I’m sorry.’

			He pointed to the meetings first. ‘Here. All these meetings are already scheduled, and the attendees are aware. Where you can see the calendar already has a venue, then just validate that it’s been booked. If it’s my office or home, then you don’t need to do anything. If it’s a restaurant, then check if there’s a booking. If there isn’t, then book it. Where there’s no venue, then check for an appropriate location and book it. Refer to my contact lists and prior appointments for ideas. For all future meetings, I’ll let you know if you need to book anything. You wouldn’t even have to do this if your predecessor hadn’t left me in the lurch to elope. As for the party, I have a guest list somewhere. I’ll print it out for you. They’re already invited. Here’s a phone number for the caterers in my contacts list. I usually use my home stereo system for music. Can’t stand a band traipsing through my home. Having guests here is bad enough. Is that enough for now?’

			Her face was close to his, her brows furrowed in concentration. When he looked at her, she smiled, her lips parting slightly. She gave out a little sigh. She could feel his warmth, and the moist air of his breath as it floated towards her lips. This was crazy, she thought. She gazed at him, wondering why she was hoping that he would bridge the few millimetres separating them, instead of just holding his position, looking deep into her eyes.

			Katherine stepped back. ‘Absolutely,’ she said, struggling to gain some composure. She hadn’t expected him to turn so suddenly. She felt her skin become hot, colour flooding her cheeks as his mesmerising gaze kept her captive. ‘I’d better get started,’ she said huskily. ‘Thank you, Mr Reilly.’

			‘Call me Tate,’ he ordered. ‘We’re fairly informal around here. Except for Mrs Maple. She’s a bit old-fashioned. May I call you Katherine? Or do you prefer Kate?’

			‘I prefer Katherine,’ she said automatically.

			‘Katherine it is!’ he said, with a broad smile. He took her hand and shook it lightly. His touch was electric, her nerve endings jangling in response. She reclaimed her hand as soon as she could without appearing rude, almost running from the room before she lost the last vestiges of her self-control. He had offered her the use of his study. She knew that it would be a recipe for disaster. How was she going to cope with being so close to him for two weeks? She was fairly positive that he had felt something too, if the heat in his gaze was anything to go by. She wasn’t unaware of her own attractiveness and the effect her tall, full figure had on men. She had assumed, incorrectly as it turned out, that Tate would be immune to her, given his reputation. Besides, he had made it clear in their very first meeting that he wasn’t attracted to her. His views towards marriage, evinced by the sneer in his voice when he spoke of his social secretary, were borderline misogynistic, and his possessiveness towards his sister was positively archaic. Both traits were diametrically opposite to her own, her fierce independence being the vanguard of her existence. She still believed in marriage and dreamt of a Prince Charming arriving on a white charger, or possibly a Bentley, to sweep her off her feet. Yet, here she was, practically a slave in his house, having to do his bidding. The thought was meant to sober her, instead of having the opposite, evocative effect. She flushed. You are not immune, either, woman. Get a hold of yourself. She went to the bathroom, washed her face and got to work.

			It was well past lunchtime when Katherine looked at her watch. She had worked for four straight hours and was feeling famished. She went to the kitchen to see what there was to eat. Although the fridge was full, there was nothing there she could eat right away. She wasn’t much of a cook, so there wasn’t much she could do with its contents. She started opening the cupboards, one by one, with no luck. She glanced around the kitchen morosely, wondering whether it was a good idea to disturb her lord and master. 

			She spotted a bread basket and opened it eagerly. It was empty. Frustrated, she turned to leave the kitchen, only to find Tate standing at the entrance, leaning against the doorjamb with a quizzical look on his face. They stared at each other for a moment, and she couldn’t help noticing that he wasn’t wearing a T-shirt. He was back in his shorts, which hung low on his waist. Her gaze travelled up through his torso to meet his mocking green eyes.

			‘Had enough?’

			‘Enough what?’ she said, knowing that he’d caught her staring at him. To distract him from the topic of conversation, she hastily asked, ‘Is there anything ready to eat around here? I’m hungry.’

			He walked over indolently, stopping a foot away from her. She could smell his perspiration and see the sweat on his glistening body. She felt an involuntary urge to wipe his face with the cloth that was just within reach on the kitchen counter. Her hand almost reached for it as he drawled, ‘Hungry for food? Or something else?’ He moved a step closer to her.

			‘For food? What else?’ The moment the words left her mouth, she knew it was a mistake.

			His eyes gleamed predatorily, and he whispered in her ear, propping himself against the kitchen counter, ‘Sex? I’ve been ogled before, but never by someone so delectable. I’m strictly against it, you know.’

			Katherine found it hard to breathe. He wasn’t actually touching her. Nonetheless, he was so close that she would only have to move slightly to touch him. She took a step back and asked huskily, ‘Against what?’

			‘Mixing business with pleasure. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but you’re going to have to control your urges for the next couple of weeks.’

			Her face reddened with humiliation. He had deliberately provoked her, coming to her without a shirt, his body covered in sweat, standing close to her and whispering in her ear. Now he glared at her disapprovingly. She refused to rise to his bait, choosing instead to sit at the kitchen table. ‘So? Is there anything ready to eat here? Or am I to starve?’

			‘I’ll fix you something.’ He went to the fridge and removed a bottle from it. ‘Here, drink this while you wait.’ He handed her milky drink. 

			When she looked at the bottle, she saw that it was chocolate flavoured. She opened it and drank straight from the bottle greedily. 

			He raised an eyebrow at her. ‘You’re going to have to learn some manners if you’re staying here. Aren’t you accustomed to using glasses?’ 

			He pulled out a glass tumbler from one of the cupboards and placed it in front of her. ‘Here. Pour your drink into this. Do you need me to show you how to drink?’ he asked mockingly.

			She flushed again. He was deliberately goading her. It was a relatively minor matter, but it infuriated her to know that he was right. She was so hungry that she hadn’t stopped to think. She grudgingly poured the chocolate milk into her glass as he busied himself on the stove. 

			‘What are you making?’ she asked through gritted teeth.

			‘An omelette. Is that okay for you? Quickest meal I can conjure up, given how hungry you are and the ingredients at my disposal. What would you like in it?’

			‘Cheese, peppers and ham if you have it. Bacon will also do.’

			‘We have a well-stocked larder at the Relic,’ he growled. ‘Toast?’

			She shook her head. When he repeated the question, she realised that he wasn’t looking at her, busy with his preparations for her omelette. ‘No, thank you. I really appreciate you cooking for me like this.’

			‘Wait until you’ve eaten it,’ he retorted dryly. 

			It couldn’t have been more than five minutes later when he placed a plate in front of her. He pointedly placed a knife and a fork to one side of the plate and a napkin on the other side. ‘Bon appétit,’ he wished her, his charming Irish accent comically striking as he attempted its French pronunciation.

			She almost giggled, instead asking him, ‘Are you from Dublin originally?’ She used her fork and knife to carve out a healthy portion, gingerly placing it in her mouth after blowing on it a few times. It was delicious. The cheese was perfectly melted, the peppers were cooked to perfection and the ham disintegrated in her mouth as she bit into it. ‘This is yummy! I don’t think I’ve ever had an omelette this good.’

			‘It’s only an omelette,’ he said dryly. ‘Probably the hunger talking. Eat up.’ His expression turned stern. ‘I don’t want you asking me any personal questions. Just do your job well and we’ll see about your brother.’

			Her appetite almost vanished. She looked at him, startled at his stern expression. Now what had she done wrong? ‘I am sorry. Didn’t mean it to be a personal question. Just making conversation.’ Most men liked talking about themselves. In fact, the last time she asked a man where he was from, she’d received a fifteen-minute reply! She forced herself to continue eating, the second morsel even tastier than the first. Her appetite regained, she ate quickly, taking sips of her chocolate milk between mouthfuls.

			She was damned if she was going to let him rile her! Katherine felt extremely self-conscious as he watched her eat, licking her lips as she swallowed her last morsel from the plate. She glanced up at him and he hurriedly turned away, literally snatching her plate and making quick work of washing it in the sink. He placed the clean plate and cutlery in the drainer and dried his hands. 

			‘Had enough?’ he asked, his choice of words seeming to remind her of the way she had eyed him earlier. She decided it was best to ignore the implication. He was trying to get a rise out of her. If she was to get Keith released, she would have to keep her cool at any cost.

			‘Yes. Thank you once again. It was scrumptious. You’re a good cook. Washing-up, too!’ she said mockingly before slowly getting up. She stretched and felt his eyes wander over her breasts as they almost burst through the white blouse she was wearing over a navy-blue skirt. She felt the peaks of them tighten, poking out of her thin blouse and lace bra. Could he see its outline? She restrained the impulse to look down to check if the bra’s outline was visible through the translucent material of her blouse. ‘What about you?’ she asked lazily, leisurely lowering her arms. She let a few seconds pass and drawled, ‘Have you eaten?’

			‘I had a heavy breakfast before you arrived. Better get back to work, Katherine.’ He strode angrily out of the kitchen.

			Katherine watched him walk away with a heavy sigh. For a moment, she was sure he was going to come over to her and get physical, either hitting her or grabbing her. His attraction towards her was palpable. She had felt her skin warming as his eyes had slowly taken in her form, lingering over her breasts. Her nipples had tightened in response. She had noticed his eyes narrow as he observed her reaction. She had never been ashamed of her body, although she was a bit shaken by its easy response to his proximity. She ran upstairs to her room and opened up her tablet. She had to organise the party.

			It was almost 9 p.m. when she raised her weary head from the notes she had been making. It was almost done. She had plenty of experience organising and hosting parties, but she knew that his expectations would be sky-high. There were a few finishing touches needed, but it would have to wait until tomorrow. 

			She went downstairs nervously, wondering if he was still roaming around the house without a shirt on, and went straight to the study, only to find it empty. She heard some sounds and traced them to the kitchen. She leant against the doorway, watching him quietly as he stirred a boiling pot. There was something frying in the pan next to it, its contents sizzling. The aroma wafted towards her enticingly. 

			He didn’t seem to have noticed her arrival, which wasn’t surprising because she was walking around with only her tights to protect her bare feet from the cold wooden flooring. His movements were graceful, practised and efficient. He had put on a new T-shirt, she noticed, another pale affair in a bluish-white colour that hugged his upper torso like a second skin. 

			As he turned his back towards her, her gaze lingered over his buttocks, the denim of his jeans stretched tightly over taut muscle. Her eyes lowered to his thighs, her pulse quickening as she wondered how he would look without his jeans. She closed her eyes to blot out the vision, which only served to bring it into sharper focus. She let out a gasp when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

			‘Are you alright? You look flushed! Not well? Dinner’s almost ready.’

			When she opened her eyes, his expression startled her. His words indicated concern, but his expression was forbidding, as though he resented her presence in his kitchen. 

			‘Th-That’s okay,’ she stammered, glad that he hadn’t caught her ‘ogling’ him this time. ‘I can wait. I came looking for you as I needed to ask you something.’ 

			His hand was still on her shoulder, his grip loose, his fingers curled softly around her neck. As she felt his fingers move over the vein on her neck, she had to stifle the sound trying to find its way out of her throat. She was about to take a step back when she realised that he had removed his hand, albeit slowly, almost reluctantly.

			‘Fire away,’ he said casually. ‘What do you need to know?’

			‘The controls for your music system. Where are they? I also needed to know how and where you store your music.’ When she noticed his irritation, she added hastily, ‘It can wait. There’s no rush.’

			‘I’ll show you after dinner. Would you prefer the dining room or is the kitchen okay?’ 

			As she pondered her options, she looked at the intimate setting the kitchen table provided and mentally compared it to the austere formality of the dining table. 

			‘Come on. Stop dithering. It can’t be that hard to decide,’ he barked out impatiently.

			‘Kitchen’s fine,’ she responded finally, finding her throat suddenly dry. How was she going to keep up with his constantly changing moods? His words were innocuous, yet his tone was strangely intimate. She moved quickly to lay out the tableware.

			As they sat down to eat, he placed the dishes in front of her with a thud. ‘Help yourself,’ he ordered rudely. ‘There’s pasta, sauce, lamb chops, and steamed broccoli. There’s ice cream in the freezer if you want dessert. Don’t expect me to wait on you. I’ll eat later.’ He removed the second place setting and put everything back in its place, slamming the cupboard and drawer in the process. ‘Come to the study when you’re done. I’ll show you how the stereo works.’ 

			She watched wordlessly as he left her there to eat alone.

			As she ate, she examined her reaction to his rudeness. It was ridiculous for him to have to eat with her, she reasoned. She was his employee. He had made no effort to hide the fact that he despised both Keith and her, and here she was, acting as though she had been stood up on a date! Her attraction towards him was understandable. He was a perfect specimen of manhood, a hunk. She was fairly certain that he was attracted to her too. Was his brusqueness a form of defence? Or, as she had accused him earlier, was this an intentional act to humiliate her? His attitude towards her didn’t make sense, particularly as it kept changing.

			After dinner, she went to the study. He was standing by the bookcase, flicking through the pages of a heavy tome. She was about to ask him what he was reading when she remembered his request to avoid personal questions. She cleared her throat and he turned to look at her, then looked quickly away and started walking. ‘Follow me,’ he ordered. They went to the living room where he showed her the controls of the music system. ‘Do you think you can handle this?’

			Katherine nodded. ‘Yes, I’m sure I can. I’ve been struggling with the music choices. Is there any particular playlist you have in mind?’

			He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Nothing too fancy. Nothing too brash. Jazz, perhaps. Mix up instrumental and vocals. Create your own playlist. Be creative. You can be creative, can’t you?’

			Katherine stammered, ‘I-I’ll try.’ His proximity was doing strange things to her. They were standing close to the controls to the music system as she tried to follow his instructions.

			‘I’m sure it runs in the family,’ he sneered. ‘Your brother is an artist, isn’t he?’

			He made it sound it so ignoble. ‘What exactly do you have against my brother?’

			‘Nothing,’ he snarled, ‘except that he’s a struggling painter, looking for a rich sponsor. He found my naïve little sister and promptly seduced her.’

			‘Is that why you framed him for theft?’ she asked huskily.

			‘He deserved worse,’ he bit out. ‘He’s lucky I didn’t beat him to a pulp. You are aware, aren’t you, that he encouraged her away from me?’

			‘I thought she lived in a dorm,’ she pointed out.

			‘Don’t play bloody semantics with me! She sent him to collect the rest of her clothes. Every single item of clothing. And this was after he promised that they wouldn’t get married without my blessing.’

			‘That’s only because you were being so pig-headed about their relationship,’ she said recklessly.

			‘Careful! I may just change my mind about withdrawing my complaint.’

			‘W-We have a deal,’ she reminded him, close to tears. Why was he being so mean? She unconsciously crossed her arms in front of her, hugging herself for comfort. Without her realising, her breasts thrust forward invitingly towards him.

			He glanced down at her heaving bosom as she struggled to regain control of her emotions. ‘Hmm. Tempting, I must say.’ 

			He ran a considering hand over her hair, down to her shoulder, stopping at her neckline, then moving to the curve of her breasts, his fingers threatening to go further. Then he abruptly removed his hand, clenching it into a fist. 

			‘Unfortunately for you, I’m immune to your family’s brand of charm. I wish I could say the same for my sister.’ He turned away with a disgusted look on his face, his other hand pushing her slightly away.

			She stepped back as if he had slapped her. ‘I-I didn’t mean to…’

			‘Spare me!’ he snapped. ‘I noticed you trying it earlier too, in the kitchen at breakfast. Stretching, flashing those tight little breasts at me. Like brother, like sister. It won’t work with me, so don’t even try.’

			‘I’ve finalised your appointments for tomorrow,’ she said, making a desperate attempt to change the subject. ‘I updated your calendar, just as you asked.’

			‘Brilliant,’ he drawled sarcastically. ‘How are the preparations for the party coming along?’

			Grateful for his tacit acceptance of the change of topic, she smiled tremulously. ‘G-Going fine. I have some more arrangements to make. It’s in hand,’ she tried to assure him with confidence.

			He gave her a strange look. ‘We’ll see, won’t we?’ he said. ‘Goodnight.’ He walked swiftly back to his study.

			As she was making preparations for bed, she wondered why he had entrusted her with this job. If he was just trying to punish her, he was doing a damned fine job of it. Would he have her brother released as he promised? How could she be sure? She was taking a chance, putting her life on hold and her job at risk by agreeing to his conditions. 

			Her brother’s easy acquiescence to his condition to leave Sam alone was suspicious too. She was quite confused by it. She had expected some protest. Perhaps his stint in jail, albeit brief, had softened his stance in the matter. As she drifted off to sleep, her mind went back to Tate’s hand on her shoulder, so close to her inviting breasts. She had actually wanted him to touch her. She had made no attempt to stop him.

			The next day was frenetic as Katherine busied herself preparing for the party. She wanted everything to be perfect. She tried to avoid asking herself why it was so important that the party should be a success. Did she want Tate’s approval? Why? It was only so that he would keep his promise regarding Keith, she told herself. That was all. What else could it be?

			She dressed carefully in a long, black, shimmering evening dress that clung to her like a second skin. It had a conservative neckline, with spaghetti shoulder straps. She rarely applied make-up but made an exception with delicately rouged cheeks and a light pink lipstick. She wore her favourite jade earrings with a single pendant necklace that adorned the curves of her breasts.

			As the guests began arriving, she greeted them warmly, briefly introducing herself. Some of them gave her curious looks, asking her about her predecessor. She feigned ignorance, not sure of how much Tate wanted his guests to know about the situation. Tate was dressed casually as always, his only deference to the party being the silk jacket he had thrown over his T-shirt and jeans. He looked gorgeous, she thought, if in a rebel-without-a-cause kind of way. He had largely ignored her throughout the party, his rare glances towards her unfathomable. She managed to stay clear of him, if only to tell herself that she was avoiding him, instead of the other way around. Strangely, his lack of acknowledgment of her presence hurt her.

			Katherine was really tired as the party drew to a close. It was almost 2 a.m. She fiddled with the controls of the audio system, changing the music to change the tempo, and hugged herself again, then uncrossed her arms, remembering his taunt from the previous night. She felt a warm hand on her shoulder and turned, surprised to see that it was Tate.

			‘I’m not sure if I introduced you to Roger,’ he drawled, indicating a young, bald man in his early thirties, clean-shaven and twinkle-eyed. ‘Roger, meet Katherine James. She’s standing in temporarily as my social secretary. Katherine, meet Roger Prescott. He’s my marketing manager. He takes care of product marketing strategies, public relations and that sort of thing.’

			‘We’ve met,’ Roger said, taking her hand and shaking it vigorously. ‘Over the phone, that is. Nice to put a face to the name.’ He smiled broadly.

			Katherine was grateful there was one person who had been nice to her this evening. ‘Likewise,’ she said cordially. ‘Thanks for your help with the party.’

			‘No probs. Just doing my job,’ Roger replied smoothly.

			She noticed that he was still holding her hand and extricated it discreetly. ‘Nonetheless, you were a tremendous help.’

			‘So! I have you to thank for the party being a success, then, eh, Roger?’ Tate was at his disparaging worst. ‘I was wondering how it was going so smoothly, given Katherine is, let’s just say, new to the job.’

			‘I just gave her some tips, Tate. Nothing so dramatic,’ Roger said chivalrously, coming to her rescue. ‘Goodnight then. Nice meeting you, Katherine.’ He glanced around as the last of the other guests left, waving their goodbyes.

			Katherine watched helplessly as Roger left, leaving her alone standing close to Tate. She began moving away. 

			‘I need to help with the cleaning up,’ she muttered as she walked away.

			‘Hold on just one minute,’ he ordered curtly. ‘I need to have a word with you.’

			‘What is it? The kitchen is a real mess.’ She was fearful of the ominous look in his eyes.

			‘The servants will take care of it,’ he said dismissively. ‘Come with me.’ He strode briskly to his study. She had to run to keep up with him. He sat down and looked impassively at her. Something in his demeanour, perhaps the set of his shoulders, told her that a storm was brewing.

			‘Is there something wrong?’ she asked hesitantly, after what seemed to be interminable silence.

			‘You tell me,’ he said. ‘All you had to do was fix the venues.’

			‘I-I did fix the venues. What happened? Did they not show up?’

			‘They showed up alright. Except at the wrong venues! I was expecting the Harringtons at the Cinnamon Club. Instead, the raucous Neanderthals calling themselves a boy band show up! They created such a ruckus that they were on the verge of throwing us out. I had to call a halt to the meeting and reschedule it! The Harringtons turned up at the amphitheatre. They were not pleased. I somehow convinced them I wanted to show them something there. How can you screw up such a simple thing like that?’

			‘I-I don’t know what could have happened. I definitely remember scheduling them correctly. Something must have happened when I sent out the invitations. The software you use is unfamiliar to me and…’ She realised with horror that it had been late in the night when she had done it. She must have been tired and switched the venues by accident.

			He banged his hand on the table, papers flying off the desk. ‘Enough! I’ve heard enough of your lame excuses.’ He ran his hand roughly over his head in a gesture of frustration. ‘I don’t think this is going to work out. Pack your bags and leave.’

			She was shaken to the core by his bitterness. What was to happen to her brother? She had to do something. She cried out desperately, ‘No! No! Please! Give me one more chance. I promise that I…’

			‘Promise what?’ he shouted. ‘Your family is full of promises that they don’t keep. Your brother promised me once that he would stay away. Instead, he seduces my poor sister into running away. And what hope do I have that he’ll keep his promise after he gets out of jail?’

			She had no answer to that. But she had a question. ‘When did he promise you that he would stay away?’

			Tate averted his eyes, looking guiltily away. ‘I told him I would cut her off if he didn’t,’ he admitted gruffly. ‘Not that I would have done that. I just wanted to see if he saw her as an end to his money problems. He was too cunning to fall for that, I guess. He saw this is as an opportunity to turn sister against brother. I will never ever forgive him for that.’

			Katherine had heard enough. She was going through an emotional roller coaster herself. It was time that her younger brother faced the consequences of his actions. She stood up, surprising Tate. ‘I’m sorry for the pain my brother has caused you. I apologise for my screw-ups today.’ She tried desperately to control her quivering lips. She would not cry in front of him, no matter what. She tightened her mouth and continued bravely. ‘I completely understand your decision. If it’s okay with you, I’ll leave in the morning.’ 

			When he looked pointedly at his watch, she added hastily, ‘Later this morning, around daylight.’ She walked stiffly to the door, turning to look at him. ‘I know that we haven’t kept our promises to you,’ she said proudly. ‘However, let me make one more promise. You won’t see me or my brother again.’ She ran upstairs to her room, shut the door and let the tears fall.

			Why was she crying so badly? She knew she could get a decent barrister to take Keith’s case. She tried to stem the tears, but they kept flowing. Tate’s demeanour had been harsh. She could understand how he felt. What she couldn’t understand was the depth of her own emotional reaction. She remembered his touch vividly. She felt humiliated by the memory of his mocking her ogling him. He thought she was attracted to him. Or worse, that she was trying to seduce him. Fat chance. She didn’t know the first thing about seducing men. She kept going over the last two days, over and over in her mind. His anger was justifiable. There was no doubt in her mind. He didn’t have to humiliate her to make his point, but this was her own doing and the doing of her stupid brother. 

			She finally managed to get some sleep.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Tate sat the breakfast table, coffee mug in hand, ruminating over the events of the previous night. He had seen that Katherine was on the verge of tears. He had also seen that she was too proud to let him see her obvious distress. He had been hard on her. That was the plan, wasn’t it? It had nothing to do with the fact that he’d barely been able to take his eyes off her when she came down the stairs in that stunning dress. He had wanted to take her back to his bedroom and tear the dress off her. Not happy with his physical reaction to her luscious body, he had shut himself in the study, viciously arguing with himself and joined the party long after the last guests had arrived. He had studiously avoided looking at her, fearful that his animal lust would overcome his better judgement. Instead, he had taken refuge in the anger he had felt, nursing it, feeding it, until he was at the peak of his fury. He should have been satisfied with the outcome, having successfully reigned in his desires and humiliated her in the process.

			Why, then, wasn’t he feeling satisfied? He had just cause for his behaviour, so why did he feel so guilty? He looked at his bruised hand ruefully. He had repeatedly banged it against the table, even after she had left, a sheen of tears struggling to escape her beautifully mascaraed eyelashes. As he had passed her bedroom, he had heard her sobbing desperately. He had been tempted to go inside and calm her. What on earth had possessed him to think of doing that? He had wanted to take her in his arms and… and what? He had gone out of his way to humiliate her, breaking her down. Shouldn’t he be pleased with the hurt he had already caused? What more did he want? You want her, a voice inside him whispered.

			He thought of Sam, his darling sister. He now understood how she could have fallen prey to Keith James’s charm. If Katherine’s were anything to go by, Sam didn’t stand a chance. Katherine’s charm was insidious. Tate was used to women throwing themselves at him. He could usually see right through them. Sometimes he amused himself by dating them anyway for the obvious physical gratification that they were so willing to provide. There were others that he couldn’t stand and rebuffed them easily, but he had yet to meet anyone quite like Katherine James. She was an enigma, a picture of confidence and extraordinarily beautiful. Her obviously expensive dress, her make-up and jewellery were conservative, elegant and eye-catching, making for a captivating combination. How could she afford it? For that matter, how could she afford the car she drove?

			Sam had told him, in one of those rare moments when she confided in him, that the Jameses were very poor. Her moderately expensive car must be a rental, he had concluded. It was an obvious ploy to impress him. It hadn’t worked. He was even more suspicious of her, watching her closely. His face reddened when he remembered how his body had reacted when she’d stretched in the kitchen. It took every ounce of his self-control to avoid reaching out and taking her up on her invitation. Or was it an invitation? There was a vulnerability about her that he couldn’t fully comprehend. He had to figure her out!

			Business was good. Despite the appointment venues being switched, he’d managed to salvage the situation. While chastising Katherine, he had made it sound much worse than it actually was. He wanted to make his point at all costs. He felt embarrassed when he recounted how his barbs had made their mark. She’d looked mortified, and the horror on her face when she realised that the venues had been switched should have caused him pleasure, but it hadn’t. He wasn’t really a sadist, he realised. What the hell was he thinking? She’d been so pleased that the party was a success, but he’d wiped that smile of satisfaction from her face.

			The party was truly spectacular. The food options were perfect. The music wasn’t just good, the timing of the changes had blended splendidly with the mood of the guests. It was almost as though Katherine could sense what they wanted before they even knew they wanted it. He had deliberately withheld his appreciation for her abilities, concentrating on sticking to his plan of degradation. Except that he felt dreadful. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do about his plan, but he knew he couldn’t let her leave like this. His stomach knotted at the thought that she was being driven away by his hateful behaviour. 

			Just as he made up his mind, he heard footsteps in the hallway and the sound of luggage being placed on the wooden floor.

			Katherine steadied herself as she managed to drag the last suitcase down the stairs. She wondered if Tate was up. She planned to ask one of the servants to help her get her car out of the garage and leave quietly. She wasn’t sure if she could handle saying goodbye to Tate. He probably didn’t want to see her again. She hadn’t wanted to bother the servants with the luggage. So much for two weeks away from Blissmore! She didn’t want to face Tate again, after the mortification she’d felt the previous night. She almost jumped when she felt a now familiar hand on her shoulder.

			‘What’s this?’ Tate drawled, looking at her luggage. ‘Packed already? It’s still quite early.’

			‘Early?’ Katherine asked stupidly. ‘It’s after ten!’

			‘You went to bed around three, if I recall correctly, and probably didn’t sleep till four or five. I can’t let you drive like this.’

			‘What are you suggesting? I can take a taxi and come back for my car later, if you want.’ Her eyes wide with apprehension.

			‘I’m suggesting nothing of the kind. In fact, I’m suggesting that you stay. Let’s stick to our earlier plan,’ he surprised her by saying. ‘Besides, there’s another party tomorrow night. And I’m damned if I’m going to make the arrangements myself!’

			‘Our earlier plan?’ Katherine felt really slow this morning. Perhaps it was the lack of sleep, but she could have sworn he’d just suggested that she stay the full two weeks of their deal. What was going on? Was he feeling sorry for her? Or was he still discontent with the level of disgrace he had bestowed upon her?

			‘Are you hard of hearing? Yes, our earlier plan. You stay here for two weeks. At the end of it, your brother will be freed from prison. Hopefully, you’ll have both learnt your lessons by then.’

			‘I thought you wanted me to leave?’ Katherine was still not convinced. ‘I screwed up your appointments. You d-didn’t like the arrangements I made for the party.’ She felt the onset of another bout of tears and steeled herself. ‘Is this just another plan to hurt me and my brother?’

			Tate rubbed his neck tiredly. ‘Look, I don’t have the time to argue with you. Unlike you, I didn’t get any sleep. I’m willing to admit that I overreacted last night, though I’m not going to apologise for it. You and your brother both deserve it. However, it’s probably too drastic a punishment.’ He swore under his breath when he noticed the sheen of tears in her eyes. ‘Do you want to stay or not? Don’t you want your brother free?’

			Katherine was unsure how to react to his latest situation. She looked at him uncertainly. ‘You know that I want it. You know damn well that I don’t want my brother to go to jail. I’m just not convinced that you’ll keep up your end of the bargain.’

			Tate asked softly, ‘What do you have to lose? It’s just another ten days. Stop feeling so sorry for yourself. It’s not prison, you know, unlike your brother’s present accommodation.’

			Katherine winced at the reminder. He was blackmailing her. Like he had when she’d shown up at his office without an appointment.

			‘Come on! It’s settled then.’ He yelled at the top of his voice, ‘Manfred! Take Ms James’s bag back to her room.’ He took her by her arm. ‘Come have breakfast with me.’

			Katherine trailed meekly behind him, feeling stupidly glad that he was taking her to the kitchen by hand. His grip was firm, his rough callouses pleasurably abrasive against her bare skin. She was wearing a sleeveless slip dress that stopped just short of her knees. Remembering how he had taunted her about her tight blouse, this was much looser around her body. She noticed his appreciative glance at her attire and felt inordinately pleased. ‘D Did you make breakfast again?’ She sniffed approvingly at the aroma of sizzling sausages and bacon on the stove.

			‘Nope. Manfred’s wife, Janice, made it. She’s somewhere around here,’ he added vaguely, carelessly flipping over the bacon and turning the sausages. ‘I can make you another omelette, if you like.’

			‘What are you having?’ she asked impulsively, his earlier behaviour towards her temporarily forgotten.

			He smiled. He was still holding her arm and she could feel the warmth of his touch as he took to carelessly caressing it. ‘I was planning to fry some eggs. Or ask Janice to, if I can find her.’

			‘Fried eggs are fine with me too,’ Katherine said happily, relieved that she had been given a reprieve and seating herself at the table. Or was she glad that she could spend more time with him? He let her go, his fingers trailing over her arm as she moved away. She felt strangely bereft.

			Tate looked sardonically at her. ‘You like being waited on, don’t you?’ When he saw her expression, he laughed. ‘Don’t get on your high horse! I was just joshing.’ With graceful movements, he laid the table. ‘Give me a couple of minutes. Fried eggs, sausages, bacon, grilled tomatoes, sautéed mushrooms and toasted sourdough bread coming up.’

			Thirty minutes later, they sat companionly at the table, sipping coffee. Katherine stifled a burp, unconsciously raising her hand to cover her mouth. ‘I’m sorry,’ she apologised. ‘I forgot to eat last night. I was really stressed about the party.’

			Tate touched her hand. ‘Promise me that you won’t starve yourself while you’re under my roof. I know what you must think of me, but I don’t make a habit of enslaving people. Besides, the servants are here and will stay until you leave. They’ll take care of you. I’ve already instructed them accordingly.’

			‘When did you do that?’ Katherine asked. He hadn’t been there when they’d arrived and he’d been too busy to speak to them after coming late to his own party.

			‘This morning,’ he admitted sheepishly. ‘After you went to sleep last night, I got to thinking. I decided that you’re going to stay.’ He grinned, looking very proud of himself.

			This was the closest that she was going to get to an apology. She smiled back at him happily. 

			Suddenly, the import of his words sunk in. ‘Aren’t you going to be around?’

			‘I only stay here weekends,’ he reminded her. ‘I leave Monday morning. There are two more parties next week for you to plan. There are two events, one at the amphitheatre – the one the Harringtons attended by mistake instead of the band that was supposed to check it out – remember? And the other at the office. You can continue working from here. I’ll be back for the parties of course, and I’ll see you at the events.’

			She felt oddly dismayed at the fact that he wouldn’t be here all the time. Shouldn’t she be feeling relieved? She realised that Tate was watching her closely as myriad expressions flashed across her face.

			He asked her amusedly, ‘What’s going on in that pretty little head of yours?’

			‘I was just wondering how to manage all of this. Roger was a great help with the party. Of course, I’ve already told you that.’ She was babbling! She tried to suppress her pleasure at being called pretty.

			He looked annoyed for a moment. Then it passed. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you about that. How exactly did he help?’

			She answered him eagerly. ‘I spoke to him yesterday, or rather the day before. I needed to know about the guests’ preferences for music, food and the like. I also discussed the theme for the party. I wanted to base it on the product that you’re launching.’

			He smacked his forehead. ‘Of course. Those little cards you had on the buffet table! Those and the names you had given the appetisers that the caterers served during the party. That was really clever.’

			Katherine felt her face flush with pride. ‘Th-Thank you,’ she stammered, trying to sound modest. She was behaving like a schoolgirl who had just been praised by the principal.

			‘Do continue that theme for the next few parties and events. It’s all for the same product launch. I only do one product at a time.’ He patted her hand again. ‘I have to leave now. I’ve got a game of cricket in the afternoon.’

			‘Do you bowl? Bat? Both?’

			‘Both. It’s just a friendly game amongst friends. We get together once a fortnight. If the weather is decent enough. Otherwise, it’s football.’

			‘Thank you for breakfast. Again! I’ll get to work on the party for tomorrow.’ 

			She watched him as he left the kitchen and bounded up the stairs. The image of him sweating from his sports activity flashed through her mind. She felt a heat between her legs, and her toes curl. Damn it! Control yourself, woman. Stop acting like a giddy teenager who’s never been with a man.

			Katherine wasn’t exactly an innocent. She’d enjoyed her share of relationships, hoping for each of them to turn into something serious. She had tried to choose wisely but was always disappointed with the men she dated. Perhaps it was just her unreasonable expectations: wanting a man to propose marriage, waiting for Prince Charming to sweep her off her feet. That fantasy soon died with the first hero to fall from his pedestal, and of late, she had completely given up on men. Her last abortive attempt at an amorous affair had been more than two years ago and had ended disastrously after he calmly announced that he was already married! Thankfully, she hadn’t slept with him. She shuddered at the thought of being involved in a man’s adultery. She had turned her head to politics, more out of necessity than out of any true desire to run for office.

			Running small tourist businesses had become increasingly difficult. Whether it was the economy or competition that had caused the decline, Katherine couldn’t be sure. All she knew was that she had to do something, so she’d started researching the situation and come to the conclusion that it was local council policies that had caused the businesses to decline. Increased taxes, parking regulations and similar money-making tactics had driven prices up and had the reverse impact on the small tourist island’s revenues. She had tried to speak to the local council, writing several letters with no result. Finally frustrated with them, she had decided to run for the post of councillor. With very little money, she had campaigned hard, going door to door and meeting as many of the townsfolk as she could face to face, explaining her frustrations and her plan. She won by a landslide. It became obvious that the residents of Blissmore shared her anger and desperation, and once elected, she was able to reverse many of the regulations and policies that had caused the decline in business. However, it hadn’t been enough. She knew that she needed to do more. But what? First, she had to get her brother out of jail. Right now, she didn’t even have time to think. She had to get cracking with the party preparations.

			It was late evening when she looked at her little notepad, feeling satisfied. Her biggest concern had been fixing the problems with the first party. Now that she knew it had been declared successful by Tate, she felt on surer ground. 

			The thought of Tate playing cricket brought a fresh flush to her face. She knew she was attracted to him. Was he attracted to her? He had clearly told her that he wouldn’t fall for her so-called ‘charms’, but that didn’t really mean that he wouldn’t. Besides, he was completely the opposite of her expectations for a suitable mate. She had always fantasised about a gentle lover, someone who would never utter a harsh word to her, taking care of her tenderly, while allowing her to be independent. Tate Reilly was nothing like that. He was harsh, judgemental, overbearing and autocratic. He didn’t value independence in a woman, if his actions with respect to his sister were anything to go by; he clearly preferred his women to be docile, submissive and pretty. Why was she even thinking about him? Because you’ve started to have feelings for him, a small voice whispered inside her. She dashed the thought angrily from her mind. It was just proximity and his almost irresistible sexuality, she told herself. He was the epitome of manhood in its prime. Without an ounce of excess flesh, his hard, chiselled features and those incredibly sensual lips, he made for a fantastic specimen, though not husband material. Husband material? Had she gone insane? The man despised her! Clearly the next ten days were going to be difficult. She resolved to keep her distance and her attitude professional. No more cosy breakfasts. No more touchy-feely conversations. No more explosive arguments about their siblings.

			She heard a knock on her door and called out cheerily, ‘Come in! The door’s unlocked.’ She thought it must be one of the maids. Having been cooped up in her room all day, she hadn’t given them a chance to clean. Or make her bed. She was lousy at housekeeping. Even worse a cook. 

			She looked up curiously from the small, functional desk in her bedroom to see a smiling Tate, fresh out the shower. He was wearing a pair of shorts and a familiar painted T-shirt, his hair and arms wet from the shower. His T-shirt clung to his body and was also wet. Was it a size too small? Or was the dampness making it seem like that? Either way, she could see the outline of this body clearly. Her eyes were inexorably drawn to his shorts. Thankfully, they were loose-fitting and hung low on his waist. She asked irritably, ‘Don’t you wear anything besides T-shirts?’

			He grinned in response. ‘Nope. Not if I can help it. Besides, I’m at home.’

			‘You were wearing a T-shirt when I first met you at your office,’ she reminded him coolly, trying to take her mind off her treacherous thoughts. She was imagining him without his T-shirt, running a towel over his wet, glistening body.

			He sighed. ‘No one else seems to mind. Age of the geek, baby!’

			She laughed at that. ‘I can’t imagine anyone calling you that. Many other things, but never a geek.’ She tried to take her eyes off him, but found herself looking at those lips, wondering how they would feel on hers. 

			‘Did you want something?’ she inquired politely, pointedly looking at her open notepad. She couldn’t really focus her mind on it but pretended to read anyway.

			He walked over and casually shut the notepad, his fingers brushing hers in the process. She felt her body tremble at his unintentional touch. ‘All work and no play make Katherine a shrew,’ he misquoted deliberately. ‘Come on, let’s have dinner.’ 

			When she refused to budge, he dragged her out of her chair, his hand firm on her arm. ‘Come on.’

			She laughingly followed him downstairs, exclaiming, ‘You’re incorrigible!’

			‘So I’ve been told,’ he retorted. He put his arm casually around her waist, guiding her to the dining room.

			‘We’re eating dinner here?’ Why was she complaining? The kitchen was far too cosy, too intimate. Hadn’t she decided she was going to keep her distance?

			He grimaced. ‘I prefer the kitchen too, but Manfred and Janice refused to serve us there. Sometimes I wonder who’s the boss.’ He charmingly sat her right next to him in one corner seat, while he took the other. ‘See? Still cosy,’ he announced, smiling with satisfaction. The place settings had already been laid but the plate, cutlery and glasses were elsewhere on the table.

			Manfred came out of the kitchen and gave them a disapproving look. Tate looked at him sternly and said, ‘This is where we’re sitting, Manfred. Please move the tableware.’

			‘Very good, sir.’ Manfred somehow managed to look stiff and censorious, while at the same time being obsequious. ‘Shall I serve the first course? Or would you like some wine first?’

			Katherine jumped in before Tate could respond. ‘The first course please, Manfred. I don’t want any wine.’

			‘Nonsense! Of course she’ll have wine. Go ahead and serve it along with the first course.’ 

			He looked at Katherine curiously as Manfred scurried away. ‘You need to lighten up a little. Let your hair down. Enjoy life! It’s too short anyway.’

			‘You’re in an awfully good mood? Good game of cricket?’

			Tate looked at her, smiling. ‘As a matter of fact, it was great.’ He tried to sound casual, but she could tell that there was something more. She was proved correct. ‘Sam came over to watch the game and talk to me after. Begged me to have your brother released.’

			Katherine held her breath. Letting it out slowly, she asked carefully, ‘What did you tell her?’

			Tate shrugged. ‘I told her I would think about it.’

			Katherine wanted to snort but controlled her anger. ‘Did you tell her about – um – our little arrangement?’

			Tate suddenly seemed to have lost his good humour. Looking at her guiltily, he responded. ‘No, I didn’t. None of her business.’

			Katherine couldn’t contain herself anymore. ‘None of her business?’ she echoed incredulously. ‘You threw her boyfriend in jail. And it’s none of her business?’ Katherine could hear own voice becoming shrill and tried to calm herself. Her loss of temper wasn’t going to help her brother.

			‘Simmer down,’ he said tersely. ‘She didn’t react the way you did just now. In fact, she made me a promise.’

			‘What’s that?’ Katherine asked, struggling to get her tone back to some semblance of normalcy.

			‘She promised me that she wouldn’t elope with him. She further swore that she would never get married to anyone without my blessing.’

			No wonder he looked pleased. 

			‘You must be over the moon. Making cartwheels, no doubt.’ A thought suddenly struck her. Would he reconsider his position? She had to try. She asked him cautiously, ‘Now that she’s more or less renounced her relationship, why don’t you have Keith released?’

			‘Nothing doing. Let me remind you, we have an agreement,’ he said coldly. ‘My sister’s promise is only half the equation. Your brother may still try to seduce her again. I’m not going to let that happen.’

			‘Everything boils down to numbers and formulae for you, doesn’t it? Human emotions don’t count, do they?’ she asked angrily.

			‘You’re quite wrong about that. My emotions in this regard are quite strong. And well placed, I might add. However, I do agree with you on one point. Emotions are no part of the deal that we have with each other.’ His voice was taunting, his words cruel.

			Katherine threw her napkin on the table. ‘Well, in that case, me canoodling with you over dinner isn’t part of the deal.’ 

			She flounced off, running to her bedroom, feeling his stare boring into her back.

			She threw herself on the bed, angry with herself and furious with Tate. The insufferable bastard! Why had she asked him, begged him again to release her brother, when she knew how he felt about both of them? She’d just opened herself up to more humiliation. He couldn’t wait to taunt her with the fact that Sam had given up on Keith. Why did he still want to torture her? Sure, they had a deal. He could easily have broken it. After all, she’d promised that Keith would stay away from Sam, hadn’t she? Wasn’t that enough? 

			Her mind wandered back to their conversation. What had got into her? With her experience in politics, she should have known that her position was weak and untenable. Had she actually used the word canoodling? The word was evocative and suggestive. Was it wishful thinking on her part? It wasn’t a date! He wasn’t going to escort her to the bedroom, throw her on the bed and make passionate love to her. He had made it clear, in no uncertain terms, that there were no feelings between them. And why should there be? They had a business deal. She should keep her end of the bargain. He would do the same. Or would he?

			For the second night in succession, Katherine cried herself to sleep. When she woke up, she was slightly disoriented, wondering for the first time since she had moved into Tate Reilly’s mansion where she was. Realisation of her whereabouts brought the memories of the past two nights’ traumatic circumstances into the harsh spotlight. 

			The sun felt warm on her skin, as was the bright light blinding her eyes. She had forgotten to draw the curtains again. She looked at the alarm clock by her bedside. It was after ten! She jumped out of bed and cursed as her dress got caught in her clumsy attempts to get up. She hadn’t even bothered to change. After a quick shower and applying minimal make-up, she ventured downstairs and crept silently into the kitchen to find Janice fussing over some boiling pots.

			‘Good morning, ma’am,’ she was greeted politely. ‘Would you like some breakfast?’

			On closer inspection, Janice had the same disapproving look on her face as her husband had the previous night. Even though she was famished, having skipped dinner, Katherine said quietly, ‘I don’t want to be a bother. I can see that you’re busy making lunch. If it’s not too much trouble, I would like a cup of coffee.’

			Janice looked her over as though she had just landed from outer space. ‘I’ll see to it, ma’am. I’ll bring it to the morning room.’

			They had a morning room? Where was that? Katherine wandered about the house, looking for this mysterious morning room. She found a room facing the huge backyard and stopped short. Tate was there, lying indolently on a reclining chair, a newspaper covering the better part of his upper torso, the sunlight reflecting off the smooth skin of his arms and accentuating the curves of his muscles. His eyes were closed, his breaths gentle and even. He was asleep. He was wearing the same shorts and T-shirt from the previous night. She could see that he hadn’t shaved, the dark shadow of stubble around his mouth giving him an attractive, rakish look. She quelled an urge to go over and replace the newspaper with a blanket. What was she doing? She couldn’t wake him up. His last taunting words came back to haunt her. She hurried back to the kitchen, just in time to see Janice coming out of it, tray in hand.

			‘Mr Reilly’s sleeping in the morning room,’ she informed Janice. ‘I’d rather not wake him. I’ll have it in the kitchen or up in my room, if I’m in the way.’

			Janice gave her a strange look and replied stiffly. ‘I’ll take it up to your room, ma’am.’

			Katherine was getting fed up with the housekeeper’s attitude towards her. ‘I’ll take it up myself,’ she said, taking the tray from Janice’s protesting hands. ‘I’ll let you get back to your duties. I’m sorry to have bothered you.’

			She took the tray up to her room, only to notice that the kind woman hadn’t just made her coffee. There were two slices of toast, a couple of rolls, butter and marmalade as well. She immediately regretted her unkind tone. She obviously had some peeve against Katherine. Had Tate confided in her about her brother? Unlikely, given how private an individual he was. 

			She had observed him quietly during the party. He was friendly, polite, courteous and a good listener with a cheeky sense of humour. But he hadn’t been personal with his guests. He had been personal with her, but only because of her brother. 

			She gratefully bit into the toast after generously smearing it with butter and marmalade. She then went through her notepad again, ticking off the completed activities, noting with satisfaction that she was mostly done. She had the rest of the day to herself. Tate’s calendar for the next week was light of any social activities, so except for the two events and the mid-week party, there was little else for her to do. She took the tray back to the kitchen and handed it to the starchy housekeeper.

			‘Thank you very much, Janice. I really appreciate your thoughtfulness.’ 

			She was rewarded with a bright smile, transforming the elderly woman’s face.

			‘Oh, it’s no trouble, ma’am. Manfred informed me that you missed your supper last night. I understand that—’ She abruptly stopped talking. 

			Katherine sensed that she had more to say but had stopped short out of politeness.

			‘That Tate and I had a little argument,’ Katherine finished for her dryly. ‘Yes, we did. Don’t worry. I’ll be out of here in a few days. I’ll try not to get in your way.’

			‘It’s not that, ma’am,’ Janice said impulsively. ‘Mr Reilly’s usually in a very good mood. He never shouts, not even at Miss Samantha when she’s up to some mischief.’ That was strange. Sam had said that Tate had a vile temper and frequently shouted. On the other hand, Janice making Sam seem like a small child made far more sense. ‘Ever since you came, he’s been in a bad mood. I just thought… well, Manfred and I were talking. We think that your being here has something to do with his mood. Yesterday, when he was so cheerful, we were happy. Then you came down to dinner and he was upset once again.’

			Katherine felt terrible. Janice was correct: it was her fault. Hers and her Keith’s. First, he came into Sam’s life and encouraged Sam to run away. Tate was absolutely right in being furious with the both of them. He could have easily told her to get lost and leave Keith in jail. Instead, he had given them both an opportunity to redeem themselves. She left Janice in the kitchen and went back to her room. She would take a short nap, she decided, and then get ready for the party.

			Almost twelve hours later, as the party was winding down, Katherine looked around with satisfaction. The second party had been an even bigger hit than the first, and several guests had come up to her to congratulate her. They all seemed to know who she was, shaking her hand. A few of the women even hugged her! 

			Katherine felt confident in her short evening dress, a black sheath affair that accentuated her curves but revealed nothing. It was even more conservative than her gown from the first party, but definitely sexier. She had decided against a bra: the dress was thick enough to more than adequately cover her. She wore a gold chain around her neck, which glinted in the bright lights of the huge hall. For a change, she wore high heels, making her look even taller. She was lucky that she didn’t have to do too much to make her hair look good. It had a lustre and shine with simple shampoo and conditioner. Brushed back, hanging loosely over her shoulders, she looked and felt the picture of beauty. Her only grouse was that Tate hadn’t spoken a word to her all evening, just as he had avoided her at the first party. He seemed to be withdrawn and not his usual cheeky self. Roger, on the other hand, seemed to be always at her side, handing out compliments, joking with the guests and generally keeping everyone in good humour. She asked him about it several times during the evening, wondering if he was making up for Tate’s ill temper, but his reply was that he was simply doing his job.

			‘Care for a dance?’ The music had changed to a slow number, something she hadn’t done, so it had to be the smiling Roger, holding out his arms. She slipped into them gracefully, swaying sensuously with the music. For the first time since she’d come to the mansion, she felt comfortable. She looked into Roger’s eyes and said softly, ‘Thank you, Roger. You’ve been a brick.’

			‘That’s an old-fashioned word, if I’ve ever heard one,’ Roger said, grimacing. ‘Almost as bad as being called “nice”.’

			Katherine laughed. ‘I’m sure there are plenty of women here who wouldn’t dare call you nice.’ She remembered how Roger had flirted shamelessly with the female guests, regardless of age or partner status. ‘Do you have a girlfriend?’

			‘For my sins, no. Tate keeps me too busy to have a social life. Except, of course, for these parties. Which is why I’m so glad to have met you.’

			Katherine watched his eyes crinkle with mirth as he said it, realising just in time that he was flirting with her too. ‘I’m not one of the guests,’ she informed him dryly, laughing at his comical, exaggerated look of despair. ‘You don’t need to entertain me.’

			‘Oh, but I must. In fact, I insist.’

			The music stopped, but Roger wouldn’t let go of her, still arguing with her good-naturedly.

			‘Insist on what, Roger?’ asked a voice dangerously. It was Tate! He must have been watching them and jumped to all the wrong conclusions.

			Roger replied airily, ‘Nothing really, Tate. I was just telling Katherine here that she needs to lighten up a little.’

			Katherine realised that Roger was still holding her in his arms and gently extricated herself. She said breathlessly, ‘I’ll see to the remaining guests. I need to wish them goodnight.’ She was about to leave when Tate grabbed her by her arm.

			‘Roger will see to that, won’t you, Roger?’ Tate was clearly angry. His tone was terse, his words no less than a command. 

			As Roger obediently, if a bit reluctantly, left to see to the guests, Tate dragged her to the adjoining room. ‘Well? What do you have to say for yourself?’

			Katherine shook her arm free of him and stepped back. She replied with wide-eyed innocence, ‘I think I’ve outdone myself. The party was great, don’t you agree?’

			Tate bit out angrily. ‘I’m not talking about the party. I’m talking about the blatant way you were flirting with Roger.’

			Katherine tossed back her hair, a gesture she almost never made. For some reason, she wanted to irritate Tate. ‘So? What if I was flirting? Is there a law against it?’

			‘I didn’t bring you here to flirt with my employees,’ he snarled. ‘Just do your damn job and then get out of my life.’

			‘I’ll flirt with whomever I please,’ she said recklessly. Why was she arguing with him? Why didn’t she tell him that it was harmless? That Roger had been flirting with everyone, not just her?

			‘Roger is a bit like my sister. Infinitely more susceptible than me. He has that puppy-dog expression on his face when he looks at you, especially when you’re behaving like a tramp. I saw the way you sidled close to him as you danced, rubbing yourself against him seductively. It’s no wonder he’s panting after you. If you two get involved, then it means I’ll have to see more of you.’

			‘Oh? Is that the reason? For a moment I thought you were looking out for him the way you look out for your stupid sister. That he was too young to be involved with someone like me.’

			‘He is younger than you,’ he pointed out angrily. ‘But that’s not my point. He can take care of himself, unlike Sam. She’s not too young, just too naïve. I am not, so keep your little tricks to yourself. I’m on to your kind. You’re too lazy to work and try to seduce any man you think can support your expensive needs. I assume you probably seduced some poor schmuck into buying that car and those expensive dresses. I don’t want Roger to be your next target. I don’t want to see you making those goo-goo eyes at him. Am I clear?’

			‘Disgustingly clear!’ she replied, suddenly tired of the argument and more than a little hurt by his unreasonable allegations. ‘I won’t flirt with him anymore. Is that all?’ She was feeling tearful again, wondering if every night here was going to turn out this way. If he made her cry again, she swore to herself, she would leave and to hell with Keith. She didn’t deserve this. No matter how justified Tate was in feeling the way he did, it was no excuse to verbally abuse her.

			‘No, that is not all. I obviously can’t ask you to stay away from him. You’ll have to interact with him in the course of doing your job. Just be careful not to give him the wrong idea. By the way, I pay my employees well, but he’s nowhere close to being rich. If I were you, I’d set your sights elsewhere, preferably far away from me and my associates. After you leave.’

			Without replying, Katherine ran upstairs and threw herself on the bed after slamming the door behind her. She was going to leave in the morning. She would pack her bags and simply leave. He could handle his social calendar himself or ask his precious Roger! She sobbed despairingly, no longer questioning her own feelings. It was clear to her that she was falling badly for Tate Reilly. 

			It wasn’t the first time she had been verbally abused. In politics, it was quite common for total strangers to hurl abuse at her, and after the few reforms that she’d enacted, she’d made more than her fair share of enemies who’d made it abundantly clear how they felt about her. The only reason Tate’s words hurt was that he was becoming important to her. It wasn’t just his respect. She wanted even more, but now she didn’t even have his respect, only his contempt. She continued crying, feeling sorry for her situation, making plans to leave and didn’t hear the door open quietly, only recognising that Tate had crept into the room when she felt his hand on her shoulder.

			‘Katherine? I’m so, so very sorry.’ He shook her gently. ‘Please don’t cry. I didn’t mean to hurt you like that. Damn it! Look at me.’ He didn’t force her, sitting on the edge of her large double bed, his hand gently stroking her hair.

			Eventually, she raised a tear-filled face to look at him. He gathered her gently into his arms and held her closely. ‘I’ve been a louse,’ he said jerkily. ‘I don’t know what got into me. I saw you two laughing and I saw red. You never laugh like that with me.’

			Her arms crept around his neck with a mind of their own, her fingers curling into his hair. She felt her tears slowly drying up and nestled her head against his chest, breathing in his delightful male scent. What was she doing? 

			She withdrew from his arms and said shakily, ‘I’m alright now. You can go back to the party.’

			‘Everyone has left. Roger too,’ he said calmly, gently moving her hair away from her face, tucking a few stray tendrils behind her ears. His hand cupped her cheek, gently stroking the remaining tears off her cheeks. ‘Dear Lord! What have I done?’

			‘It’s okay, Tate. I can see it from your perspective. I understand.’ What was she saying? Hadn’t she just decided a few minutes ago that she was leaving?

			‘Don’t be so damned understanding about this. What I did downstairs was unforgiveable. By the way, the party was even a bigger hit. The guests were singing your praises. Roger too.’

			She peeked at him from under her lashes. ‘I wasn’t flirting with him, you know. He was just being nice, as he was with the other guests. That’s just his way of being a good host, I think.’

			‘Yes, I know,’ Tate replied wryly. ‘I’ve seen him in action, several times. I just couldn’t handle it when I saw him doing it with you. And you seemed to be enjoying it.’

			‘I was. I mean, not the flirting. Just the kindness.’

			‘Something that’s been sorely lacking from me, I know,’ he said sympathetically. ‘I can only apologise once again. I rarely shout at anyone. Not even Sam.’ His words strangely coincided with what Janice had said earlier to her. His hands were on her shoulders and arms now, over her bare skin, gently rubbing it in slow, sensuous motions.

			‘I’m sorry too. I’ve soaked your T-shirt,’ she said self-consciously, her face flushing as his hands went up to her face.

			‘Do you want me to take it off?’ he asked huskily before gently kissing her. At first, his kiss was comforting, his lips moving slowly over hers with no attempt to take it any deeper. She groaned against his mouth and opened her lips, inviting a deeper kiss. She had been waiting for this moment for far too long.

			He didn’t hesitate to respond, his mouth hungrily plundering hers, his tongue invading her mouth to stroke hers sensuously. When he softly took her lower lip between his lips, gently sucking on it, she moaned and snuck her hands under his T-shirt, first rubbing his back and then moving around the front to tease the hairs on his chest. He took this as an open invitation to remove her dress, which he did expertly. With one flick of his finger, he removed the clasp at the back of her neck and her dress slipped off, revealing her bare breasts to his avid gaze. He cupped them in his hands, gently stroking her nipples with his thumbs. He was still kissing her, though now with small little kisses raining all over her face. 

			She didn’t complain when his mouth left hers and trailed its way down from her face, stopping to nibble her neck, licking gently at the vein throbbing in her throat, before moving inexorably towards her breasts. When his mouth reached her swelling mounds, he didn’t immediately kiss her. Instead, his hands continued to worship them, softly kneading them, his fingers erotically plucking at their taut peaks. They were already hard when he’d taken off her dress. Now they were aching with desire, begging for the ministrations she knew she could expect from his mouth.

			‘Kiss me,’ she begged. ‘I can’t take it any longer.’

			This time, it was Tate who groaned, hungrily encasing one then the other nipple into his mouth, capturing each tip between his teeth, then flicking them expertly with his tongue. She whimpered as his tongue traced the tip, exploring its contours, before his mouth enclosed and suckled it.

			‘Please! Oh, please!’ she whispered, begging him not to stop. Her hands crept towards his shorts, when he stilled. Sensing something was wrong, she looked into his eyes.

			‘I’m sorry, Katherine. I only came here to apologise and comfort you for the pain I caused. I didn’t mean to take it this far.’ He carefully slipped the dress back into place and fastened it with the same adeptness he’d displayed taking it off. ‘This makes it three nights in a row that I’ve sent you to bed crying. I hate myself.’

			‘Please don’t. I can only feel bad for the way Keith and I have invaded your lives, causing untold damage.’

			He smiled gently and kissed her chastely on her lips. ‘Goodnight, Katherine. I know I’ve been demanding a lot of promises from you. Let me make one. I’ll be on my best behaviour for the remainder of your stay. I’ll also be a gentleman. I didn’t come here to seduce you. I can assure you of that. This will not happen again.’ 

			With that he left her sitting on the bed.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The next morning, Katherine woke up late, yet again. She had remembered to close the curtains this time around and wasn’t woken by the morning sunshine. She stretched luxuriously, feeling much happier than before. Tate had surprised her with his apology but had left her full of yearning and hunger. She was partly relieved that he hadn’t taken up her invitation. He had been honest with her. His first kiss was comforting. She couldn’t be sure who made the first move. It didn’t really matter. His touch had seared her, unleashing needs that she didn’t know she even possessed. When he had left her room, it had taken every ounce of her willpower not to call him back, begging him to take her. Why had he kissed her? Was he really attracted to her or was it simply one of those situations where he couldn’t resist her blatant invitation? Her cheeks burnt as she remembered how she had pleaded with him to kiss her breasts. His touch had been magical, sensitive and tender, yet rough and arousing, all at the same time. She was mortified at the way she had behaved, at her total lack of self-control. What was he thinking about her? She was relieved that he hadn’t accused her of seducing him. He had been gracious and kind.

			What really bothered her was his promise not to touch her again for the remainder of her stay. He had the gall to evoke this passion in her, only to desist from satisfying it. How was she going to stop herself from touching him? Should she even try? No man had ever made her feel this way. She wasn’t promiscuous. She was mature enough to realise that what they had experienced wasn’t simple lust. They weren’t teenagers. Roger was good-looking and attractive too, yet his touch had done nothing for her. All Tate had to do was brush his fingers against her and her body leapt in response, longing for more. Was she in love with him? She couldn’t decide. She certainly wasn’t infatuated. The way he’d hurt her with his jealousy had made her want to run away. Now that he had apologised, she knew that she had to stay and go through with this damned deal. Why was he making her go through with it? What had he to gain by making her stay?

			It was only after going down for breakfast that Katherine realised that Tate had gone to London. The next few days were excruciating. On the one hand, she missed Tate badly. How was that possible after knowing him for less than a week? Was it simply the craving he’d left with her? 

			She was also worried about her emotional and physical vulnerability. Did he know how he affected her? He probably did as she hadn’t made any secret of her longing when she’d kissed him back so passionately. She’d already been desperate for his attention, missing him while they were in the same room together at both parties. She tried reminding herself that he had been cruel and abusive towards her for the most part, but her heart only remembered his tenderness when he’d kissed her. Oh, how he had kissed and touched her! Every time she thought about it, her nipples tightened, her body twisting in response to a simple memory. His apology had charmed her too with its simplicity and sincerity.

			On the other hand, she was extremely busy with the preparations for the event. Unlike the party, where all she’d had to do was work with the caterers, choose the music and supervise the servants for the decorations, the event at the amphitheatre was something else. She had to work with Roger very closely. A live band was required. Caterers, florists, staffing agencies, guests, the product developers and the amphitheatre staff were in constant touch. Roger, the product developers and the staff combined to complicate matters with competing requirements. They had an opinion on almost everything and agreed on almost nothing. Katherine had to use all the negotiating skills she had acquired as a councillor to manage the obdurate decision-makers. Ultimately, she was glad of both the challenge and the distraction, keeping her mind busy rather than pining for Tate.

			On the day of the event, she left early to meet with Roger and the product developers. There was still time before the event; it was only lunchtime. They sat outside the small café by the riverside and munched on a Mediterranean lunch of pitta bread, hummus, olives, avocado salad and a mezze plate. It was a sunny day, with cyclists, children on their school holidays and teenagers taking advantage of the lovely summer weather. She caught Roger admiring a few women walking together in skimpy outfits and laughed at him.

			‘Watch it, Roger. They may come over and drag you away.’

			Roger looked quite dapper in his light blue business suit, though he had eschewed a tie, instead choosing to wear his dark blue, checked shirt unbuttoned at the collar. He nervously played with the buttons and grinned. ‘I wish! Thanks for the compliment though. It’s been a while since I’ve had any fun. With Tate, it’s usually just work, work and more work.’

			‘He gave me the distinct impression that he has as much fun as he works. Last weekend, he spent an afternoon playing cricket, and he told me that he plays football when the weather’s unsuitable for cricket.’

			Roger stared at her in surprise. ‘First I’ve heard of it. He may have given you that impression, but he works pretty hard. In fact, he’s hardly at the Relic these days. Usually spends around two or three weekends in the summer, and that’s only because Sam drags him down there. Might have played a few games during those weekends.’

			Katherine was intensely curious. ‘Then how does he keep so fit?’ She flushed at Roger’s raised eyebrows.

			Roger shrugged, tactfully ignoring her embarrassment. ‘Must be the gym equipment he keeps in his city flat. I think he uses the swimming pool and some weights he keeps in his bedroom in the country house. He hates those local council leisure centres and he can’t stand the upmarket fitness joints.’

			Katherine realised that she hardly knew the man. She knew he could cook; she knew how he felt about Keith and her, but that was it. Tate had revealed so little of himself. She realised that the few conversations they’d had were really arguments about her brother and his sister. 

			She had to stop this stupid, adolescent fantasising. Roger was staring at her curiously so she changed the subject back to the preparations for the event, trying hard not to ask Roger about Tate’s whereabouts. When the guests started arriving, she couldn’t help glancing searchingly past them to see if Tate had made an appearance. Finally frustrated, she turned around to Roger, who was standing with her and greeting the guests. ‘Where’s your lord and master? Is he going to show up?’

			‘He’s yours too,’ Roger reminded her. ‘Not sure. He usually shows up a few minutes before he’s due to speak. He doesn’t like these events. He prefers the strategising and the financials. He likes to leave this part of the business to me and Stella. If he could get away with it, he wouldn’t even meet with the developers.’ It was the first time Katherine had heard the name of her predecessor.

			‘Why is he so angry with her?’ Katherine remembered the way he had spoken when he mentioned her, though not by name. ‘He said something about leaving him in the lurch to elope.’

			‘I wouldn’t quite describe it that way. She gave him three months’ notice. She’d warned him that it was coming six months ago, when she got engaged. As for eloping, she got married in a church with all the bells and whistles. Tate just didn’t want her to leave. He’s completely against marriage. At least for himself.’

			‘Was he involved with Stella?’ Katherine couldn’t resist asking.

			Before Roger could respond, a voice drawled, ‘Was who involved with Stella?’

			Katherine whirled around to see Tate. He looked as handsome as ever, wearing a conservative blue jacket over his customary jeans and T-shirt, although it was plain this time, a bright white. ‘Casey!’ she said, wildly throwing out the first name that entered her mind. When one eyebrow cocked upwards questioningly, she responded, ‘I was discussing a soap opera with Roger.’

			‘Which one?’ he asked tauntingly. Damn him. He knew very well that she had been gossiping about him.

			‘Never mind. It’s not important,’ she replied hastily. ‘There’s a lot of work to do. Here, come with me. I need to discuss your speech with you.’ She dragged him to the amphitheatre office. He came along willingly, laughing at her avoidance of his question.

			‘By the way, I wasn’t involved with Stella, to answer your question. I don’t mix business with pleasure. I think I’ve already told you that.’

			‘Yes, you did. You also told me that you play cricket and football regularly. That was a lie, wasn’t it?’ she asked him mockingly.

			He laughed. ‘You’ve got me there. You’re absolutely correct. I was only exaggerating though, not lying.’ He drew a deep breath as they reached the office. ‘If you want to know anything about me, ask me, not Roger. Okay?’

			Katherine turned to face him and looked him in the eye. ‘You explicitly told me not to ask you any personal questions, remember?’

			‘Damn it, why is that women remember everything other people say and almost nothing of what comes out their own motoring mouths?’ he exclaimed humorously. ‘It’s just that I’ve changed my mind. I’d like you to get to know me better. And I would like to get to know you better too.’ When he saw the look of surprise on her face, he said, ‘Is that okay? Are men allowed to change their minds? Or is that only a woman’s prerogative?’

			‘I don’t see the necessity,’ she replied coolly, deliberately ignoring his outburst. ‘Now, to matters more important. Here’s your speech,’ she said, handing him a piece of paper. ‘It’s short, so you can probably memorise it,’ she pointed out as he grimaced.

			When he shook his head, she said angrily, ‘Roger and I spent all afternoon preparing this.’

			‘Now who’s exaggerating? It couldn’t have taken two hours to write this one paragraph.’ 

			When she continued glaring at him, he smiled. ‘That wasn’t why I was shaking my head. The actual reason is that this is too short. The developers will want me to add a few more features about the product.’

			Katherine shook her head. ‘I checked with them too. They were with me and Roger. They said that you tend to oversell it. They want to keep it down to earth for this event. When they launch the product next month, they want the audience to be blown away. What was the expression they used? I remember! It was “under-promise and over-deliver”. I thought that made sense.’

			Tate said dourly, ‘Okay, have it your way then. Let me go memorise this.’ He strode away in long, graceful strides back to the open arena.

			It was almost nine by the time the event began to wind down. Tate had given a magnificent speech. Rather than memorising it, he had chosen instead to paraphrase, throwing in several jokes at the expense of the product, leaving the audience in stitches and giving the developers what they wanted. The band had been good, following Katherine’s directions to the letter, although she felt that they had been a bit on the loud side. Still, she wasn’t sure if it was as good as it could have been, this event being her very first of its kind. Political rallies and conferences in Blissmore weren’t too dissimilar, though her small town-hall events paled in comparison to this one. Consequently, she was nervously waiting at the entrance, seeing off the guests, hoping for some indication in their demeanour. They seemed largely cheerful, thanking her and wishing her well. Fat lot of good it did her! Someone, please say that I’ve done a terrific job, planning and executing the event, she screamed silently. Roger, for once that evening, wasn’t by her side. She had seen him hurry away with the product developers, though she wasn’t sure where they’d gone.

			She saw Tate stride over with a frown on his face. Not good news then, she thought morosely. His tone, however, belied his expression as he asked, ‘How did you get here? Did you drive?’

			‘Are you kidding me?’ she asked, relieved. ‘I took the train. Takes half the time and money, given how expensive parking is here.’

			‘Oh, don’t go all defensive on me,’ was his irritable response. ‘I’ll drive you back to the country house. With the other event tomorrow, it’ll save me the trouble of making a trip to the countryside.’ When she looked puzzled, he laughed. ‘My London flat is about the same driving distance in the opposite direction. Come on. Chop, chop! I want to get there at a decent hour.’ 

			She gathered her supplies and her bag and hurried after him.

			It was getting dark, the last remnants of daylight slowly dwindling away, and the afternoon family crowd had been replaced with raucous singles, light-hearted laughter replaced with adult guffaws.

			In the car, as she fastened her seat belt, she looked at the uncharacteristically taciturn Tate. ‘Good that you added your own spin to the speech. It went down really well. Sorry about that. Roger and I thought it should be serious, but yours was much better. And the band. Did you think it was a bit too loud? I thought so. Sorry about that too. Next time, I’ll make sure they tone it down a bit. The same group—’ 

			She stopped talking when he put a finger on her lips. She knew she was babbling but didn’t know what to say. It was going to be a long drive home – to the mansion, she corrected herself – and she had to find something to talk about. Besides, she did want some feedback on the event. However, his finger was on her lips, doing weird things to her concentration. She couldn’t think straight as his finger didn’t move away, instead tracing her mouth’s contours, moving down to her chin to raise it so that she was face to face with him.

			‘Relax,’ he said softly. ‘The event was great. Even Stella, as talented and experienced as she is, couldn’t have done any better. You did a fantastic job. You certainly have a knack for these things.’

			‘Really? Do you mean it? You aren’t just saying that—’ She was stopped again when his finger moved up to her lips once more, pressing firmly against them.

			‘Not another word about the event. If my finger doesn’t work, I have other ways to shut your mouth,’ he said huskily. She flushed at the implication.

			‘What about your promise to me?’ she asked saucily, the memory of his kiss still lingering on her lips. She unconsciously ran her tongue nervously around them.

			‘I promised to be a gentleman and not seduce you. I didn’t say anything about not kissing you at all,’ he said suggestively.

			She briefly considered whether she should ask him about the event again and call his bluff. This time, her cheeks turned red with her body’s reaction to the expectation of his kiss. She abruptly turned to click the fastening of her seat belt to hide her embarrassment.

			Katherine stayed quiet for the next half hour as Tate negotiated the late-evening traffic. When they reached the motorway, he sighed and relaxed back in his seat, turning to look at her. She was busy with her phone, looking up the latest newsfeeds and social-media chatter, though her heart wasn’t really in it.

			‘So,’ he began, ‘what would you like to know about me?’

			He hadn’t forgotten. She was hoping that he wouldn’t come back to the embarrassing way he had caught her asking about her predecessor. She sneaked a glance at him, but his face was expressionless. She ventured quietly, ‘I was only wondering about Stella because you told me that she left without warning.’

			‘No worries,’ he said calmly. ‘Though actually, I didn’t say that she’d left suddenly. Only that she left me in the lurch.’

			‘You used the word “elope”.’

			‘Quite so. I only said that because I didn’t like the idea that she would leave her job simply because she was getting married. In this day and age! I expect women to be independent, make their own choices, rather than let the man in their lives make decisions for them.’

			‘Did she tell you that it was her husband who wanted her to be a stay-at-home wife? And didn’t she have to move out of the country to be with him?’

			‘No,’ he admitted. ‘It could have been her decision, though I doubt it.’ He ran his fingers through his hair with frustration. ‘Look, it’s academic now. She’s left and won’t be coming back. I’ve tried to manage without her. It’s horrible. Mrs Maple has her hands full.’ He gave her a sidelong glance. ‘Would you consider doing this on a permanent basis?’

			‘No,’ she replied quickly. The thought of working with him on a daily basis and not being able to do anything more felt like torture. She managed to say lightly, ‘It’s not exactly my cup of tea.’

			‘What is your cup of tea? Sam told me that you’re jobless and poor. Can’t understand how you can afford an Audi. Was it a gift?’ At least he hadn’t repeated the accusation that she had seduced a man to earn it.

			She was sorely tempted to lie and answer in the affirmative, to hell with the implications. ‘No,’ she admitted grudgingly. ‘I bought it several years ago.’ She couldn’t understand her reticence about telling him the truth. Something told her that it wouldn’t help. Perhaps it would even make him angrier. Earlier, she had rationalised that it would be just another tool that she would be handing him to use against her. Knowing that she was a politician would leave her vulnerable. He could easily blackmail her. Now that she knew him slightly better, she was fairly sure that he wouldn’t, unless of course her brother did something crazy again. She didn’t really know if she could trust Keith, particularly as he was in love. Love made one do crazy things. She had never seen him totally into a relationship to the extent he had proposed marriage. All his previous relationships had been meaningless flings. She knew that he was serious this time, which was why she questioned his easy acceptance of Tate’s condition for his release from jail.

			They had been quiet for some time now. After her admission that she owned the car, Tate seemed to be lost in thought. It was dark outside, the only light coming from the headlights of passing vehicles. Katherine looked around the luxurious Bentley, a far cry more expensive than her middle-class Audi. Her eyelids started drooping when Tate’s voice startled her out of her stupor.

			‘What kind of a job are you looking for?’ His voice was careless, almost indifferent. ‘I know quite a few local businessmen. I can put in a good word.’

			‘What makes you think I’m looking for a job?’

			‘Sam said something,’ he replied vaguely, with an expansive gesture. ‘You didn’t answer my question.’

			‘Funny. A week ago, you didn’t even know me. A few days ago, you wanted to chuck me out for incompetence. Now you want to recommend me for a job?’

			‘I’ve already apologised for my behaviour,’ he responded grumpily. ‘I’m just offering to help. No need to snap at me.’

			She regretted her outburst, accurate as it may have been. ‘Your apology is quite enough. You don’t have to make up for it by finding me a job.’ She looked at him appraisingly. Was this a good time? As good time as any. ‘What you can do is get my brother out of jail.’

			‘I’ll do that as soon as your two weeks are done. Not a day before. That’s the deal and I’m sticking to it.’ He looked at her curiously. ‘Don’t you trust me?’

			‘I don’t know you well enough to trust you,’ she responded coolly. ‘Or to distrust you,’ she added hastily as she saw his lips tighten with anger. ‘What I was trying to say was that after tomorrow’s event and Saturday’s party, there’s very little for me to do. Why not have him released by Saturday? Then we’ll both be out of your hair,’ she asked in what she hoped was a persuasive tone.

			‘I’ll find you something to do,’ he replied curtly, clearly struggling to hold on to his temper. ‘You’ve done a good job so far. Just keep it up and we’ll all be fine.’ He added as an afterthought, ‘It’ll give you time to get to know me better. I’ve already called off the moratorium on personal questions.’

			She almost laughed out loud, but she knew this would only make him angrier. She instead said primly, ‘As I’ve said before, I don’t really see the need. You don’t want Keith anywhere near your sister. I completely understand that.’ It also implied that he didn’t want her to be part of his life. She could understand that too. Why, then, did he want her to get to know him?

			Tate muttered, ‘You’re the most infuriating woman I’ve ever met. Most women might mistake my friendship for an offer of marriage. You can’t wait to get away from me.’

			‘Is that what you’re offering me? Friendship?’

			‘For now, yes,’ he replied. Was it temporary? Or was he hinting that it would become more than friendship in the future? As tantalising as the thought was, she couldn’t afford a relationship at this time in her life. What was his rationale? Maybe he saw her response to him and wanted to explore the physical chemistry they had. No! If that had been the case, he would have taken her the other night when they had almost made love. Was it an old-fashioned sense of chivalry that had prompted him to withdraw? Or was it a simple matter of self-preservation? He didn’t really want her and didn’t want to complicate matters by sleeping with her. A sudden thought struck her with horror. Had he assumed that she was trying to seduce him to have her brother released? Was that his way of saying, ‘no such luck baby’? She had to test this theory.

			‘Fine friend you are. You refuse to let my brother out of jail and you’re offering me friendship?’

			‘They’re two completely separate and distinct matters and you bloody well know that,’ he ground out. ‘You’re nothing like your brother. He’s sneaky and manipulative. You have been nothing but honest and sincere. He’s stupid and a layabout. You, on the other hand, are smart, intelligent, modest and diligent.’

			She almost laughed again at that, wondering how he would react if he knew the truth about her. She hadn’t lied, but she had certainly prevaricated about her current occupation as well as her trusting him. She didn’t trust him, but her body didn’t follow reason. The thought of them together had her clamouring for a climax, but that would pass as soon as she was away from his presence. This was currently difficult considering that they were each other’s captive audience! 

			‘I’m not so different to my brother, Tate,’ was her only response to his revelation about his opinion of her. This would all be dashed the moment he found out the truth. The most prudent course of action was to quietly finish her two weeks, then disappear quickly, hopefully with Keith in tow.

			‘I don’t know why you’re jobless. You’re clearly not without skills. I know there’s a lot you aren’t telling me about your past and how it’s affected your present, but whatever’s happened, it’s the past. You have your whole life ahead of you. Think about what I’ve said. We’ll talk again when this stupid deal is behind us.’

			His vicious tone as he described their deal shocked her. ‘Do you regret striking this deal with me?’

			‘On the contrary, I think it’s the smartest thing I’ve ever done,’ he said, contradicting his earlier comment. He must have felt he owed her an explanation as he offered, ‘I only said it’s stupid for you.’

			Put that in your pipe and smoke it, said Tate silently to Katherine in his mind. He couldn’t understand her rejection at getting to know him better, especially after demonstrating her curiosity. She must think I’m bonkers. He couldn’t even understand his own behaviour. At first, his plan had been simple. Make both of them pay for their crimes to his sister. Now, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to do that anymore. He thought he was immune to Katherine, but clearly he wasn’t. He had come dangerously close to losing all his self-control that night he had gone to her room to comfort her. In that, he had told her the truth. How quickly his impulse to comfort her had turned into raw passion she would never know. She had been so vulnerable. Rather than experiencing pleasure at her pain, he had felt a gut-wrenching guilt. Cursing himself for feeling both sympathy and desire, he had left her room before he could do more damage to her and, ultimately, to him as well.

			Now she had thrown his offer of friendship back in his face. Justifiably so, he thought ruefully. He looked at her from time to time, trying to fathom what she was thinking. When she’d asked him hesitantly to release her brother from jail, he’d been sorely tempted to comply. Given her honour and pride, he had little doubt that she would keep up her end of the bargain, but he had to admit that he didn’t want to see her gone. 

			Even his offer to help her wasn’t as altruistic as he was making it out to be. He wanted her around for as long as possible. These last few days away from the mansion had been tortuous. He kept thinking about her, about the way she stretched, oblivious of her own sensuality. He had accused her of flaunting herself, but the hurt and mortification in her eyes had told him in no uncertain terms that there wasn’t a bone of duplicity in her body. He had tried his best to make amends, but all he’d got in return was more hostility and distrust. Why should she trust him? She couldn’t be sure, even now after his sincere apology, that he would keep up his end of the bargain. She was so trusting. He was still furious with Keith. And he didn’t believe Keith was the right person for his baby sister.

			Only she wasn’t a baby anymore. He had played the role of both mother and father to Sam since their parents had died. With the added responsibility of making his mark on the world, he had no hesitation in dropping out of university to look after her. And he had taken care of her. Like a mother hen when she needed coddling and a strict father when she needed discipline. He knew in his heart that he had done his best. He also had to acknowledge that it couldn’t have been enough. She was warm, free-spirited and independent. He’d taught her to be independent, but this very independence had threatened her future. When he’d put his foot down about her relationship with Keith, he’d made her cry for the very first time. Lately, he was making a habit of making women cry. First Sam and now Katherine had borne the brunt of his brutish temper, but until recently, he’d been a fairly easy-going chap.

			He wondered how he was going to tackle the next few days. For the second time in his life, over the last few weeks, he was stumped by the actions of women. With his success with the opposite sex, he thought he was on sure ground handling them. He had made sure he never got too close to his past girlfriends. He didn’t ask any personal questions and didn’t encourage any about himself, keeping things as casual as possible and ending the relationship at the first sign of excessive emotional intimacy. They had all been quite eager to please him in bed and he had taken them for granted, though on the rare occasion women ended the relationship, he had moved on without a second thought. He knew that they’d done so because they’d realised any attempt to get closer to him, let alone get him closer to the altar, was well-nigh impossible. Now he was trying to get close to Katherine and she had rebuffed his every overture. 

			He only had himself to blame, playing this stupid trick. He wouldn’t admit this to her, but he had to accept that the deal was stupid. He had filed a complaint about Keith in a moment of fury and sheer madness and had been contemplating withdrawing his complaint when Katherine had walked into his life. He now understood that his real motivation was to get closer to her. He had to stop lying to himself. He was going to charm her into staying longer. At the right time, he would have her brother released and offer her a job. 

			Although she seemed reluctant, he was convinced that she needed to work. She had taken the train instead of taking a taxi. She had no job and probably couldn’t afford the upkeep of an expensive vehicle. He wondered briefly how she had managed to get herself into this situation. It didn’t matter. He wanted to take care of her, and she wouldn’t have to work, if she didn’t want to. She desired him. That much she wasn’t able to hide. 

			A brief moment of doubt clouded his confused mind. Was it simply because she was hurting that she was vulnerable to his touch? He had felt a tremor pass through her when he touched her lips. That had to mean something surely. Or was he simply clutching at straws, trying to convince himself of something that wasn’t really there?

			I’m going to make a campaign of this, he thought. Lay on the charm. Dazzle her with my brilliance. Soften her with my solicitousness. No woman has stood a chance with me, once I’ve made up my mind. Katherine, I’m going to make you mine. He wondered how he was going to do that and keep his promise to her. He acknowledged ruefully that his new plan wasn’t exactly perfect. He would have to play it by ear. Whatever he was going to do, he was going to make damn sure he didn’t make her cry again.

			As he guided his Bentley into the driveway, he looked over to see Katherine sleeping. He watched her for a few minutes, looking at her slightly parted lips and her soft breathing. Her hair shone in the pale moonlight, her eyelashes dark on her cheeks against her pale, alabaster skin. Her full, naturally rosy lips had that familiar translucent lip gloss. She looked so peaceful and innocent. He remembered how her lips had felt against his own and felt himself stir, his body’s burning response to that single thought shaking him to his core. He had never ever felt this way about any woman. He wanted to take her in his arms, carry her to her bedroom and tuck her into bed, but he knew she wouldn’t thank him for it. He reached out to wake her, then withdrew. He didn’t have the heart to disturb her.

			Katherine’s eyes fluttered open as she slowly became aware of her surroundings. The gentle sway of the smooth car had stopped. Had they reached home already? Or had the car stopped at a traffic light? She looked around and noticed that they had indeed arrived. She turned to Tate. He was watching her with a strange expression on his face for a fleeting moment, but then it disappeared.

			‘Wakey-wakey, sleepyhead. We’ve arrived,’ he said unnecessarily, with a smile on his face. Katherine caught her breath at that beautiful smile. How come she hadn’t noticed how beautiful he looked when he smiled? His eyes had a gleam and his lips curled at just the corners, a faint hint of his teeth showing through them.

			She replied huskily, ‘Sorry I wasn’t much company. Just really tired, I guess.’ She unfastened her seat belt.

			‘I completely understand,’ he assured her. ‘Why don’t you sleep in? Roger tells me that the plans for the event are more or less in place and I want you to be at your best tomorrow.’

			She nodded and yawned. ‘Sorry,’ she said and yawned again.

			‘Off to bed, young lady. And that’s an order.’ He paused. ‘Unless you’re hungry? I can whip up a midnight snack, if you like.’

			Katherine was sorely tempted. She wasn’t really that hungry, but the thought of being with him in the intimacy of his kitchen was tantalising. It occurred to her that he was probably just being polite. She reluctantly forced herself to yawn once again and said, ‘Another time perhaps. I’m not hungry.’ Was that a look of disappointment that flashed across his face? It was gone so quickly that she couldn’t be sure. Why would he be disappointed that she wasn’t hungry? He must be tired too. 

			‘Goodnight, Tate. Thanks for bringing me home.’

			As she went upstairs to her room, her poor choice of words came back to haunt her. What did she mean by ‘home’? This wasn’t her home. She felt embarrassed. What must he be thinking? All he had to do was show her some kindness and she was laying down roots? Ridiculous. 

			As she undressed, she looked at herself in the wardrobe mirror. What a sight she was. Her hair was all over the place, her eyes were drowsy, tiredness sapping all the sparkle they usually housed and her dress was crumpled. That’s why he was looking at her strangely. She was a mess. She sighed, changed into her nightclothes and fell into bed.

			The next day’s event was even more spectacular than the first. She had outdone herself. She fixed all the minor mistakes of the first one, making sure that the music was just right, repairing the speech she had prepared along with Roger and bringing a fresh new perspective suitable to the occasion.

			As they drove back to the mansion, Katherine was reminded of the last time they had done so, less than twenty-four hours earlier. ‘That speech was pretty good. You didn’t have to extempore it this time,’ she announced, sighing with satisfaction.

			‘Nicely done,’ he complimented her. ‘You’re pretty good with speeches. Even yesterday’s was good. The only mistake you made was listening to Roger and those other idiots. You pretty much nailed it today. It was almost as though you have loads of experience writing speeches.’ 

			Katherine gave a sudden start and desperately tried not to look at him. Finally, she sneaked a glance to see his expression. He was smiling! Didn’t suspect a thing, thank goodness. 

			‘I honestly didn’t think today’s event could possibly be better than yesterday’s, but it was. Did you see the expression on their faces when you unveiled the mock-up of the product? Priceless!’

			Katherine glowed with pleasure at his effusive praise. He had been really supportive all day. When she’d eventually stumbled down for breakfast that morning, he had it hot and steaming, ready to eat. He’d even waited, eating his own breakfast along with her. He was a really good conversationalist, she discovered, having a unique take on almost every subject. His sense of humour was dry, as was expected, but surprisingly self-deprecating. She couldn’t have ever imagined that modesty was one of his strong suits, but he had surprised her. Just as he had surprised her with his unstinting appreciation for her efforts. ‘Thank you, Tate,’ she said quietly. ‘It means a lot to me.’

			He patted her hand warmly, then held it in his for the remainder of the drive to the mansion. Oddly, she didn’t object to this; nor did it seem untoward. It felt perfectly normal for an employer to hold the hand of his short-term, captive employee, whom he had blackmailed into the job. 

			The reminder of her circumstances dulled her pleasure. She gently drew away her hand, pretending to look for her phone.

			‘I’m not really all that tired, Katherine. Would you like to take a stroll with me? Why don’t you change into something more casual and join me downstairs?’

			Katherine nodded before her mind could make up some silly excuse. Besides, she only had a few more days to go. Why be uncivil? ‘Lucky you don’t have to change,’ she remarked at the irony that his clothes represented, particularly the trainers he was wearing. ‘I don’t know how you can get away with wearing such casual clothes to such a prestigious establishment.’

			Tate laughed. ‘A successful man’s prerogative,’ he said unassumingly. ‘I get away with it because no one dares to question it. I know it’s inappropriate. It has the added advantage of attracting more attention. Which is important in my line of business. Besides, I really want to fit in with my clients, the people in whom I invest my time and money. Age of the geek, baby!’

			‘You’ve said that before. If I recall correctly, you were half-naked standing in the doorway of my bedroom when you said it.’

			‘Are you criticising my lack of originality or trying to impress me with your eidetic memory?’

			‘A bit of both, I suppose,’ she responded laughingly.

			‘There’s another possibility,’ he said. ‘My wonderful physique left an indelible impression on you.’ He was smiling as though it was a joke.

			It was too close to the truth for comfort. What she was really imagining was how he would look fully naked. She blushed and managed to whisper, ‘Be back in a jiffy.’

			Their stroll turned out to be more of a tour initially, as he showed her the grounds. The backyard, if one could give the expansive, lovely grounds such a modest title, was much bigger than she had envisaged earlier. Her window overlooked the front and she hadn’t bothered to explore.

			‘Sam and I used to come up here much more often when we were younger. I was actually busier then and preferred to stay in the City, working seven days a week. But Sam dragged me down here, forcing me, sometimes threatening me. She told me importantly that I needed to rest and recharge my batteries. She was right. We used to play over there,’ he said, pointing to a well-equipped playground.

			‘Does that belong to you too?’ Katherine asked in surprise.

			‘Nope. That belongs to the council. But I pay for its upkeep. There’s a public school not too far from here. Kids usually come over during term time. It’s summer hols now, so they don’t come over as much. Their parents usually take them to some exotic location. Many of them don’t even live around these parts.’

			Katherine gathered that it must have boarding provisions as well as allowing day scholars. ‘Did you study there?’

			‘No,’ he said slowly. ‘I studied in a state school, as did Sam. By the time I could afford to send her, it was too late and probably disruptive. She didn’t seem to mind though. Ever since our parents died, I’ve been her only family. We don’t have aunts and uncles. Our parents were only children, and our grandparents are long dead.’

			‘How did they die? Your parents, I mean.’

			‘Car accident.’

			‘I’m so sorry. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,’ she said, squeezing his arm.

			He turned to look at her. ‘Some other time perhaps.’ He hesitated, then said jerkily, ‘These last couple of days have been…’ He hesitated again, clearly struggling to find the right words. What was he trying to say? He cleared his throat and continued, taking both her hands in his. ‘I’ve enjoyed myself,’ he finished simply. It was obvious that he wanted to say more.

			Katherine reached up and gave him a quick peck on the cheek, before drawing slightly away, looking uncertainly into his eyes. He pulled her roughly into his arms and kissed her, his mouth moving sensuously against her own, demanding entry. She opened her lips eagerly, her tongue reaching out to play with his. He pulled her even more tightly into his arms, so much that she winced.

			‘I swore to myself and you that I wouldn’t do this,’ he groaned against her cheek, his arms relaxing but still maintaining his grip on her. His hands moved restlessly up and down her back, moulding her curves, stopping at the small indentation in her lower back, before moving further down to cup her behind. His hands were gentle, but the slight pressure brought her close enough for his need for her to become evident. ‘I’ve been fighting a losing battle keeping my hands off you, Katherine.’

			She didn’t reply, worrying that anything she could say would only ruin this perfect moment. She pressed herself unconsciously against him, her hands moving encouragingly over his back, lingering on his tight rear, before she mimicked his movement and pulled him against her. She could feel the hardness of his desire against her own softness, the symmetry of their bodies swaying gently as he kissed her again.

			She was surprised when he withdrew to take her hand in his, gently leading her back to the mansion.

			‘Tate, I don’t know what to say,’ she began, wondering what had happened for him to stop. And why had she encouraged him like that, when he had made it clear that he didn’t want to make love to her? She wanted him yet knew that it would be a mistake. What could she say? Her situation was untenable. She was here to get her brother released from jail, nothing more. She hadn’t told him the truth about her. She couldn’t blame him for thinking that she was his for the taking. She hadn’t exactly resisted his advances either. She could even tell that this wasn’t a practised charm; he really was struggling with his strong attraction towards her. But that was all it was. All that it could ever be between them. She was tempted for a moment to give in to her yearnings and his. However, she would never be able to respect herself. Nor, she suspected, would he. At least until her brother was out of jail. But then what? No, their relationship, if one could call it that, was over before it could even start.

			‘You don’t have to say anything, Katherine. It’s my problem. I’ll deal with it,’ he said, as though this was just an itch he needed to scratch, and he could do it with someone else easily enough. His words were like a cold bucket of water thrown in her face. She stifled her disappointment and her despair, two tears rolling helplessly down her cheek.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The next few days went by in a blur. Katherine went about her tasks dutifully, her emotional status being her bane. Tate’s behaviour bewildered her. He was attentive, even more so than usual, but he didn’t try to kiss her again, much to her disappointment. They managed an uneasy companionship, their discussions focused on work rather than the palpable sexual tension between them. He made no mention of it either, which if anything, made matters worse.

			What kind of game was he playing? He had shown her in so many ways that he still wanted her. They went for long walks, holding hands, and sometimes his hand would snake around her waist. He was attentive to her needs, making sure she was well fed and went to bed early. They always sat close to each other at dinner, Manfred following his master’s orders, placing the tableware at the corner of Tate’s choice. He even held her hand while eating sometimes. Yet he made no attempt to kiss her or deepen their physical contact. 

			His proximity unnerved her, and his deliberate abstinence from any intimacy was frustrating. Her body was a bundle of nerves and unfulfilled cravings, her emotions distraught. Was he teasing her? Perhaps even testing her. He was always watchful, as though waiting for something from her.

			On Tuesday, two days before the end of her two weeks of torment, she went to his study to ask him about a meeting that he had just cancelled.

			‘Mrs Hobson called. She was wondering why you cancelled the meeting at the last minute. I thought you were going to make it. What should I tell her?’

			Tate grimaced. ‘Mrs Hobson’s a real bore. If her son wasn’t one of my investments, I wouldn’t even bother with her. She’s just trying to control him. He doesn’t want to listen to her, so he’s hiding behind me. I just can’t be bothered,’ he ended theatrically.

			‘What should I tell her? Do you want me to reschedule?’

			Tate considered it for a minute. After a long silence, he surprised her by asking, ‘What do you think I should do?’

			‘Are you asking me for advice?’

			‘Yes. I’m asking you for advice. How should I handle her?’

			‘I think you’re better placed to figure it out,’ she said coldly. ‘You understand her type better than me. You know, she’s the quintessential controlling mother hen, out to protect her ward against the cruel world.’ She added unkindly, ‘Just like you with your sister.’

			Tate refused to rise to her bait. ‘Be that as it may,’ he said calmly, ‘she’s a woman. You’re a woman. You must share some common ground with her. You’re protective towards your brother too, aren’t you – protecting him against evil, despicable me?’ His lips curled delightfully as he spoke, the corners of his eyes crinkling with supressed mirth.

			‘Are you laughing at me?’ she asked, dangerously close to exploding.

			He let out a small smile. ‘Hardly laughing,’ he said. ‘Well, at least not at you. Perhaps at our situation. Come on, Katherine. It’s part of your job, you know. Tell me how to deal with the irrepressible Mrs Hobson.’

			Katherine tried to control her temper. He was laughing at her, notwithstanding his protestations. ‘Well, I would meet her. Avoiding her will simply make her go back to her son. That will make him unhappy and hurt your project. I suggest you meet her and assure her that you have his best interests at heart.’

			‘She’ll simply try to boss me around.’

			Katherine snorted inelegantly. ‘No one can boss you around, Tate. I’m sure many people have tried and failed.’

			‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’ He sighed. ‘I’ll try it your way then. Reschedule the meeting. Tell her I was unexpectedly held up.’

			‘Held up doing what exactly? You’ve just been lolling around the mansion.’ She wanted to add that he was doing a remarkable impression of a lovesick puppy, but she also knew that it would enrage him. Besides, she suspected that his theatrics were for her benefit. Tate wanted her to make the first move. He had more or less hinted it the night they went for that stroll. He had said she didn’t need to say anything, but in her mind the implication was obvious. He wasn’t going to seduce her. She was expected to seduce him, but she was damned if she was going to prostitute herself that way! 

			What he didn’t know, couldn’t possibly know, was that she was very, very close to succumbing. Twice, he had called out from his bathroom, demanding she hand him the towel he had so conveniently left in his bedroom. She had obliged by tossing it at him, unerringly finding his hand, while he laughed uproariously at her modesty. It was all just a game to him. She’d had to exercise every ounce of self-control from joining him in the shower, her clothes be damned. He had also taken to walking around without his T-shirts, wearing a pair of ridiculous shorts that barely contained his modesty. Even now, he wasn’t wearing anything above his waist.

			‘Make up something. Anything, really. I don’t care.’ He looked on with satisfaction as her eyes hungrily roved over his upper torso. ‘Something else bothering you, Kate?’

			‘Don’t call me that!’ she snapped.

			‘You prefer Kat then? Kat. Hmm. It has a nice ring to it. Makes you seem like a contented kitten.’ He purred with satisfaction, repeating the diminutive a few times, rolling it around his mouth, savouring it.

			‘Only Keith calls me that. And I don’t like it when he does it either.’

			‘I know. Sam told me.’

			‘You spoke to her?’ she asked, surprised. Given that he had more or less put the kibosh on his sister’s relationship with Keith, she was astonished they were on speaking terms.

			‘I speak to her almost every day.’

			‘What do you talk about?’ she asked, the words torn out of her unexpectedly.

			‘This and that.’ When she glared at him, he relented. ‘Mostly about you. As you refuse to tell me anything about yourself, I have to ask her.’

			Katherine froze. She knew that Sam didn’t know that much about her. Keith had lied to Sam as well, so Sam didn’t know that she was actually the Mayor of Blissmore. But that was based on their last conversation. Had Keith told her the truth? Judging by the mocking way Tate was looking at her, she doubted that he knew. She was almost certain he would have accosted her gleefully with the truth had he found out.

			‘What did she tell you? What did you tell her?’ she asked finally, letting her breath out slowly, fearful that he may have guessed that she was hiding something. ‘Did you tell her about our deal?’ She was desperate to keep this information totally private, particularly from Keith. If Sam knew, then she would definitely tell him.

			Tate must have sensed her discomfort. ‘Don’t worry. She had no revelations about your disreputable past or present. And no, I didn’t tell her about our little arrangement.’ He looked away as he spoke, his face slightly flushed. He was actually embarrassed. But why?

			‘What else did she say?’ Katherine was curious about his embarrassment but was afraid to ask him about it. Was he feeling guilty?

			‘Just some titbits about your relationship with your brother, which by the way is remarkably similar to mine with Sam. I understand your parents died too, when you were young.’

			‘Yes,’ she replied, her face clouding as she remembered those difficult days. She’d also had to raise Keith, much like Tate had to raise Sam. He was right. They did have that much in common.

			He said gently, ‘I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been a tough time for both of you.’

			‘We survived,’ she said. ‘Toughened us up.’

			‘I can tell,’ he said. ‘You’ve shown a remarkable stoicism.’ He added ruefully, ‘Especially when I was at my worst behaviour with you. It must have been hell, living with me like this, under duress.’

			He made it sound like they were cohabiting, living in sin. ‘I would hardly call it that,’ she scoffed. ‘Let’s just call it what it is: penance for my brother’s transgressions. And I’m not exactly living with you, as you describe it. I’m merely availing myself of your kind hospitality while I’m doing it.’

			‘If you say so,’ he said, sounding bored. His face was still flushed. 

			He got up unexpectedly, walking around his desk towards her, stopping so very close to her. So close that she could feel the warmth emanating from his bare body. ‘So, you think you’re paying the price for your brother’s sins, hmm?’ He reached out to tuck a stray tendril of hair behind her ear. ‘How do you manage to keep your hair so shiny and lustrous?’ His fingers were still playing with her hair.

			‘Shampoo and conditioner, same as everyone else,’ she replied. ‘By the way, those two words – shiny and lustrous – mean the same thing.’

			‘My mistake. I had to drop out of university to care for Sam,’ he said softly, coming even closer, if that were possible. All she had to do was move a millimetre and their bodies would touch. She closed her eyes to banish the image, which was a mistake. 

			‘Penny for your thoughts?’ he asked.

			She steeled herself not to move. Retreating would mean accepting defeat and the success of his endeavours to tease her. She forced herself to open her eyes and stared at him coldly. ‘They’re too expensive for you. Pennies won’t cut it.’

			‘Try me. I’m a rich man.’

			‘Not for all the tea in China,’ she snarled. His nearness was making her heart do quick somersaults. He must be able to hear it beating wildly!

			He raised his hand again to trace the throbbing vein on her throat. ‘You’re hiding something from me, Kate. What is it?’

			‘I told you not to call me that! And if you don’t stop groping me, I’ll leave.’

			‘Is that all that’s stopping you?’ He removed the offending finger. ‘Here! I’ve stopped groping you.’

			He didn’t seem perturbed by her hostility, only mildly amused. Just as she thought. It was all a game to him. A game of cat and mouse. Only he was the cat. ‘No, that’s not the only thing.’ She deliberately paused. ‘When do you want me to reschedule the meeting with Mrs Hobson?’

			He sighed and moved away, walking back to his desk. ‘Any day after Thursday,’ he said.

			‘You mean, after I’ve left.’

			‘I’ve not decided yet if you are leaving,’ he announced calmly.

			Her eyes widened in horror. ‘What? Are you planning to keep me here indefinitely? That wasn’t what we agreed! You said you’ll let my brother go after two weeks. That ends in two days.’

			‘Don’t be an idiot. That’s not what I meant.’

			‘What did you mean then?’ She was still in shock, terrified that he held Keith’s future in his hands.

			‘I will release your brother as promised. As far as your job is concerned, I want to discuss that with you later. That’s what I meant.’

			‘There’s nothing to discuss. I’m leaving on Thursday, regardless of what you do,’ she announced and flounced away.

			She studiously avoided him for the next two days, aware that it infuriated him. She heard doors being slammed and desks being rattled with his frustration. Short of accosting her about her deliberately dodging him, he did everything he could to let her know that he wasn’t pleased by her tactics. It made it easier for her when he disappeared for the first half of Wednesday. When she skipped dinner that night, choosing to stay in her room, she knew he had reached breaking point when there came a loud knock on her door.

			When she opened it, he looked past her, his face paling when he saw her open suitcase, already half packed. For a change, he was dressed in formal clothes: dark pinstripe trousers, a matching blazer and a white shirt. A tie hung loosely askew around his neck. He looked tired; his eyes were drawn with shadows under them.

			‘I want to talk to you,’ he said tersely. ‘Join me for dinner.’ It was not a request.

			Not wanting to escalate their little skirmish into an open confrontation, she followed him meekly to the kitchen. ‘What’s cooking?’ she asked, as though she couldn’t feel the palpable tension between them.

			‘Roast beef and gravy with baby potatoes. There’s a crunchy salad as well. Sit down. I’ll serve you.’ He permitted himself a small smile. ‘Janice is a good cook, but I would’ve made it differently.’ There was a hint of pride in his voice. It was a surprise, coming from him. He was the most unassuming man she had met, if one ignored his overbearing attitude and his violent temper.

			Their loaded plates in front them, they eyed each other warily. Katherine was the first to break the silence. She said innocuously, ‘This is good. Nice of you to have reminded me I missed dinner.’

			‘You were avoiding me,’ he said flatly.

			‘I was busy.’

			‘I can see that. You were busy packing. You can’t wait to get away from here, can you?’ When she merely looked at him, he asked savagely, ‘Tell me, Kate! Were the last two weeks really that bad?’

			‘The last ten days were passable,’ she responded evenly. ‘That doesn’t change the fact that our deal was for two weeks.’

			‘I want you to stay. Permanently.’

			‘As what?’ she asked him. ‘I’ve already told you I’m not interested in your job offer.’

			‘I haven’t actually made one yet,’ he was quick to point out.

			‘Okay, so you haven’t. Still not interested.’

			‘You haven’t heard the offer.’

			He threw out a figure that she knew was preposterously high, not that she knew what social secretaries generally made. Her own didn’t make one tenth of the figure he had quoted. ‘I’ll even throw in accommodation. In London, that is. I have a spare flat.’

			‘No doubt close to yours,’ she taunted.

			He swore, quickly and fiercely. ‘That’s not the point. I’m not…’ he sputtered, seeming lost for words. Had she pushed him too far? He continued more calmly. ‘It’s close to the office. I sometimes used it in the early days. It’s much smaller than mine, but it has two bedrooms. All the regular benefits of a regular employee – final salary pension, private medical insurance, travel allowance, the works.’

			‘Are you finished?’ she asked.

			‘Yes.’

			‘What of my brother?’

			‘I was coming to that.’ He smiled triumphantly. ‘I’ve already withdrawn my complaint. They should be releasing him any moment now.’

			Katherine was astonished. Rather than being pleased that her ordeal was finally over, she argued with him. ‘How come he hasn’t called or texted me?’

			‘I requested he waits until tomorrow. I told him about the job offer and wanted it to be a surprise.’ 

			Katherine was surprised that her brother had agreed to this and her eyes filled with tears. ‘Why are you torturing me like this? You could have told me this morning. That’s where you disappeared to, wasn’t it?’

			‘Yes. And I’m sorry. I wanted to surprise you. I guess that was stupid. Now you know you’re no longer beholden to me in any way, you’re free to decide.’

			‘What if you reinstate the charges? I mean, make a fresh complaint.’

			Tate’s hands balled into fists. He let out a long breath and swore again, then abruptly got up and ran out of the kitchen. He was back in a few seconds, tossing an envelope in front of her. ‘Read that. It’s my statement. I’ve made it clear that it was a genuine misunderstanding. Go on! Read it!’

			She opened the envelope with shaking hands and read the statement. It was an unequivocal withdrawal of his complaint, leaving no room for reinstatement of the charges. ‘Thank you, Tate.’ She didn’t attempt to stop her tears, letting them flow freely. He didn’t say a word, watching carefully, offering her a handkerchief he produced from the pocket of his trousers. She accepted it gracefully, blowing her nose after wiping her face. ‘It’s over,’ she whispered to herself.

			‘I can imagine how you must have felt, not knowing if I would keep my end of the bargain.’

			‘You have no idea,’ she said hoarsely. ‘It was torture.’

			‘I’m sorry, but your brother had it coming. You have to admit that I’ve treated you well. At least these past few days.’

			She nodded shakily, still fraught with emotion. ‘Thank you so much,’ she drawled sarcastically.

			Tate shook his head. ‘You have every right to feel that way. But please. Give serious thought to my job offer. It’s a good one. You’ll be settled for life. Your brother too. I’ll even help him find a job.’

			‘I thought you didn’t want anything to do with my family. Are you also reconsidering their relationship? I mean Sam’s and Keith’s.’

			‘No, I’m not reconsidering the relationship,’ he said, answering her last question first. ‘I still think your brother is unsuitable for my sister. They’re both too young to marry. Although you’ll be working for me, there’s no reason for our families to be close.’ He paused. ‘Perhaps we should discuss this tomorrow. I can see this may not be the best time.’

			‘I’m fine,’ she responded, drying her tears. ‘I would rather finish the discussion now.’ She wanted to leave first thing in the morning. She would leave now, if she felt that her emotional state would allow her to drive safely at this time of the night.

			‘What do you think? Will you accept?’

			‘No.’

			He snapped back, ‘Why not? You don’t have a job. You need the money. I need a social secretary. You’ve proven that you can do the job really well, perhaps even better than Stella.’

			‘I doubt that,’ she said dryly, wondering if the redoubtable Stella would forgive him if she knew her ex-boss was comparing her unfavourably with Katherine. ‘I have many reasons for refusing your kind offer,’ she observed politely. ‘The most important one, and hopefully one that you can appreciate, is that I don’t want to be disloyal to my brother. What do you think he’ll say if I tell him I’m going to work for the man who threw him in prison after framing him for a crime he didn’t commit?’

			Tate looked at her moodily. ‘If that’s the only reason, you might remember that I told you I’ve already spoken to him about it. He didn’t seem to have any objections.’ 

			This was beyond bizarre. Keith knew very well that she couldn’t accept the offer.

			‘How could you have told him about the job offer without mentioning our agreement?’ she asked, watching him closely.

			His reaction was calm. ‘I did tell him about our first meeting. I told him that I was impressed by you and wanted to offer you the job to make amends for his time in jail. I even offered to help him find a job. He refused. But then, he’s a man and a proud one at that. You’re a woman and I know that you’re much more pragmatic. You need this job.’

			‘Are you deaf? I told you I have many more reasons. And you don’t know the first thing about me, let alone the best thing for me. Why are you being so persistent about it? Surely you can find someone else. There must be dozens of qualified people out there dying to work with someone like you.’

			‘What do you mean… someone like me?’

			‘Rich, famous, handsome, successful… shall I go on?’

			‘Oh. No, it won’t be necessary. It’s just that, well, we get along so well.’

			‘Imagine our roles being reversed. If I had made sure my brother couldn’t marry your sister, do you think she would be happy with this?’

			‘In that situation, I would convince my sister.’

			‘Well, there you have it. I wouldn’t even try. Besides, I don’t want to work for you. You’ve been kind to me over the past few days, I’ll give you that. But the way you treated me when I first came here…’ She shuddered at the memory of the humiliation she’d felt. ‘Also, I’m not sure if you’ll be able to control that urge to get me into bed.’ 

			There! She’d said it. She was lying though. If he had even touched her, she would have melted in his arms and begged him to make love to her. It was his extraordinary self-control that had kept them apart.

			‘You may have a point there,’ he admitted grudgingly. ‘These last few days have been torture. We have to give ourselves the opportunity to explore these feelings.’

			‘Feelings or just a plain old physical itch? Are you offering me a job with fringe benefits?’

			‘I’m asking you stay,’ he said roughly. ‘Under whatever circumstances you choose. I don’t really care. As you rightly pointed out, I can probably get another social secretary eventually. I’m not going to find another you.’

			This was new. ‘What are you offering me then? The opportunity to be your live-in – what? Girlfriend? Kept mistress? Sex slave?’

			‘You’re just twisting my words to give them the worst possible interpretation! You can’t deny you have some feelings for me too.’

			‘I can and will deny it. I admit to some sexual attraction, like a moth to a flame. Unfortunately, it’s not just dangerous but destructive as well. Tate, if you’re honest with yourself, you’ll have to admit that what you’re calling your feelings are purely manifestations of sexual desire. I’m sorry, but I just can’t do it. It may be easy for you to enjoy sex with someone and then leave them. For me, it has to mean something more. Much more.’

			His face reddened with embarrassment. She had unwittingly hit the nail on the head. He was the kind of man who enjoyed the physical side of a relationship, without a care of the emotional consequences for the women in his life. His only emotional relationship was the dysfunctional one he shared with his baby sister. And he was in danger of permanently damaging that relationship too.

			He didn’t stop her as she made her way back to her room. She felt the tears come on, knowing that she was leaving her heart behind. Fate was cruel. Her brother’s actions had brought them together. If only they had met under different circumstances, there may have been some hope.

			On her drive back to Blissmore, the tears kept flowing, but she steeled herself for the challenges that awaited her. She still had a town to save. That was the one reason she could never share with him. She would never have acknowledged how tempting his offer really was. Not the job offer, of course. The opportunity to be with him, even if only physically, would have given her immense pleasure and deep satisfaction, creating memories that she would hoard for a lifetime, but she had to think of the townspeople who depended on her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Summer turned to autumn, then to winter. Katherine didn’t even enjoy the passing of the seasons like she usually did, except to acknowledge that she needed warmer clothing on her daily travel to her office. She had thrown herself into work the moment she returned to Blissmore, trying not to think of the most tumultuous two weeks of her life. She knew she herself had undergone a change. She had fallen irrevocably in love with Tate Reilly. 

			The realisation had dawned on her gradually. She missed him badly. She longed to be back in his arms, watching those sensual lips curve in that slow smile of his, the memory of his muscular body bringing instant heat between her legs and those hands touching her tenderly evoking unbridled needs. Who was the real Tate? Was it the man who had cruelly blackmailed her into doing his bidding, then tormented, humiliated and abused her? Or was it the Tate who had apologised and touched her so tenderly, curbing his own desires for the sake of her self-respect? He was an enigma, a contradiction of two opposites, a Jekyll and Hyde. The trouble was, she was attracted to both of them. There was love for his sister in his cruelty, a deep desire to protect and smother with love. She of all people had to understand that. 

			She knew she was trying to make excuses for him out of her newfound love for him and that the only reason he’d been cruel to her was because he hated the type of person he’d thought she was at first. The memory of him and the time they had spent together disturbed her, forcing her to lie awake for long hours in bed before she finally fell into a fitful sleep.

			Fortunately, work had been satisfying, challenging and interesting. She had finally hit upon a plan to save the town. Even better, she’d had help from an unlikely source, with the townspeople fully behind her. She had been touched by their love and support. She was also grateful for the hands that had pitched in to make her work lighter. The camaraderie that life’s challenges brought to an otherwise diverse group of residents was truly amazing and heart-warming, and it was these moments that she cherished. It would have been so much better had Tate been by her side, encouraging and supporting her, as he had done in the few days they had worked on his project together. She wondered about the product launch, eagerly scanning newsfeeds to see if it had gone ahead on schedule, but she was disappointed to see no news of the product, nor any news of Tate.

			She had picked Keith up on the way back to Blissmore. He had been quiet and sullen, obviously suffering the pangs of separation from his love and his time in jail. In that, they shared a bond. When she’d asked him about the job offer, he had quietly replied that she’d begged him not to reveal her real position in Blissmore so he obviously couldn’t have reacted to the mention of a job offer without betraying her trust. In retrospect, it made perfect sense. Otherwise, he seemed determined to keep his and her promise to stay away from Sam. She could sense the lump in his throat as he affirmed his oath. The Reilly siblings had really done it to them. 

			She had wondered throughout the drive if there was any happiness in store for Keith and her, but full of despair, she had somehow controlled her tears. She hadn’t told Keith any of her experiences with Tate. She hadn’t even mentioned their deal, knowing that Keith would be enraged and likely get himself into worse trouble by physically assaulting Tate. Not that Tate would be plucking flowers while Keith tried. The altercation would have hurt them both. It would probably have landed Keith back in prison, something to be avoided at all costs. She refused to dwell on the fact that the thought of Tate being hurt caused her anguish too.

			Instead, she tried to focus on work. Weekends were the hardest. With the holidays coming, she couldn’t in all fairness drive her team as hard as she had been working. With careful planning, she managed to find ways to keep bringing some paperwork back with her, but her staff’s efficiency had made short work of it. This coming weekend was going to be a nightmare. There was no work to be done, except for housework, which she hated doing and wasn’t particularly good at. She remembered the meals Tate had cooked for her with easy expertise, the memory of their time together in that cosy kitchen causing her to flush with pleasure. It wasn’t just the food. It was him. She imagined him in her kitchen, cooking up some delights, and sighed. She had to stop moping around, dreaming of an impossible future. Lately, she had begun seeing him everywhere. A young councillor with his back turned reminded her of Tate. The baker she had gone to for years reminded her of Tate, the way he asked her solicitously about her requirements.

			She made herself a cup of tea and sat by the window facing the modest backyard, looking outside. Let it snow, she prayed. At least then there would be something to look forward to, as well as mirroring the cold dampness that was her life. 

			She heard the roar of an engine then. A car was approaching. She couldn’t see the driveway from her position, so she went to the front of her small cottage and peered through the window. It was Tate! He looked even more handsome, if that was possible. He was clean-shaven, although his hair was longer than she remembered. It was still well groomed though, as if he had just been to a hair stylist. He was wearing his regulation jeans and T-shirt. 

			As he got out of the car, he pulled out an expensive-looking winter coat and put it on, then made his way to her front door with long, easy, graceful strides. She waited for him to ring the doorbell.

			When it rang, she went to the door and asked tremulously, ‘Who is it?’

			‘You know damn well who it is, Kate. Open the door!’ He emphasised his request by banging on the door. ‘I saw you peeking at me through the window.’

			‘How did you find me?’ she asked, terrified of his reason for coming. Why was he here? As pleased as she was to see him, he represented the worst fears of her life. No, she was lying to herself. He could reduce her to a puddle of molten desire. Just the sight of him had her quaking, but it wasn’t with fear. It was with anticipation. Why was he here?

			‘If you let me inside, I’ll tell you. Come on, Kate. It’s freezing!’ He sounded impatient and angry. Whatever his reason for visiting, it wasn’t going to be pleasant. 

			‘Please, Kate. Let me in.’ His voice had calmed down. He seemed frustrated and desperate now, rather than angry.

			She reluctantly opened the door and stepped back to let him inside, then pointed to a settee in the reception room and said, ‘Please sit down over there.’

			He went obediently enough to the settee but turned without sitting down. He took off his coat and held it out to her. 

			‘Are you planning to stay long?’ she asked without making any move to take his coat.

			‘Depends,’ he replied laconically.

			‘On what?’

			‘Whether I get answers to my questions.’

			She took his coat and hung it on a hook behind the door. ‘Questions about what?’ she asked, crossing her arms defensively.

			‘Not about what. About whom. Do you know the whereabouts of my sister?’

			‘You mean Samantha?’ she stalled, her mind reeling with the implication of his question. He didn’t know where Sam was. How could that be?

			‘I only have one sister, thank God,’ he replied.

			‘First, answer my question. How did you find me?’

			‘I got it from Roger. He wouldn’t give it up readily, but after Sam went missing, he was left without any choice.’

			‘Sam’s gone missing?’ she asked, shocked. She knew exactly what Sam was doing and where she was but had been given the distinct impression that her brother had been well informed of her activities and whereabouts.

			‘Can I hear an echo in here?’ he asked, irritated. ‘She’s been missing for over four months. In fact, it was a short while after you left. At first, I got strung along by her mates from uni. It was long after graduation and she hadn’t been in touch. I got the odd text message, but it was meaningless drivel, designed to keep me from asking questions. I looked for her at her usual haunts, but no luck.’ He thumped his fist on the settee with frustration.

			‘Why do you think I’ll know?’ she asked, still stalling, her mind racing. Sam hadn’t told her brother anything. That much was clear. She had told Katherine specifically that she’d texted him. Which was true. She gave the impression that she was giving him regular updates on her whereabouts and her activities. Which was false. What was she going to do? How was she going to respond to Tate?

			‘It occurred to me that Keith may know. And if Keith knows, then you must too.’

			She answered carefully. ‘I made a promise to you and I kept it. Keith hasn’t attempted to reach out to Samantha. I can state that with certainty.’

			He must have heard the ring of sincerity in her voice and paused, looking bewildered. ‘Are you saying that he doesn’t know where she is either?’ 

			He had assumed that Katherine didn’t know. Great. Perhaps she could get rid of him and speak to Sam. And find out what the hell was going on.

			She still couldn’t bring herself to lie to him though. ‘I didn’t say that. I said that he hadn’t reached out to her or approached her in any way.’

			‘Then he does know where she is,’ he announced triumphantly. ‘Please tell me, where is she?’

			‘I’m sorry, I can’t do that.’ She was beginning to get the glimmerings of an idea. She had a suspicion about Sam’s plan, but now wasn’t the best time to accost her with it.

			‘Why not?’

			‘God! You’re like a little child! “Why? Why not?” ’ she mimicked viciously. ‘I just can’t tell you. It’s not my secret to reveal.’

			‘Then you do know where she is.’ He sat back in the settee, somehow more relaxed than when he’d first arrived. He smiled confidently. ‘At least she’s safe. Isn’t she?’ He looked at her suspiciously.

			‘She’s absolutely safe. In fact, I can tell you that she’s having the time of her life.’

			‘No doubt with her darling Keith,’ he snarled. ‘And you said you kept your promise.’

			‘I did,’ she replied calmly. ‘She is not with Keith. In fact, I can tell you that they haven’t met since you threw him in jail.’ She felt a little thrill run through her as she noticed his frustration mounting again. Good. Let him suffer. After the torture she had to endure, the tables were truly turned. He was at her mercy. She went to a single armchair on the other side of the room, facing him, and sat down, crossing one leg over the other in an imperious gesture. ‘Now you can get out,’ she ordered, quite certain that he wouldn’t.

			Tate looked at her uncertainly. Something had changed. When he’d first arrived, he could have sworn that she had been terrified. If he hadn’t been in despair over his sister, he would have taken her in his arms and kissed that fear away. He had looked at her hungrily, remembering how it had been to have her in his arms, reliving their short-lived but life-affirming passion. A passion that he hadn’t felt with any other woman in his life. He had struggled to bring the focus back to his sister, reminding himself over and over again that he wasn’t here to pursue Katherine. She had looked at him as though he’d landed here from another planet.

			Then, when he revealed that Sam was missing, she’d looked positively clueless. He’d assumed that she didn’t know anything. He still couldn’t be sure. Could he trust her? All he could be certain of was that she was now up to something, playing some sort of a game. She had a small, confident smile on her face. Somehow, and he had no idea how, the power had shifted between them.

			He wasn’t going anywhere, and she knew it, judging by the smirk on her face. 

			‘I’m not leaving without answers. And a full explanation.’

			She giggled. Giggled! In the two weeks they’d spent together, he’d never seen her giggle. He’d seen her laughing, flirting and dancing all in the line of duty, but real mirth had been missing – unsurprising given the circumstances of her forced stay at the mansion. Her whole face transformed, making her look like a teenager who had just heard a dirty joke.

			She asked wickedly, ‘Planning to stay here then?’ She was still grinning.

			‘If I must.’ What the hell was she up to? ‘I haven’t brought any clothes with me though. Why? I mean, why do I have to stay? Can’t you tell me now? I’ll leave and be out of your hair before you know it.’

			‘Just like you had Keith released when I begged you?’ she asked tauntingly.

			Realisation dawned on him. His brow cleared. This was payback. ‘I see,’ he replied. ‘What do you have in mind, Kate?’

			‘For starters, a few promises, a few ground rules and the contractual terms,’ she said, suddenly all business-like. She had a stern expression on her face. It looked strangely familiar although he had never seen her look like that at him.

			‘Shoot,’ he said softly. Game on, baby.

			‘You have to promise to treat me with respect. You have to promise not to nag me about your sister or ask any more questions. The moment you do that, the deal’s off. Got it?’

			‘Done. Go on.’ He knew it wasn’t going to be easy. Right now, he wanted to throttle her. Treating her with respect was going to be very, very hard. However, he had to play the game.

			‘Ground rules. You sleep in the spare bedroom. You don’t invade mine. Ever. No knocking, no pounding, no tantrums. I want you on your best behaviour. Even the slightest hint of bad temper, I’ll call the police and have you thrown in jail. And trust me, it will give me the greatest pleasure to do so.’ She took a deep breath and added loudly and viciously, ‘You are in my town now!’

			He realised how powerless she must have felt in the mansion, mistaking her cheeriness and acceptance of her situation for comfort instead of the aggrievement he was now feeling. ‘Agreed. And you don’t have to shout either.’ He hated to admit it, but he had it coming.

			‘Now, for the terms of the contract. You’ll stay here for two weeks, same as I did at your mansion. You’ll cook, clean, do the laundry and any other menial tasks I can come up with without complaining. Hand me your keys!’ she ordered abruptly. ‘And your phone!’

			He tossed them onto the cushioned footstool in front of him. He was curious as to her motive. Perhaps he hadn’t figured out her plan as he had imagined earlier. ‘Why, may I ask?’

			‘You can’t communicate with anyone. If you need groceries, give me a list and I’ll buy them for you. If you need anything for yourself, put it on the list. I’ll get it for you. And you can’t leave whenever you choose. I will decide.’

			He had to show some spirit! ‘What if I come over there and throttle you?’ he asked. ‘Torture the truth out of you.’

			He saw something flash in her eyes, just for a second. Whatever it was, it wasn’t fear. She shrugged elegantly. ‘You can try. Two problems with that. You can’t be certain I’ll tell you what you want to know. You can be certain you’ll land up in jail.’

			How could she be so certain that he wouldn’t harm her? Because she knows you’re just a big softie, he told himself. She knew that he wanted her. That he couldn’t hurt her to save his own life, let alone his sister’s. He’d believed her when she’d informed him that Sam was safe and happy. That had to be enough for now. 

			‘Anything else?’

			‘Noooo,’ she drawled nonchalantly, picking up his keys and phone carefully. ‘Come. I’ll show you to your room.’ He followed her dutifully to a small guest room. Thankfully, it had a double bed, large enough for his comfort, though nowhere close to the luxurious super-king mattress to which he was accustomed. He sat down on it experimentally, bouncing up and down on it. It had a satisfactory sponginess and firmness that he liked. It wasn’t going to be so bad after all. 

			‘This used to be Keith’s room.’ She looked at him critically, while he looked back at her indulgently. What was she thinking about now? ‘You’re both around the same size, even though you’re taller, so the clothes should fit. If they don’t, you do like prancing around without anything on top, so it won’t be a sacrifice. You’ll find some old T-shirts you can try. Let me know if you need underwear. I’ll buy you some.’

			He almost laughed. There had to be a way to make this more fun. This was a godsend of an opportunity. ‘I don’t wear underwear,’ he said with a suggestive smirk on his face.

			‘And you wear the same pair of jeans? Disgusting!’ she said, wrinkling her nose. ‘I’ll show you around the rest of the house. You can enter my bedroom to clean. No snooping.’ Somehow, he knew he wouldn’t find anything. 

			As they wandered through the house, he noticed that it wasn’t particularly clean, but it wasn’t dirty either. It was kept simple, uncluttered and free of knick-knacks, so unlike the homes of his previous girlfriends, on the rare occasion he’d visited them. 

			She turned abruptly as they approached her bedroom and he bumped into her, the pressure of her soft body against his resulting in an almost immediate response in his groin. He was sure she could feel it too, pressed against him like she was. Why wasn’t she moving? He savoured the brief contact, hungry for more. He almost moved his hands to deepen the pressure but thought better of it, remembering her rules.

			‘Keep it in your pants, Reilly,’ she said rudely. ‘I’ll show you my bedroom later. Why don’t you go rest now? I’ll put on some coffee. Or would you prefer tea?’

			He drank both, so it was a fair question. ‘Whatever you’re having,’ he replied easily. ‘It was a long drive. I could use a nap. I’ll see you in half an hour.’ He disappeared into his new bedroom and fell on the bed, lost in thought.

			Was he insane? He was asking for trouble, taking her up on this ludicrous deal, though he had no doubt that she would keep her end of the bargain. That wasn’t the issue. The trouble was that he knew he may end up hurting her again. After she’d left, he’d tried to convince himself that the best he could have achieved, even had she accepted either of his propositions, was a short-lived affair, inevitably ending in her being hurt. The real reason he had steered cleared of her in the first place was her vulnerability. When she was leaving, he’d had a crazy notion that he could somehow convince her to stay so he could get her out of his system. Perhaps she’d sensed that and didn’t want an affair. She had made that clear. What did she want then? Marriage? That hadn’t been in his plan, but then his plans were making a habit of falling apart. Now she was playing some silly game with him, to God knows what end.

			After she had left the Relic, his worst fears had been confirmed. He had fallen for her and fallen hard. He wasn’t sure whether to call it love or some other name. He was unfamiliar with this feeling, unsure whether it would last. He missed her badly. His concentration suffered. Consequently, he had jeopardised the project, which was inevitably delayed. Roger had offered to take over his responsibilities, and while he knew Roger was more than capable, he was unwilling to accept defeat. Eventually, it became a condition to get Katherine’s address out of him. He was becoming an easy pushover, he thought angrily. First Roger had calmly blackmailed him into taking over the project. Now it was Katherine who was exacting revenge, payback for his sins. Or was there more to it? He had to figure out why she hadn’t known that Sam wasn’t in touch with him. Or was Sam playing a game? He had never been as confused as he felt right this minute, lying on this ridiculously small bed that was just long enough for basic comfort, far from the luxury to which he was accustomed. But he was going to have to grin and bear it. That was the only strategy that was going to work. Don’t let her get to you, mate. She’s going to try every trick in the book to get you to lose your temper, make a move on her or worse. This has to be as much for your protection as it is for hers.

			His mind wandered back to the ultimate object of the exercise. He had to find his sister. She was rebelling, and in no small way. 

			It wasn’t the first time she’d shown signs of rebellion. When she’d hit puberty, she’d behaved like a typical teenager. It wasn’t easy then, but he had coped with equal parts of love and discipline. The trick, he had learnt, was to be her friend for the most part, putting his foot down only when things got out of hand. It had worked pretty well. Unfortunately, as she grew older, her independence extended to relationships. He’d found a coping mechanism, which, if he was going to be honest with himself, was denial. So long as it didn’t get too serious, he didn’t give those relationships importance. He had kept a close watch though, making sure that no trickster got close to her. 

			Until she’d met Keith James. The first time she’d brought him home, he’d known there was going to be trouble. He’d noticed that Sam was serious this time, deadly serious about Keith. But Keith was a struggling artist; he had no money, though that in itself wasn’t the problem. They’d had the temerity to inform him that they were getting married. That was when he had blown his top. No way, he’d said. Over my dead body, he’d shouted. He had then thrown Keith out of his house unceremoniously, after extracting a promise that he would never try to see Sam again and pointing out that Sam wasn’t rich, that the money was all his, which wasn’t strictly true. It seemed to have had the desired effect. 

			Then, a few days later, out of the blue, the boy had shown up with Sam’s packed suitcase in hand. Tate was truly ashamed of his next desperate action. He had planted jewellery in another bag and helpfully handed it to a surprised and pleased Keith. Then he’d called the police. The idiot had been waiting outside his city flat when the police nabbed him. It occurred to him only later that Keith had been sent by Samantha. He had spoken to her several times over the phone after that event and Sam had been surprisingly pleasant, offering him as much information as she could muster about Katherine James. She hadn’t even asked why, singularly and suspiciously incurious. She hadn’t mentioned Keith once during that conversation and Tate was left with the impression that the whole sordid affair was behind her.

			His awareness of her disappearance wasn’t sudden. He had been receiving suspiciously brief texts, keeping him updated. One mentioned that she was holidaying with friends. Another suggested some job interviews. All these communications were perfectly innocuous, but whenever he tried calling her, there was no answer. Several unreturned voice messages later, he tried to track her down. Her college mates and roommates had all professed complete ignorance. They had no idea who these mysterious friends were. No, they hadn’t seen Keith at all. Had she run away with him, the moment he’d had Keith released? He suspected not. If that had been the case, he was sure he would have heard of it, perhaps even been invited to the ceremony. At the very least, Sam would have triumphantly lorded it over him. She was an adult and could do as she pleased. He wondered if he had made a mistake in dismissing her relationship with Keith out of hand. He had been certain it was the right thing to do. Now, he wasn’t so sure. What a mess!

			Tate looked at his watch. It was time to see what the lady of the house had planned for him. He made his way to the kitchen.

			As he sat down at the table, she asked him politely, ‘Cup of tea?’

			‘Sure,’ he replied carelessly, watching her graceful movements as she made the tea. She was dressed in a tight pair of shorts and a T-shirt at least one size too small. He tried not to stare at her breasts, their clear outline against the thin fabric making his pulse quicken.

			‘Milk? Sugar?’

			‘Just black, thank you. Lemon, if you have it.’

			She placed the ornate cup and saucer carefully in front of him, her hair brushing his cheek as she leant over. He felt himself stir again. Was she doing this deliberately? Was part of her plan to drive him insane with desire? If it was, it was working extremely well. He wanted to grab her and make love to her right there on the dining table. But his fantasy was short-lived as she snapped her fingers in front of his face. Startled, he looked at her smiling face. 

			‘Penny, for your thoughts?’ she said, her voice husky, her tone taunting.

			She was still standing too close to him, her scent wafting into his flared nostrils. It was her natural scent, he realised, not perfume, and it was tantalising. 

			‘I was just thinking how you would react if I made love to you right here on this dining table,’ he blurted, surprising himself and her with his candidness.

			She flushed, unsettled for a moment. Then she smiled widely. There she goes again, turning on that charm. There was a hint of mischief in her eyes as she replied teasingly, ‘Promises, promises! Remember this feeling when your two weeks are done. Until then, I’m afraid you’re going to have to exercise restraint. Take a cold shower. Now drink your tea and stop undressing me with your eyes.’

			Tate groaned loudly. If this encounter was a sample of the next two weeks, then he was going to have to take a lot of cold showers. ‘I can understand you wanting to pay me back for what I did to you. What I don’t understand is your willingness to have me so close to you, when you were in such a hurry to get away from me.’

			Her face clouded briefly, and he cursed himself for reminding her of the pain he had caused her. ‘You’re on my turf now. In my town,’ she said. There was that phrase again. Her town? What did she mean by that? ‘I feel more comfortable here. I didn’t feel comfortable in your country house, particularly as I was there under duress.’

			‘As I am here,’ he reminded her.

			‘Enough chit-chat,’ she ordered him. ‘Finish your tea. I want you to review the provisions and let me know what you need from the supermarket. Make a list. I’ll pick them up on my way back tomorrow.’

			‘Way back from where?’

			‘Work.’

			‘You have a job?’ he asked, surprised.

			‘How else do you think I can afford these luxuries?’ she asked ironically, making a sweeping gesture with her hand. Her T-shirt stretched tightly over her breasts once more and he groaned again.

			‘It’s a modest cottage, but very pretty,’ he complimented her. ‘I’m surprised that you don’t have more – uh – decorations.’

			‘You mean the frills and fanciful ornaments that some women clutter their houses with?’ When he nodded, she said cheerily, ‘Can’t afford them.’

			He didn’t comment. He couldn’t remember if he was ever that poor. With the riches he had accumulated through hard work, he wanted to say something about hard work and earning a living but decided against it. He had to stop hurting her with his insensitive remarks. 

			He finished his tea and stood up abruptly. ‘Let me check your cupboards and the fridge. I’ll make a list. Do you have pen and paper?’

			She pointed out a clipboard hanging from a wall. He nodded and got to work.

			The next day, Katherine found time only around lunchtime to call Sam. ‘Where are you, Samantha?’

			‘At the civic centre. Where else?’

			‘I need to talk to you. Are you free for lunch?’

			‘Of course. At the usual place? In ten minutes?’

			Half an hour later, they were sitting inside the small bistro by the embankment. It was extraordinarily cold today, with blustery winds and a small, irritating drizzle. Still, Katherine loved the smell of the sea and sat inside only because Sam wasn’t used to this kind of weather. Their half-eaten sandwiches lay in front of them. They both nibbled on fries as Sam gave her a progress update.

			‘I didn’t come here for a report,’ Katherine said shortly.

			Sam gave her a surprised look. Katherine felt guilty as it was the first time she’d been rude to the younger woman. ‘What did you want to talk about then?’ Sam asked.

			‘Your brother.’ When Sam raised both her beautifully sculpted eyebrows, Katherine elaborated. ‘It appears that you’ve kept him in the dark about many things.’

			‘I didn’t see the need to tell him anything,’ she replied fiercely. ‘He doesn’t tell me anything about his life. Besides, I don’t think he cares. All he wants is for me to remain a little girl.’

			‘That’s not true and you know it,’ Katherine said quietly. ‘He’s worried about you.’

			Sam looked startled. ‘Did you speak to him?’

			Katherine wasn’t ready to share the latest developments with Sam just yet. ‘I spoke to Roger today,’ she prevaricated. It was the truth. She wanted to check whether Tate’s absence would cause any problems. She wanted to inform Roger that Tate would be away for two weeks. Roger had been immensely pleased when she told him, saying that Tate deserved a holiday. A holiday! Katherine giggled involuntarily.

			Sam smiled back and asked her, ‘What’s so funny?’

			Katherine shook her head. ‘Nothing. Just something Roger said.’

			‘You look much happier than I’ve seen you in weeks,’ Sam commented.

			Katherine flushed. She couldn’t deny it to herself. Seeing Tate again, having him in her cosy little cottage made her happy. She had been grinning like an idiot all day. Or was it the anticipation of her vengeance? No, that wasn’t true at all. When she’d noticed his hungry eyes roving all over her, her body had leapt in response with heat and pleasure. If just a look could do that to her, she wondered how it would be when he made love to her. If, she reminded herself, not when. ‘It’s the weather,’ she lied. ‘I just love winter in Blissmore. Even though it gets cold, there’s this charm about the place that defies description.’

			‘Do you want me to talk to him?’ Sam asked her with wide-eyed innocence.

			Katherine looked at her suspiciously. No, she couldn’t have guessed. ‘No, that won’t be necessary. I’ve informed Roger. That should suffice.’

			‘Well, work’s waiting. Got to rush.’ They parted ways and Katherine walked back to her office.

			When she went back to the cottage in the evening, she was amazed at the transformation. She placed the groceries on the kitchen table. Tate greeted her with a mug of something hot and steaming.

			‘Soup,’ he responded to her raised eyebrow. She sat down and ate the soup. It was lovely, home-made and not out of any can or box. She knew because she didn’t keep any in the house. She did have some vegetables that he must have used.

			Tate had been busy. The house was spic and span. He’d even managed to ferret out some Christmas decorations from the garage and beautified the place. The curtains looked clean. There were two pots on the stove and the oven light was on.

			‘What’s cooking?’

			‘Hmm. Let’s see. I have garlic bread in the oven. Pasta and sauce. There weren’t enough veggies for a salad, after I used whatever was available for the soup, so I prepared some cold appetisers. They’re chilling in the fridge. Dinner should be ready in an hour or so. I wasn’t expecting you this early,’ he said.

			‘How could you know? I didn’t tell you when I was coming home,’ she said reasonably. ‘Dinner smells lovely. I’m going to have a shower. We can have dinner together later.’ She gave him a peck on his cheek and said, ‘Thank you, Tate. The house looks great.’

			‘You haven’t seen anything yet,’ he said with a wink. He seemed to have been untouched by the kiss to his cheek and she was disappointed. What did she expect? A warm hug, followed by passionate lovemaking? She had threatened him with dire consequences if he made a move. She had only herself to blame.

			She rushed off to shower and started plotting her next move.

			Tate waited for Katherine in the kitchen. He had enjoyed himself today, surprisingly so. The simple tasks of washing, drying, cleaning and cooking were remarkably therapeutic. He hadn’t realised how stressed he’d been lately, particularly with Sam’s recent rebellion. He enjoyed his work immensely and took pride in his successes, though Sam had often teased him that he profited from the brilliance of others. He’d never been bothered by that, knowing that he provided something very special to the budding talents that came to him for money: advice and mentorship. He provided them with more, helping them develop their products and services to suit the needs of the general public and marketing the products once ready for launch. His true strength was finance, using every skill at his disposal to make the numbers work for everyone. Unlike other venture capitalists, he was generous with his investees, taking only a modest percentage of their earnings for his efforts.

			But lately, the work was proving to be more and more tedious, the excitement of new launches waning. He was restless, unable to put a finger on the precise root cause of his dissatisfaction. It couldn’t have been lack of sex, he reasoned. He hardly ever went a week without a sexual partner, although he hadn’t touched another woman after Katherine. Sam had also pointed out that he needed somebody more permanent in his life when he’d accused her of being too young to marry, in addition to Keith being unsuitable. Her challenge had been that he, Tate, had no idea about the proper age for marriage, and that even a decade later, he would still feel that she wasn’t ready. That was a direct taunt at his being single as he was ten years older than her. 

			For some unfathomable reason, he wondered how old Katherine was. There was no sign of any male presence except for Keith’s clothes in the guest bedroom. He wondered if she’d had many lovers and was rewarded with a searing, burning jealousy coursing through his blood at the thought of another man touching his beloved Kate. Beloved? Was he finally beginning to accept the reality that he had fallen for her? Why was he fighting his feelings? Or was he deluding himself that he could satiate himself with her, then discard her when he was tired of her? Too late, mate! Right at this very minute, he couldn’t imagine ever being tired of her, picturing her smile, her laughter, her effervescent giggle. He realised that he had spent time with her, without the sex, and had enjoyed every single minute thoroughly. So much so that he sorely missed her and was willing to repeat the experience again, without the sex!

			She was so simple in her approach to life, not just the way that she had decorated the cottage. Her pleasure at his efforts cleaning and adorning the house with Christmas decorations had mirrored his own feelings. Was he changing? Since when did he derive pleasure from a woman’s simple satisfaction? And yet, she was also complex, interestingly so. She was a bundle of contradictions. Her come-hither eyes and body were in stark contrast to her general demeanour and attitude towards him. Until today, when she had teased him. When she had laughed at his fantasy, stoking the fire raging inside him, teasing him with her charming smile and inviting body, he could have all but screamed in frustration. She had instinctively known exactly how to stimulate him, mentally and physically. 

			She was obviously intelligent. The books in her small library, lined neatly in a row of floating shelves adorning her study, demonstrated numerous diverse interests including politics, religion, construction, law and general knowledge. Crime, romance or any other kind of fiction was missing. Katherine lived very much in the real world. For some reason, this bothered him, though he couldn’t comprehend exactly why. If he had time, he would read some of her more worn books to see what really interested her. Now why would he do that? Not just to alleviate boredom, he scoffed. Something else was missing. 

			Of course! He smacked his head. She didn’t possess a television. Nor any kind of music system. No wonder she’d fumbled with the controls of his elaborate entertainment centre. She had mastered them pretty quickly though, he had to admit, demonstrating her intelligence and acumen. 

			He heard a rustle and turned to see her float into the kitchen. Or was it glide?

			His jaw almost dropped as the vision of her beauty stunned him. She was wearing a thin, diaphanous shirt of some kind that stopped at her thighs, barely covering her modesty. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her thin, lacy panties were clearly visible under the transparent top. She hadn’t bothered to dry herself properly, pellets of water still clinging to her glistening, alabaster skin. Her dark, pointed nipples poked seductively against the white material, daring him to grab them with his mouth. He felt himself harden.

			She walked up to him languidly, reaching out with one teasing finger to push against his jaw. ‘Close your mouth. You’re drooling. And it’s not polite to stare.’

			‘What is this you’re wearing?’ he ejaculated, embarrassed that she’d caught him staring like a perverted schoolboy.

			She shrugged. ‘I found this in Keith’s closet. It’s called a kurta, I believe. That’s why it’s long enough to cover me up properly.’

			She hadn’t moved away. He could feel the heat emanating from her body and his own responding intensity. ‘You call that covering you properly?’ he said, outraged.

			She laughed gently. ‘I couldn’t find the clothes that I usually wear when I come home.’

			‘I’m sorry. It’s my fault. They’re still in the dryer. I hadn’t realised…’ His voice trailed away as he noticed the laugher in her eyes. Was she mocking him?

			She pressed herself against him to give him a seemingly chaste kiss on the cheek, except that the sensual nature of her wet kiss was anything but. She moved away, leaving him bereft and still burning with desire, plopping herself down in a chair and announced, ‘I’m hungry. Famished, actually. Is it time for dinner yet?’

			Tate automatically looked at his watch. ‘Yes, I suppose so. I’ll lay the table.’ 

			As he served the food, he recalled his caustic remark when he had last prepared her dinner, leaving her alone to eat it, claiming that he wouldn’t wait on her hand and foot. She had truly avenged that rudeness. Had he really been that insufferable? Now he took pleasure in heaping food on her plate, watching delightedly as she tasted and savoured each morsel, making appreciative noises.

			‘You’re an amazing cook, Tate! If you weren’t already a successful venture capitalist, you could have operated your own exclusive restaurant.’ She sounded sincere, her eyes gleaming with admiration.

			‘Thank you, Kate. I had to learn to cook at a very young age. Sam’s a real foodie, so I took pleasure in feeding her.’

			‘That’s very kind of you, not to mention modest.’

			‘I’m sure you took equally good care of your brother.’

			‘Not in the cooking department,’ she admitted ruefully. ‘We ate takeaways mostly, although I did make sure he had his share of salads and fruit. He never complained, poor thing.’

			Her ingenuous admission was charmingly captivating. She wasn’t wearing any make-up, but then he couldn’t remember if she wore much at the mansion. Even without any artifice, her natural beauty took his breath away. He couldn’t take his eyes off her flushed skin, fresh from the shower, shining with an undefinable radiance. At the Relic, she had looked gorgeous too, but it was obvious to him now that her pallor had been tainted by the stress she was under, aggravated by his verbal abuse. Here, in her own home, she was transformed, happier and worry-free.

			He tried to concentrate on his own dinner, forcing himself to focus on his food instead of feasting on her features. How was he going to shake this emotion threatening to engulf him, to swallow him whole? They ate silently for a while, Tate engrossed in his thoughts, struggling with his physical and emotional reaction to Katherine.

			‘Has Keith found a job yet?’ he asked cruelly to break away from his shackles.

			‘Uh huh.’

			‘What kind of job?’

			‘I don’t think we should talk about Keith,’ she suggested gently. ‘I’ll do the washing-up. You can make us some coffee. We can have it in the living room.’

			‘Nothing doing,’ he managed to get out jerkily. ‘It’s my job. You put your feet up. I won’t be too long. I promise.’

			She didn’t argue and left quietly. He heaved a sigh of relief and started clearing the table.

			When he brought two mugs of steaming black coffee into the living room, he found her lounging on the large sofa. She patted the cushions next to her invitingly and beckoned him, ‘Come. Sit.’

			This was going to be trouble, he thought. Nonetheless, he steeled himself and sat down beside her, the warmth of her thighs against his own heat. He reached over to place her mug on the stool next to her, his hand accidently brushing her breasts, and heard her gasp softly. She didn’t let him sit back, instead grasping his face in her two soft hands, caressing him with her fingers.

			‘You didn’t shave,’ she complained.

			Her insidious touch was endangering his own ability to breathe. ‘I didn’t bring my razor,’ he explained.

			He felt her lips softly against his and knew he was going to lose control soon. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, nuzzling her cheek against his. ‘I promise I won’t seduce you.’ Notwithstanding her assurance, she made no effort to move away, cuddling into his arms and sighing into his chest. He could swear she must have heard his heart thud and his muscles clench with the effort he was having to take just to keep still.

			‘You’re playing with fire,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Not to mention not playing fair.’

			‘Hmm. If you say so,’ she mumbled against his chest. She had moved both her hands under his T-shirt, playing with the hairs on his chest. When her fingers trailed their way to his tight little nipples, he gripped both of her wrists with his hands, removing hers roughly and stood up, knowing he couldn’t take any more.

			‘That’s quite enough for one night. You’ve made your point. I think I’m going to have my coffee in the bedroom.’ He picked up his mug and turned.

			‘I must compliment you on your remarkable restraint,’ she drawled as he walked away slowly. ‘Or perhaps it was easy. You did say you found my limited charms easy to resist. Or did you say you were immune? I can’t remember.’ 

			He could hear her throaty laughter as he walked away, moving slowly because of the hardness between his thighs. He threw away the coffee, undressed and walked into the small shower, turning on the water full blast, the nozzle turned all the way to cold.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The next two weeks passed by very quickly for Katherine. Too quickly. They fell into a routine. He made her breakfast, packed her lunch and had a hot dinner waiting for her when she arrived in the evening. During the day, he kept himself busy doing a variety of chores, big and small, many of which she knew she hadn’t asked him to do. He had transformed her garden, mowing the lawn, pulling out weeds, pruning the rose bushes, planting flowers and building a small bird bath. He took turns washing the bigger linen items, including the bedlinen from all three of her bedrooms, the curtains, and even Keith’s spare clothes that had gathered dust. The books in her study were neatly organised, the Christmas tree had been lit and he had even installed lights on the outside of her cottage. They blinked a welcome to her as she pulled into the driveway each evening.

			But he had steered clear of her. He insisted that they eat in the dining room and sat far away from her. He made sure he didn’t give her another chance to cuddle on the couch and had her house clothes laid out on the bed for her, so she couldn’t use that excuse anymore. It wasn’t that he was rude or unpleasant though. They made small talk. On one occasion, over the weekend, he had asked her about her books and watching hungrily and unashamedly, albeit from a distance, as she’d talked animatedly about her favourites. She’d had to work most of the weekend though, so both were spared the growing tension between them. The danger of physical intimacy was always there, just beneath the surface, although Katherine was sure it was much easier for him than her. After all, he was a man. Even with his sexual appetite, of which she had heard Sam speak volumes, she was sure he could go a couple of weeks without sex. Comparatively, Katherine was practically a nun.

			On the other hand, she was deeply disappointed with Tate rebuffing her. True, she had told him that she would throw him out if he tried to force himself on her, but here she was, making the first move, and he had walked away, disgusted with her! She knew that he was attracted to her, but apparently not enough to risk her wrath. Katherine was sure he’d guess that he would eventually find his sister, with or without her help, particularly with his virtually limitless resources. That couldn’t be the only reason for his rejection. She had started off this idiotic plan innocently enough, not knowing how much she could get hurt in the process. It also begged the question why he was here in the first place. Then a thought struck her. He was feeling guilty about his treatment of her – this was his way of making amends. He felt sorry for her, sorry for her pitiful attempts to seduce him, probably concluding that giving in would be harmful to her, rather than satisfying him. After all, he had rebuffed her in his mansion as well, hadn’t he? She fought back tears as the memory of that wonderful night flooded her senses, mortified at this new possibility.

			On the Saturday, almost two weeks after he had landed on her doorstep, Katherine went home with a heavy heart. It was his last day here. She would have to tell him about Sam and watch him leave. She wiped the tears off her face as she changed into her nightclothes after dinner. She put on her bathrobe over her negligee and stumbled into the kitchen.

			Tate was sitting in the kitchen at the table, still sipping his after-dinner coffee. He looked up at her and called a cheery greeting. She just growled hers back at him and flopped into her chair.

			‘Want some more coffee?’ he asked.

			She was sure he could see the dark shadows under her eyes. ‘Not really,’ she replied. ‘It’s been a tough week.’

			‘My presence bothering you, is it? Had enough of me?’

			‘Don’t get ahead of yourself,’ she said sharply. ‘You have one more day of servitude before I tell you about Sam.’

			‘I wasn’t asking,’ he retorted mildly. ‘What’s your plan for tomorrow? Going to work?’

			‘Not sure,’ she mumbled. ‘Not feeling well. I think I’m going to go to bed.’

			‘Are you alright?’ he asked. ‘You work too hard,’ he said crossly. He put a cold hand on her forehead, then felt for her pulse on her neck.

			She gasped at his touch. In an attempt to cover up her reaction, she complained, ‘Your hand is cold.’

			‘You don’t have a temperature,’ he observed.

			Then why was her body so hot? Use a thermometer, you moron! Can’t you feel the heat emanating from my body? she wanted to scream.

			‘Your pulse is normal too.’

			You’ve got to be joking, she thought. I can feel it race. I’m aching for your touch. If only he could hear her thoughts.

			‘Nevertheless, you must be sensing something coming on.’

			Thanks, she thought dryly.

			‘Get yourself to bed and I’ll bring you something warm. Not this coffee,’ he said, gently tugging the cup out of her hands and putting it in the sink.

			She obediently went back to her room, threw off her robe and fell into bed, not bothering with the covers. A few minutes later, he came in with a steaming mug in his hands. 

			‘What’s that?’ she asked, struggling to sit up. He placed the mug on her night stand and helped her up, then tucked the covers around her, pushing a few strands of hair behind her ears in a tender gesture.

			‘It’s hot chocolate,’ he said eventually. He placed his hands on the bed as if to get up, but she restrained him with a firm hand on his shoulder.

			‘Please stay with me,’ she begged, her eyes wide. He was wearing shorts and she could feel the heat from his thighs against her own. Her hands trembled as a single tear rolled down her cheek.

			‘Sure,’ he whispered. ‘Are you sad?’ he asked, gently kissing her on the cheek, then lapping up the tear with his tongue in an incredibly erotic gesture.

			‘I-I don’t think so. I’m not really ill. You were right. I just feel so lethargic.’

			‘I’m going to miss you,’ he admitted, looking deeply into her eyes.

			Her lips parted slightly. It wasn’t an invitation, but he seemed to take it as one anyway. He sighed and gathered her gently into his arms, kissing her. At first, he was gentle, but when her lips parted willingly to invite his tongue, he groaned and deepened the kiss, trailing his tongue languidly around her mouth, unhurriedly exploring it before pulling her lower lip between his teeth and sucking gently until she whimpered with pleasure. She curled her hands into his hair, deepening the kiss.

			She could feel his hands shake slightly as he parted her negligee to reveal her succulent breasts, just waiting for this attention, her nipples already hard and aching with anticipation. He wasn’t deliberately trying to tease her, but he took an interminable time to reach them, trailing his lips over her face, paying attention to her ears, her cheek and the throbbing vein on her throat.

			Impatient, she strengthened her grasp on his hair and forced his head down, sighing with pleasure as he answered her unspoken entreaties with his lips, teeth and tongue playing devilish tricks on her breasts. He first licked one swollen peak gently, flicking it with his tongue, while his fingers strummed the other. He then took it between his teeth, then into his mouth, his rough tongue now bathing it with rhythmic strokes. He switched between breasts, rubbing the now wet nipple with his thumb, while he focused his mouth on the other, but not before first cupping and kneading the two mounds until she cried out.

			Having successfully accomplished the task of bringing his head to its destination, her hands weren’t idle either. She moved them feverishly over his back, tugging his T-shirt off his body and throwing it in a corner. Next, she yanked at his shorts, until she revealed the hard, pulsing evidence of his desire. She trailed her fingers over it, stroking it, cupping it.

			‘Let me kiss you,’ she said lovingly, as she continued stroking him. He had buried his face between her breasts, struggling for control.

			‘No,’ he said hoarsely, ‘I don’t think I’ll be responsible for the consequences. I’m assuming you want me to last more than thirty seconds,’ he joked feebly. Suddenly he stilled.

			‘What’s wrong?’ she asked sweetly without stopping, although she had slowed to a languorous speed.

			‘I don’t have any protection,’ he said, sounding desperate.

			She lifted his head and kissed him sweetly, tonguing him before saying, ‘Don’t worry. I’m on the pill. Have been since the day you came.’

			He refused to think about the implication of her statement; instead he kissed her passionately before asking unnecessarily, ‘Are you sure about this?’

			‘Yes.’

			In response, he moved his hand between her thighs to seek out the heated mound of her sex, first gently cupping it, then sliding a finger into its velvet folds, softly stroking until she pressed herself against his hand. He obliged by slipping two fingers inside her wet, welcoming femininity, rubbing his thumb on her swollen bud of desire. She started breathing heavily, her moans coming shallow and quickly as he stoked her desire with rhythmic expertise, until she shuddered with pleasure against him, sobbing her satisfaction.

			‘I want you inside me! Now!’ she ordered, grasping his buttocks and urging them towards her.

			He thrust into her in one single hard stroke, enjoying being inside her for a few precious moments before he started to stroke her with his hard shaft. As he continued to thrust into her, she started screaming her delight, encouraging him with her words as well as her hands, still cupping his buttocks, then raking his back urgently, until he reached his crescendo. They climaxed together, Katherine for the second time. As he exploded, he cried out, ‘Kate! Oh, Kate!’

			‘Thank you, Tate,’ she whispered into his ear as they lay sated, curled in each other’s arms, their bodies glistening with sweat.

			‘I’ve only just started,’ he whispered back. ‘We have all night. Tomorrow’s Sunday, remember? Do you have to go in to work?’

			‘No,’ she replied happily. 

			After several contented minutes while they cuddled, she felt him stirring again. ‘Think you can handle it now?’ she asked seductively, moving between his legs, her lips pressing small kisses to the inside of his thighs.

			He responded by tugging her head towards him, until her tongue snaked out to flick the tip of his hardening member. She was rewarded by a loud moan, relishing the taste of her own sex on him. She continued teasing him with her tongue until his groans became louder. Then she took him into her mouth and sucked him, her tongue now stroking him with all the love she felt, the unfulfilled passion of the past few months spilling over.

			He pulled her away when he knew he was on the edge then tugged her up and positioned her over him. She lowered herself onto him and they moved to the rhythm of love all over again. This time, their movements were slow and sensuous. As she moved her hips over him, he urged and controlled her with his hands until their passion spiralled into sweet ecstasy.

			They made love two more times that night before finally falling asleep in the early hours of the morning, their bodies tightly entwined, Katherine’s head burrowed into Tate’s chest, the steady beat of his heart lulling her into a blissful sleep.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			When she woke up the next morning, Tate wasn’t in bed with her. She experienced a moment of panic, thinking that he’d left, then she heard some sounds coming from the kitchen. She stretched luxuriously, revelling in the warm aftermath of their lovemaking. She was still damp and sticky between her legs, the sheets askew, his musky scent still lingering all over her body. He had been incredibly tender, yet unrestrainedly passionate. She coloured delicately as she remembered her own wanton behaviour, embarrassed at how she had shamelessly pleasured him and begged him to pleasure her. The last time they’d made love, he had kissed her where she’d never been kissed before, repeatedly taking her to the peak of desire, compelling her body into paroxysms of pleasure, to unchartered peaks of fulfilment. She had never been so abandoned with anyone before Tate. She felt so free with him, able to express her own sensuality and enjoy his at the same time. In the past, her clumsy attempts at lovemaking were usually furtive groping followed by an unsatisfactory culmination, at least for her. The men she had been with had expressed no interest in her pleasure, just their own. Tate, on the other hand, was incredibly generous and giving. Could this be love? Did he feel the same way she did? She wondered if he knew how much she loved him.

			It wasn’t just physical, she was sure. The incredible tenderness she felt when she looked at him, the desire to make him happy, had to be more than just lust. He had reciprocated with interest. Was it different for men? He had asked her haltingly before making his move, like a shy schoolboy, yet his confident expertise had shown that he was only holding back out of respect for her feelings, out of deference to her wishes. That must mean something. Did they have a future together? She certainly hoped so. As soon as this mess with Sam and Keith was sorted, they would have to have a serious discussion. She would accept whatever he could offer willingly. She wasn’t in a position to be too demanding. She had immensely enjoyed teasing him over the past few days, but that was all in the past now. She didn’t want to play games anymore. They owed it to themselves to behave like adults, rather than pawns in a power struggle, instruments of their own egos. At the mansion, she had let her self-respect and ego get in the way of their relationship. He had offered himself willingly, unconditionally, and she had thrown that back in his face. Now, fate had given them a second chance to make up for that stupidity. She had to grab it with both hands.

			Her reverie was interrupted by the chiming of her clock. She looked at it and was shocked at the time. It was noon! She had slept for nine hours!

			She quickly got ready and hurried to the kitchen, stopping short when she saw him, fully dressed in jeans and his own T-shirt. He was standing in the kitchen, frowning at the pan on the stove.

			Why was he dressed? Shouldn’t he be in bed with her, renewing their night of passion? Then it struck her! Today was the day she had promised to reveal all to him. He was done with her. Last night had been a one-night affair, to please her, to seduce her into acquiescence so she wouldn’t renege on her promise to him. She felt humiliated, looking at his stern expression. It was obvious that he regretted making love to her, probably wondering how to get rid of this clingy woman. No, that wasn’t it. She was overreacting over a simple choice of clothing. She would refuse to let these demons destroy her happiness.

			Squaring her shoulders, she marched into the kitchen, asking cheerily, ‘What’s for breakfast?’

			‘American-style pancakes,’ he announced. ‘And French toast. I wanted to finish off the eggs before I leave.’ He turned to her and said quietly, ‘Better sit down. I’ll serve you. Then we need to talk.’ He seemed so serious, no trace of the tenderness, that loving look in his eyes. Instead, they were cold as they stared back impassively at her. If anything, there was a challenge lurking somewhere in the depths of those beautiful green eyes, framed by those impossibly long eyelashes. She had never seen such long eyelashes on a man. Why hadn’t she noticed them before? Their shared passion had made her more alive, more aware than she’d ever been. What did they need to talk about? Was it Sam? Or was he going to tell her that he had made a mistake by making love to her. She would die if he said that.

			They ate breakfast quietly, the tension accentuated by the clinking of cutlery against the porcelain plates.

			‘Delicious as always,’ she said, if nothing else than to break this unbearable silence. ‘Is there any cuisine that you don’t know?’ She wanted to ask for more, but she wasn’t really hungry. It would only serve to delay the inevitable discussion they needed to have.

			‘It’s time you told me about Sam,’ he said gently. ‘I’ve been very patient. I’ve followed all your rules, met your conditions, kept my promises.’ He stopped, reddening, no doubt remembering their night of lovemaking.

			‘Relax,’ she said. Instead of sounding reassuring as she’d intended, she managed to sound entreating. ‘Last night is on me. Not you.’

			He breathed an outward sigh of relief and Katherine almost lost her cool. The bastard! He was relieved! He was worried that his plan to seduce her had backfired. Instead of pleasing her so that she would keep her promise, he’d been worried that she would use it against him.

			‘Are you going to tell me now?’ he repeated hopefully, still polite, cool and distant as if they were discussing the terms of a business arrangement. Was it just that for him? It made her furious.

			‘No,’ she responded coldly. ‘I am not going to tell you now.’ 

			When he stood up angrily, she waved him back down. ‘Sit down. The day’s not over yet.’ 

			When he sat back down slowly, she said in an oddly strangled voice, ‘I’m expecting some guests tonight, two of them. I need you to cook dinner. I’ll tell you whatever you need to know afterwards.’

			‘That’s not acceptable,’ he ground out. ‘The two weeks are up. You’re not sticking to the deal.’

			‘Not from my perspective,’ she said more calmly. ‘It’s only another few hours.’ She looked at the clock. ‘It’s practically lunchtime now. Unlike me, you don’t even have to pack. You can be off straight after dinner, if that’s what you want.’ Please say that you don’t want to leave – that you want to stay with me, she begged silently.

			‘Tell me about Sam now,’ he barked back. ‘I’ll still cook your damned dinner. What difference will it make?’

			‘I don’t know why you keep calling her Sam. Her name’s Samantha. Sam sounds like a boy’s name,’ she said, changing the subject slightly.

			His eyes narrowed. He seemed to accept the impasse. ‘She prefers Sam,’ he retorted eventually.

			‘Do you know why?’

			‘Of course I know why,’ he said, thinking furiously. ‘She’s always liked to be called Sam, since we were very young.’

			‘Think back, Tate. Was she always called Sam? What did your parents call her?’

			A cloud passed over his face. She hated having to remind him of his painful past, but she had to do this. ‘They called her Samantha,’ he admitted.

			‘When did that change?’ she prompted tenderly.

			She watched an indescribable emotion flash through the pale green of his eyes. ‘During her teen years, I think. I don’t remember,’ he said, getting irritated. ‘Why does any of this matter? What’s in a name?’

			‘It matters, Tate. She started calling herself Sam in response to your expectations of her. You didn’t know how to handle a woman, a girl if you prefer, so you treated her like a boy. Tell me,’ she challenged, ‘did you ever discuss any of her boyfriends with her? Her troubles as a woman?’

			‘No. I steered clear of those subjects. I didn’t think she would’ve been comfortable talking about them with a man.’

			‘Why don’t you admit the truth for once in your rotten life, Tate? It was you who was uncomfortable with the subject.’

			‘So? What if it was?’ he almost shouted, his tone petulant.

			‘Ask yourself why you’re here. By here, I mean sitting at my kitchen table in his dingy little cottage, when you could have been at your massive mansion or your upmarket flat in the City.’ 

			When he looked puzzled, she answered her own question patiently. ‘Because you never really allowed Sam to express herself to you, share her feelings and emotions. The one time she dared to do it, you yelled and screamed and threw a tantrum, taking what she told you and rubbishing it. How could you possibly know about the sincerity of her love, if you have nothing to compare it to?’

			‘My objection to her love wasn’t her seriousness but Keith’s suitability,’ he argued.

			‘Don’t lie. I know exactly what you said and how you felt at the time. Sam told me everything. Literally cried on my shoulder. You told her that she was too young. As for Keith’s suitability, what effort did you make to find out more about him?’

			He fell silent, seeming lost for an answer. ‘Your facts may be correct, but your analysis is wrong,’ he concluded loudly.

			‘I’ll leave you to mull over it while you cook dinner. I promise you, you’ll have all your answers today. I have to go for a walk. It’s getting too hot in here.’ She flounced back to the bedroom.

			An hour later, Katherine trudged back to the cottage, calmer than when she had left but still full of despair. She had to accept the reality that her feelings for Tate weren’t reciprocated. She had resisted blurting out her love for him, as hard as it had been. For that restraint, she was thankful. She would store the sweet memories of his ardent lovemaking, hoarding them carefully, reliving them, keeping them alive in her heart. He had to feel something for her, she was sure. It may not be love, she had to acknowledge, but it was more than just physical. He couldn’t hide his passion from her, nor his body’s response. She revelled in the knowledge that she could evoke such feelings and reactions in the man that she loved so dearly. She flushed at the memory once again, not minding the cold wind on her skin as she opened the back door. It was dark already, had been for some time. In fact, it was almost dinnertime. She could smell the aroma of Tate’s cooking, the appetising aroma wafting through the house.

			She would make the best of the last few hours she had left with him. She had argued passionately on Sam’s behalf and failed. 

			She hung up her coat in the bedroom and joined Tate in the kitchen. He wordlessly handed her a mug of coffee and she took it gratefully, sitting down at the table.

			He was the first to speak. ‘I’m sorry, Katherine, for earlier. You were right about Sam.’

			Katherine sighed. ‘I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have been so blunt about it. Sensitivity isn’t exactly my strong suit.’

			‘Now that we’ve cleared the air, will you tell me about Sam?’

			She began to reply when they were interrupted by the persistent ringing of her doorbell. She jumped up. ‘Perfect timing. They’ve arrived.’

			Tate followed her curiously, then stood back, stunned, when he saw Sam and Keith enter the cottage. His first reaction was anger. A white-hot, seething fury. Instead of being pleased to see Sam, seeing Keith made him see red.

			‘What the hell is he doing here?’ he said, his voice rising. He whirled around to glare at Katherine. ‘You lied to me,’ he said hoarsely. Bitterly disappointed, feeling betrayed, he wanted to hit someone. A convenient target was Keith, who was looking at him in surprise.

			‘Tate! Oh, Tate!’ It was Sam shouting excitedly, ignoring his outburst and throwing herself into his arms. She hugged him fiercely, kissing him on both cheeks, laughing and crying at the same time. ‘It’s so good to see you, bro!’

			‘Let me look at you,’ he said gruffly, pushing her slightly away. She looked positively stunning, in a dark green business suit and a beige, satin blouse. ‘You look like a million bucks!’

			Sam laughed happily. ‘This is a surprise.’ She turned to Katherine, who had been very quiet. 

			Tate could see a sheen of tears in her eyes and wondered if they were tears of sorrow for being accused of lying, or remorse. Or was she simply glad to see brother and sister reunited? 

			‘Katherine. You are one sneaky devil. Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!’ She went and hugged her, Katherine returning the hug warmly, although she was staring searchingly at Tate over Sam’s shoulder.

			‘Let’s eat first,’ Katherine suggested politely. She hadn’t spoken a word to Keith. He hadn’t said anything either, Tate noticed.

			Tate cleared his throat. ‘I would like some answers first,’ he said uncertainly. The whole situation was overwhelming. Tate Reilly, international businessman, venture capitalist, who could wind shrewd financiers around his little finger, overwhelmed by the two women in his life. Unimaginable.

			‘After dinner,’ Katherine warned him ominously. ‘You can ask them as many questions as you like. I’ll be here to guarantee they tell you the truth.’

			Sam watched incredulously as Tate meekly went to the kitchen. ‘Who is that man and what have you done with my brother?’ she asked theatrically.

			Katherine laughed. ‘It’s the same guy, just a little burnt. No permanent damage, I’m sure. Nor any permanent change,’ she said, though a cloud of pain coursed through her at the thought.

			Keith spoke finally as Tate laid the table. ‘Uh – um. Sis, did you cook? I thought you were ordering a takeaway?’

			Sam laughed and said, ‘She’s not all that bad.’

			Tate called out curiously, in chorus with Keith, ‘How would you know?’ They looked at each other in surprise, a rare conspiratorial look exchanged between them.

			‘I have eaten here before, you idiots.’ Both Keith and Tate were looking confused. ‘That actually smells like Tate’s famous chicken curry. Yum. Did you make any poppadums? Rice Pilaf? Naan bread?’

			Tate laughed indulgently. ‘Everything but the naan. I’ve also made onion bhajis for appetisers. Oh! I forgot. I made fried fish, Bengali style, as well. Dinner is served,’ he announced with a flourish. He was still bewildered but intensely curious. Something was going on here. Keith and Sam were surprised to see him. More curiously, Keith didn’t appear to be aware of Sam’s relationship with his own sister.

			As they sat down to eat, it occurred to him that it had been months, if not years, since he and Sam had sat down to a dinner cooked by him. He had Katherine to thank for that. He covertly looked over at her, sneaking a glance at her from under his eyelashes. She must have sensed it as she looked up at him with a strange expression on her face. They ate quietly for the most part, Tate afraid to broach any subject too controversial, while Sam did most of the talking, though it was superficial, inconsequential small talk.

			‘Thank you, Katherine,’ said Sam finally, sitting back, wiping her lips with a napkin. ‘Do you know, it’s been almost a year since we last sat down for a family dinner like this. It was Christmas a year ago, wasn’t it, Tate? You cooked a traditional turkey dinner.’

			‘That sounds about right.’ He looked at Katherine openly. ‘I must thank you too, Kate. Although, Sam, this isn’t exactly a family dinner.’

			Katherine stood up and ran into the bedroom. Sam glared at Tate and followed her, leaving him with an uncomfortable-looking Keith.

			‘More wine?’ Tate offered politely, getting up to get a fresh bottle.

			‘Sure. Can I get some red wine this time, instead?’

			‘Absolutely,’ he replied smoothly. ‘I understand you’re working now,’ he said as he poured out a glass of red wine. He couldn’t believe that he was having a close to civil conversation with the man he had framed for theft.

			Keith seemed to be friendly enough as he replied happily, ‘Yes. In a design studio. I design products for the digital age. Well, mostly representations of the inventions for the investors. You know, for marketing purposes. You may have heard of them. I understand they did some work for you not too long ago.’

			‘Who exactly?’ he asked.

			Keith mentioned the name. Tate’s eyebrows raised, impressed. ‘Seriously?’ When Keith nodded, he said, ‘They’re very selective about their designers! They have to be top-notch, you know, to make the mark,’ he said accusingly.

			‘Yup,’ Keith acknowledged gleefully. ‘Their pay is fantastic too.’

			‘Where are you staying?’ Tate tried to appear casual, but the answer was very important to him for reasons he was unwilling to explore.

			‘London, of course. I’ve taken up digs in a small studio apartment not too far from the office. In fact, I walk or cycle every day, depending on the weather. I just came down to see sis for this dinner. Sam surprised me by picking me up at the ferry terminal.’

			‘I see,’ said Tate, falling silent. He wanted desperately to ask Keith the last time he’d seen Sam but was afraid of the answer. His whole anger now at Katherine seemed to be completely misplaced. He was going to have to do some serious grovelling.

			‘Uh – um – can I ask you something?’

			‘Sure,’ Tate said, suddenly tensing.

			‘You – uh – cooked dinner. Did you arrive today too?’

			Tate didn’t answer at first. He finally responded in a strangled voice. ‘No, I’ve been here for two weeks.’

			An hour later Katherine and Sam emerged from the bedroom. It was obvious Katherine had been crying. She had made some effort to repair the damage with make-up, no doubt with Sam’s expert assistance, but no amount could mask those swollen red eyes. Tate cringed with embarrassment and self-loathing. God! How many ways was he going to screw up his relationship with Katherine? His relationship? He didn’t have one! And whose fault was that? He had only himself to blame with his stupid, stupid temper and his blindness to the facts in front of him.

			Sam said coldly, ‘Alright, Tate. Katherine has just informed me of your – um – agreement.’ 

			Tate glanced sharply at Katherine, who shook her head wordlessly but very slightly. He took this to mean that she had left out their shared passion from last night. 

			‘I believe that you have some questions for me and Keith.’

			Keith butted in helpfully. ‘Oh! Mr Reilly has already asked me some questions. Isn’t that right, Mr Reilly?’

			Katherine glared at Tate, then turned to Keith with a smile. ‘Interesting. What were those questions?’ she asked. 

			Keith elaborated quickly, sensing tension but oblivious to its cause. 

			‘Well, Tate, why don’t you finish interrogating my brother first. Then you can speak to Sam.’

			‘I’ll speak to Sam anytime and anywhere I damn well feel like!’ he thundered, seeing red again.

			‘Don’t raise your voice or take that tone with me. I will not tolerate it in my house,’ Katherine ordered him, her voice raised slightly and her tone brooking no argument.

			They stared at each other with open hostility for a few tense seconds, then subsided. He said quietly, ‘I apologise for my regrettable loss of temper. I don’t really have any more questions for Keith.’ He paused, then asked meekly, ‘Can I ask Sam some questions now?’ It was ridiculous, but he had to listen to her. It was her house. Those were her rules. They did have a deal. And the deal wasn’t quite done yet. Not by a long shot. Besides, Sam was glaring at him too, with almost the same intensity. How come she was suddenly so protective of Katherine? He noticed that her blouse was wet, no doubt from Katherine’s tears. Damn! He should have been the one comforting her. A small smile played around his lips, remembering what had happened the last time he had comforted her in the mansion.

			‘Okay. Go ahead,’ Katherine said, grudgingly.

			‘Thank you, Kate.’ Suddenly, Tate was in high spirits. He couldn’t figure out why. ‘Sam, what have you been doing for the past few months? Why haven’t you been in touch? Why haven’t you returned my calls?’

			Sam started laughing. When she saw his outraged face, she became serious. ‘So many questions, Tate,’ she began mockingly. ‘Hmm. Let me see. What have I been doing for the past few months? Well, at first, I was job-hunting. I reached out to Katherine.’

			‘Why Katherine?’ Tate asked sharply.

			‘I’ll answer all your questions. Just let me finish,’ Sam said. 

			These two women were ganging up on him. 

			Sam continued, sedately at first. ‘I asked everyone I knew for help finding a job. Katherine was someone I knew. Besides, she has a vested interest in me because of Keith. She suggested that I take up a job at Blissmore. It’s a fantastic opportunity, Tate. Something that would normally be given to someone much more experienced. However, as the town is struggling financially, they couldn’t afford any of the bigger firms. So, I was short-listed. I submitted my designs and I was selected!’ she finished triumphantly, her voice becoming more and more animated and excited.

			‘Designing what exactly?’ Tate asked, now openly curious and more than a little intrigued.

			‘Blissmore’s new civic centre. Well, actually, it’s both a civic and an entertainment centre. It’s huge. And it’s almost ready. We decided to refurbish rather than build it from scratch. Less expensive, that way,’ she said. ‘I’ve been busy overseeing construction and the interior design. Tate! Tate! You’ve got to see this before you go. Oh, please? Please?’

			‘First, finish answering my questions,’ Tate said sternly, although an indulgent smile escaped his lips.

			‘Hmm. Next question. Why haven’t I been in touch? Well, you’ve only yourself to blame. The last time we spoke – or rather argued – you said you weren’t interested in my plans.’

			‘I was talking about your marriage plans,’ Tate retorted, glancing pointedly at Keith, although he was reconsidering his earlier decision.

			‘You weren’t that specific,’ Sam snapped back accurately. ‘As for returning your calls, the answer is the same as before. You practically ordered me back as though you owned me. I’m my own person, Tate. When are you going to accept that? With the commission I’m going to get, plus bonuses, plus a percentage of the earnings, I’ll be more than capable of supporting myself.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Besides, I was really angry with you. And disappointed. I couldn’t believe that my honourable brother would stoop to framing an innocent man.’

			‘In my defence, I believed Keith was spirting you away from me,’ Tate said, though he was becoming more and more uncertain, watching the play of emotions on Katherine’s face. He saw a glint in her eyes and knew that there was more to come.

			‘Actually, that was my idea. Right from the very beginning, since he proposed and I accepted, Keith wanted to wait for your blessing. In fact, he still does. I forced him to go home to pick up my bag because I didn’t want to face you after our dreadful row.’ 

			Tate saw tears in his sister’s eyes and felt worse than ever. Great. He had made two women cry and he cared deeply for both of them. He couldn’t meet Katherine’s eyes. 

			‘I told him that I’d leave him if he didn’t do as I asked.’ Sam was defiant. ‘Of course, I wouldn’t have actually done that. But Keith wasn’t to know. He’s totally blameless in all of this. And now you’ve punished Katherine as well.’

			Once again, Tate glanced sharply at Katherine and whispered bleakly, almost to himself. ‘You told her.’ It was then that he realised how truly ashamed he was of his own behaviour.

			Katherine said quietly, ‘I didn’t tell her anything, Tate.’

			‘Tell me what?’ Sam glared at her brother accusingly. ‘I was talking about how rudely you spoke to her just now.’

			Tate sighed. ‘I forced her to work for me for two weeks at the mansion before I would withdraw my complaint against your – uh – against Keith.’

			Keith stood up belligerently but Katherine gave him a warning look. ‘Keith, settle down. I went into it of my own accord. And Tate was a perfect gentleman throughout. He even cooked for me. Made me many scrumptious dishes including Spanish omelette on my very first day there, pasta with red wine sauce, garlic bread, oh, and so many more. That’s why I asked him to cook dinner today.’

			Keith sat down again slowly, seeming to have simmered down. ‘He’s already told me that he spent two weeks here, sis. Was that payback?’ he asked with good humour.

			Katherine returned his smile. ‘Yes. Spot on. So, we’re even now, Keith.’

			Sam interrupted Katherine. ‘Wait a minute. Are you saying that you two have been living together for the past two weeks in this cottage?’ She glanced at both of them suspiciously, a knowing look crossing her face when she saw Katherine redden with embarrassment.

			Keith piped in, ‘Sir, if I may, can I point out that we’ve kept our promises, my sister and I? I’ve made no attempt to approach Sam, nor have I met her. Which is more than I can say for you two. First, living together in that mansion of yours and now in the cottage.’ He sighed and turned to Katherine. ‘Sis, the two of you are adults. You can do whatever you please. All I’m asking is that Sam and I be treated with the same respect.’ He looked at Tate again. ‘You too, sir. I definitely want your blessing, but may I have your permission to see Sam?’ His voice almost broke as he continued. ‘I haven’t seen her – seen her since before I was arrested. I really miss her.’

			The three of them waited with bated breath as Tate considered the situation. By rights, they should have thrown back his accusations at his miserable face and told him to go to hell. In this day and age, what youngster had this kind of respect for family? He was deeply moved by Keith’s impassioned request. He nodded wearily. ‘I owe you both my deepest apologies. I’ve been doing a lot of that lately. I also have a lot of thinking to do. I’ve behaved badly. Keith, I have no right to ask anything of you, but please wait for me before you two decide anything. Sam, you are absolutely right. Right now, I can only express my gratitude to you and Keith for being so patient with me. It’s all been too much. So much information in such a short time. I need to assimilate it all.’

			Katherine cleared her throat. ‘It’s getting very late. Sam, Keith, I suggest you two leave now. I have to discuss something with Tate.’

			‘It’s way past the last ferry to the mainland, sis,’ Keith informed her morosely.

			Tate said quickly before Katherine could respond, ‘Why don’t the two of you spend some time together, catching up? It’s my fault that you haven’t seen each other. We’ll speak again tomorrow. You don’t have to rush back to London, do you Keith?’

			‘No,’ replied Keith. ‘I’ve taken the week off.’

			‘Make that two days,’ Katherine suggested. ‘You can come again for dinner on Tuesday.’ She gave Tate a warning look as she noticed he was about to say something.

			After the two of them had left, hand in hand, Katherine turned to Tate. ‘That was really nice of you, letting them see each other again.’

			‘Least I could do, considering how I nearly ruined their lives.’

			‘Even the mighty, powerful Tate Reilly couldn’t have achieved that,’ she said cruelly. ‘Keith and Sam are too strong for that.’

			‘I meant…’

			‘I know exactly what you meant. And I stand by my statement. You have one last chance to fix this mess you’ve created. For some godforsaken reason, my brother seems to have as old-fashioned an idea as yours when it comes to marriage and blessing! They’re both suffering as a result. I want you to sleep on this. You have the whole of tomorrow and Tuesday to think about it. If you want, you can leave right now. I suspect, however, that your sister isn’t going to be very happy with that.’

			‘What are you suggesting?’ Tate was bewildered.

			‘I’m suggesting,’ she said patiently as though explaining to a child, ‘that you think about the blessing they’re seeking from you. Tell them one way or the other when they come back on Tuesday. It’ll also give them some time to think about their stupid desire to seek your approval. If you’re going to say yes, then great. If you’re going to say no, you better have a damn good reason for it. Either way, I won’t try to influence you. In fact, you don’t have to even cook or clean. Go for walks. Sit in the library. I’ll take over the kitchen.’

			‘Don’t you have to work?’

			‘I’ll manage,’ she said. ‘I’m not exactly running a multi-million-pound empire like you!’

			‘What exactly do you do?’ He was intensely curious about Katherine. She had somehow managed to secure an enviable job for Sam. Even he wouldn’t have had the influence to achieve that.

			‘It’s not important. I suggest you focus on your problem first, before you worry about me. I won’t even try to seduce you like I did last night. I’m sorry about that,’ she said, her voice devoid of any emotion. ‘In fact, I wish we’d never had sex. It’s just served to complicate matters. And you don’t need that kind of distraction. I’m sorry to have been a bother.’

			‘You weren’t a bother!’ he cried out. ‘And we made love. We didn’t simply have sex,’ he pronounced disgustedly. How could she play down the most wonderful night of his life?

			She seemed unrelenting. ‘Whatever it was, it’s not going to happen anymore. We’ve had our fun. It’s out of our systems now. Let’s move on with our lives. That is, after you’ve settled matters between our respective siblings.’

			Tate was torn at the thought that he would never take her in his arms again, never hold her again tightly against his body, never kiss those scrumptious lips, never reduce her to a quivering mass of desire. He watched her go back to her bedroom, cursing the wretchedness that was enveloping him.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Katherine couldn’t sleep that night. She had work to do the next day, but Sam and Keith’s future rested in her hands. Tate’s expression when she’d left him made her wonder if she had been right to trust him with this decision. She could have just as easily influenced Keith to give up his ridiculous old-fashioned notion. She had only herself to blame for this. Their parents had been old-fashioned and so was she. She had practically raised Keith single-handedly, which was why she felt more like his mother than his sister, even though the difference between them was only a few years. Perhaps that was the reason he was so diffident and reverential. Possibly it was this quality that attracted Sam to Keith. Sam had often spoken of Keith in glowing terms, particularly his respect for women. She was loath to ask Sam personal questions. Had they been closer, she may have teased out of her the extent of his respect. She knew their relationship was based on mutual attraction, admiration and, most importantly, trust. It was trust that had kept their love alive, despite their separation.

			Trust was seriously lacking in her own relationship with Tate. He didn’t trust her at all. That was made abundantly clear when he accused her of lying to him. She had deliberately invited Keith so that he and Sam could have a fighting chance for a future together. When Keith arrived at the doorstep, she had expected an extreme reaction from Tate. Knowing that he would be outraged she shouldn’t have felt so bad when her worst fears came to fruition. Nonetheless, his accusation had hurt. As usual, he hadn’t bothered to question their presence, rather just reacted to it with raw emotion. He had managed to hurt her in the process, particularly when he pointed out that they weren’t a family. Who said that they were? His only point could have been that they would never be a family. For a brief moment, when she had woken up that morning, she’d fantasised about a relationship with Tate. She hadn’t taken it to the extent of marriage and a family, but his taunt made it crystal clear that he wasn’t interested. Her unspoken question had been answered resoundingly, hurtfully. They had no future. Period.

			The multitude of emotions from the last twenty-four hours were overwhelming. Addedly, she had the launch of the new civic and entertainment centre to worry about. Fortunately, Sam had proven that enthusiasm and skill could compensate for lack of experience, and Katherine had called in a few favours as well to help with the launch. The preparations were done. Staying with Tate while he worked on his decision meant that she couldn’t be at the civic centre in person to oversee operations so she would have to trust Sam to do it. Her admiration for the young girl was growing day by day. The way she had handled her brother today was inspiring. It was ironic that Sam had paid her the same compliment, when she had come in to comfort her. For once, the roles had been reversed. 

			Sam had once cried on her shoulder when describing the terrible row that she’d had with her brother; this time, it had been Katherine who cried while Sam comforted her. She hadn’t offered any advice, just commiserated with her as Katherine cried, agreeing that her brother was an insensitive brute and an uncaring bully. She knew that Sam, being intelligent and perceptive, may have guessed that there was more to Katherine’s tears than mere reaction to Tate’s insults, but she hadn’t probed, God bless her. Katherine had kept that secret close to her chest, hoarding their private moments for herself. She wasn’t quite ready to share that with anyone. She didn’t even want Sam to think any less of Tate, nor Keith to become violent by informing them of Tate’s blackmail and vengeance, but Tate had surprised her by admitting it and Keith’s reaction had been almost comical. He was ready to take on the mighty Tate Reilly. She felt proud but knew that she had to do something. Playing Tate’s viciousness down by careful editing of the facts had mollified Keith, but she knew that Sam wasn’t convinced. She knew her brother well. It was also very likely that Sam would convey her opinion in this matter to Keith. She would have to find a way to deal with it. As much as Tate deserved their disgust, she didn’t want to be the cause of it, even incidentally.

			It was with this bleak and morbid thought that Katherine finally managed to fall into a restless sleep.

			Tate couldn’t sleep either. He remembered the generosity of spirit that Katherine had shown and felt ashamed of himself. He had managed to take the one wonder that had walked into his life and burn it to the ground. He deserved her chastisement and more, but what really hurt him was the cold, emotionless way she had rebuked him. On the one hand, his admiration for her had increased exponentially. She’d held her ground when he’d tried to bully Sam, and she’d placated Keith and Sam when he owned up to his reprehensible actions by blackmailing Katherine. She’d even managed to salvage an untenable situation by buying time and calming him down in the process. Her only uncontrollable reaction was in response to his idiotic, thoughtless remark about not being a family. That was his fault too. He had wanted to slap himself silly, regretting the words as soon as they’d escaped his lips. His heart bled when he saw the evidence of her weeping.

			Keith had demonstrated remarkable restraint and character too. He could clearly see Katherine’s influence in his values and behaviour. His love for Sam was evident from his stoic persistence. His adherence to his sister’s promise and his own showed strength of character, and his restraint was evident when Tate made his shameful admission. Had he been in Keith’s place, he would have reacted violently. In fact, that was precisely what he had done. Assuming Keith was poison to Sam, he had him thrown in jail and blackmailed Katherine in a dishonourable attempt to wreak vengeance on the entire family.

			He had to make amends. But how? He knew in his heart that he had already made his decision, even before Sam and Keith left that evening. Undoubtedly, Katherine had sensed it too, but was too smart to force it out of him. He knew he was going to give them his blessing. He would be a fool not to, but he needed time to reconcile himself with it and find a graceful way of acknowledging that he should have felt honoured by the request, rather than assume it to be a right.

			But how was he going to make it right with Katherine? He knew the answer to that too. He would admit his love for her, beg her forgiveness and pray that her generosity extended to him. Over the next two days, he would win her back. He’d done it before, and he could do it again. She wouldn’t stand a chance. She had melted in his arms at his mere touch. He remembered her trembling body against his, shaking with desire to please and be pleasured. Her innocence, intelligence and beauty were an intoxicating combination. Which red-blooded male could resist her? He realised that he’d probably fallen in love with her the first time he’d seen her, begging him to have her brother released. He had admired her for it even then, wondering how anyone could retain their dignity while pleading for mercy at the same time. His hare-brained scheme was his subconscious decision to get her closer to him, so that she could fall in love with him. And it had worked. Surely those tears meant that she felt more than physical attraction towards him? But he couldn’t be sure. He couldn’t even be certain that he deserved her. Nevertheless, he was going to try. It was his only shot at happiness.

			He searched Keith’s closet and found some jogging gear. Putting it on, he grimaced as it felt a bit tight on him. He was slightly heavier than Keith as well as being taller, he realised. He stretched and then went quietly for a jog. It was still dark outside.

			Katherine woke up to see the first rays of sunshine peep out of the horizon, having forgotten to draw the blinds the night before. She got up in a hurry, remembering her commitment to Tate that she would take over the household chores. She got ready quickly without bothering with a shower and went to the kitchen.

			Tate was there, wearing Keith’s jogging gear and sweating heavily. He had a cup of coffee in his hands and looked up guiltily. ‘Good morning,’ he greeted her warily.

			‘Good morning,’ she responded with a sleepy smile, absently giving him a peck on the cheek as she went to pour herself a coffee. It was when she turned, mug in hand, that she realised what she’d done. Pretending not to care, she hummed her favourite tune and sat down in front of him with a broad smile on her face. ‘I see you’ve been out and about. Had a good run?’

			‘Yes. It was cold and damp, but I enjoyed it, thank you.’ He still had that careful expression on his face as though he was waiting for her to explode.

			‘Something wrong? You have this look on your face as though the sky is going to fall on your head,’ she asked, smiling. ‘Come on! Cheer up! It’s only two more days. You managed the first two weeks with remarkable fortitude. It’ll all be over before you know it.’ Her voice almost cracked as she said it, knowing that after tomorrow, she would most likely never see him again. She wasn’t planning to attend the wedding, if he gave his blessing and if he were to attend. Perhaps she could find a way to encourage them to elope. The corners of her lips curled with the irony of that notion.

			‘How can you be so cheerful, dammit!’ Tate burst out. ‘I’ve been nothing but horrible to you, Keith and Sam. How can you be so civil? I don’t deserve it.’

			‘It’s not been all that bad,’ she said lightly. She gave him a mischievous grin. ‘Some of it was quite a bit of fun.’ She deliberately winked at him.

			Tate was outraged. ‘Fun?’ he ejaculated with disgust. ‘Is that your best description of the passion we shared? Fun? Sex?’

			‘Don’t be so dramatic,’ she said casually, picking up his empty mug. ‘Would you like a refill? What would you like for breakfast?’ She peered into the fridge. ‘Looks like we’re out of eggs. Ah! I remember! You squandered them all on pancakes and French toast yesterday. You rich folks are all alike.’ She put her hands on her hips and gave him a theatrical glare.

			He couldn’t help bursting out laughing. She beamed her appreciation for his return to good humour and hugged his head to her chest warmly. She kissed him again on the cheek and whispered, ‘Don’t take this as influencing your decision, but can’t we be civil to each other for the next two days?’ 

			As he involuntarily nuzzled his head against her chest, she gave him a small shake. ‘Not that civil!’ she exclaimed remonstratively. Nonetheless, she held him close to her for a few seconds before letting him go. ‘I know! I’ll make beans on toast. I’m a veritable expert at making it. I shall first demonstrate my ability to open a can of beans.’ She took out a can of beans from the cupboard and used the electric can opener. ‘Voila!’ she exclaimed. ‘Next, I shall heat ze beans in ze pan. Très bien.’ She kept chattering away in her best French accent until she had him in stitches. ‘And finally, ze toast. You see, Tate, zis is the most complicated part. One must set the toaster just so.’

			She started laughing at her own comedy but fell silent as Tate’s arms snaked around her. He kissed her neck and whispered in her ear, his breath fanning her cheek tenderly. ‘I meant it when I said I don’t deserve this. Thank you anyway.’

			‘All part of the service, Monsieur Tate.’ She turned around in his arms and faced him breathlessly, her lips parting in invitation. He gave her a gentle kiss. It soon turned into a deeper one as she opened her mouth wide to welcome his marauding tongue. As his ardour increased, she could feel the evidence of his desire pulsing against her lower stomach. She pushed him away. ‘I meant it when I said we’re not going to mess around until you make up your mind,’ she said, using his own phraseology from a few minutes earlier.

			He groaned at her choice of words. ‘Sex? Fun? Messing around? Can’t you find a better way of describing it? A more adult way, preferably.’ He still held on to her, though his hands hung loosely around her neck. His voice became softer as he asked cajolingly, ‘What if I told you I’ve already made my decision?’

			Katherine felt him holding his breath, waiting for her reaction. ‘I would say that it ain’t over until the paperwork is done.’ When he looked puzzled, she explained. ‘You have to tell them, Tate. It’s not fair to keep them hanging.’

			He walked away, running his hands through his hair viciously in frustration. ‘Give me my damn phone and I’ll tell Sam right now!’

			‘In person, Tate. They deserve to see your face when you tell them.’

			‘Then call them back to the cottage this minute.’

			‘After which there will be no more reason for you to stay.’ Her tone was prosaic, but her words hung between them like a ticking time bomb.

			‘What if I don’t leave? What if I want to stay?’ He turned to look at her.

			‘For how long, Tate?’ she asked. ‘This has been a fun holiday for you, admit it. Your only wish would have been that we’d had sex the whole time you were here, instead of just one night.’ 

			When he made to move towards her, she held up her hand. ‘Don’t come any closer! We need to have this conversation with clear heads, not in the throes of sexual pleasure. Admit it.’

			He sat down at the table heavily. ‘I admit, two weeks ago that was the plan. Now I feel differently,’ he said simply. ‘I want to be with you. I can’t say for how long. No one can. We’re adults, Kate. I admire and envy what Sam and Keith feel for each other, but their relationship started out on the right foot. I don’t even know you that well. I don’t even know what you do for a living, damnit!’

			‘I agree,’ she said. ‘That’s why I know it won’t last. You may not know me, but I know you.’

			‘At least call them back today. I can’t wait till tomorrow. I don’t want to wait till tomorrow.’

			‘Okay. I’ll do that.’ Given the launch was tomorrow, that would actually work in her favour. She’d been wondering what had prompted her to ask for two days. A part of her had wished he would attend the inauguration of the new civic centre, to see Sam at her best, but perhaps that wasn’t to be. ‘I’ll make the call. We’ll make it a lunch, as well. It’ll give you enough time to get away sooner,’ she said sadly.

			It was with a heavy heart that Katherine texted Sam, instead of calling her. She got a quick reply and started preparing lunch. It was going to be a simple affair of sandwiches and crisps, a far cry from the elaborate meals Tate usually prepared. He stuck around in the kitchen as she worked, offering her tips and advice, trying to lighten the mood, but it didn’t quite work the way it had done when she had tried to entertain him earlier.

			Sam and Keith arrived ahead of time, anxious looks on their faces. Katherine felt for them, hugging them tightly when once they’d entered.

			‘You’re early,’ she said unnecessarily.

			‘What’s wrong, Katherine?’ Sam asked concernedly. ‘Is it that bad? Don’t worry. We can handle it.’

			Oh, for the confidence of youth. She envied the younger couple, sure of their love and commitment to one another. They weren’t that much younger. Why did she feel so old, the burden of the world hanging on her shoulders? ‘How are the preparations for tomorrow?’ she asked eager to change the subject.

			‘Fantastic,’ Sam enthused. ‘Everyone is so excited. The media and camera crew have already arrived. I was meeting with them this morning when I received your text.’ There was a special glow to her, Katherine noticed.

			‘Come into the dining room,’ she invited. ‘Tate’s waiting there.’

			When they went in, Tate was sitting sombrely at the head of the table, a plate of sandwiches in front of him. ‘Sorry, but I was hungry,’ he mumbled, his mouth full of food. How could he be so casual about this? ‘Skipped breakfast, you see. Didn’t quite care for beans on toast. The toast was burnt, and the beans were cold.’

			Katherine said, ‘That’s because you were distracting me while I made it!’

			‘Distracting? How?’ Sam asked, looking at both of them, a wicked smile on her face. She ran a finger over the dining table, pressing it to test its strength. She raised her eyebrows comically.

			Katherine went still. Had Sam guessed about Tate and her? Tate said calmly, ‘Get your mind out of the gutter, young lady. Or I’ll put you over my knee. Or ask Keith to, given that he’s going to be responsible for you now,’ he drawled with mock sternness.

			Sam clapped her hands with glee. ‘Then you’ve decided to bless us?’ When Tate nodded, she laughed happily and clapped her hands again. ‘Oh! Tate! I love you!’ She gave him a fierce hug. ‘I knew you’d eventually come around.’ She turned to a grinning Keith who came over to shake Tate’s hand.

			‘Thank you, Mr Reilly. I really appreciate it.’

			‘Now that you we’re going to be family, you should call me Tate, Keith.’ He brushed aside Keith’s hand and hugged him instead. The three of them looked at Katherine who was unashamedly crying, tears rolling down her cheeks.

			‘Waterworks again?’ he asked her gruffly. ‘Would you like a hug too?’ He had a wicked look on his face. ‘I think we should celebrate. Let’s throw these lousy sandwiches in the bin and go out for lunch!’

			Sam said unexpectedly, closely watching the expression on Katherine’s face, ‘Not so fast, my dear brother. Hold your horses. There’s one more thing you need to do to make this official.’

			Tate looked mildly surprised but asked her indulgently, ‘What’s that, darling?’ Hearing the endearment from his lips, Katherine felt a fresh bout of tears coming on. He had never spoken any words of endearment to her. Even during that wonderful night, he had said nothing to give away how he felt about her except call out her name. She had thought he just wasn’t capable of expressing himself, but he clearly was.

			Sam said seriously, ‘You’d better sit down again, Tate. I’m not joking.’ 

			Tate sat down and looked at her expectantly. Katherine sat down too, slowly, picking at the sandwich on her plate absentmindedly. What was Sam plotting now?

			‘You have to make a public announcement, Tate. How am I going to take you seriously? You may change your mind the moment you escape your confinement.’

			Tate said with unexpected restraint, ‘Why on earth would I do that? Don’t you trust me?’

			‘You didn’t trust us. So don’t complain. I must insist on it.’ She pursed her lips, as if in deep thought, a series of comical faces following. Katherine instantly recognised that look. It was the same motley expression she had seen when Sam first suggested she visit Tate. She was definitely up to something. What was she playing at?

			‘I have it!’ she exclaimed. ‘You have to come to the inauguration of the civic centre tomorrow. There’s going to be a press conference. You can give a speech. They’re going to felicitate me, and I can invite you to the stage.’

			Katherine looked at her uncertainly. In a way, this was exactly what she wanted. But Sam’s suggestion was half-baked, a bit simplistic. She was risking an important event to air her personal affairs.

			‘Are you okay with this, Katherine?’ Sam asked her anxiously. ‘Please say yes.’

			Katherine was still doubtful. ‘I’m not so sure, Samantha. It’s a public affair. The press will be there. Are you sure you want to make a spectacle of this? The people won’t really care.’

			‘I will,’ Sam insisted stubbornly. ‘If I’m to be thanked, then I have every right to call whoever I please to join me. Please, Katherine. He only has to say a few words. He can simply say that he’s happy to announce my engagement to Keith on this happy occasion. Everyone will applaud and congratulate us. Please! Oh, please!’ She was hopping on both feet, her tone imploring.

			Tate asked, ‘Why do you need Kate to say okay, Sam?’

			Sam turned on him fiercely, ‘Because she’s Keith’s sister, bro. She has every right to have a say in the matter.’

			‘What about Keith?’ Tate argued, looking at him.

			Sam stared at him, ‘I’m fine with it. Absolutely fine,’ Keith said hastily. ‘I think it’s a splendid idea,’ he said more enthusiastically as Sam continued to stare at him.

			Sam’s face softened. ‘See? Keith’s fine with it too.’

			Katherine said, ‘Okay. But I hope you know what you’re doing.’

			‘Yippee!’ Sam shouted. She clapped again, running over to Katherine and hugging her. ‘You won’t regret it. I promise. Have I let you down so far?’ Sam’s gaze bore into hers, a glint in her eyes.

			Katherine hugged her back. She said dryly, ‘There’s a first time for everything.’

			Sam seemed unfazed. ‘Today’s the happiest day of my life. Tomorrow, I’m going to be even happier,’ she added contradictorily. ‘When we get married, Keith, it will be the absolute best.’

			‘Have you already set a date?’ Tate asked sardonically. When Sam nodded, he continued. ‘A bit presumptuous, don’t you think? What if I had said no?’

			‘But you didn’t, see? All’s well that ends well. By the way, we plan to get married a month from now. In January.’

			‘You’re going to have a winter wedding?’ Katherine asked.

			‘Yup! We would get married before Christmas, if we could. But the civic centre is booked solid. I don’t want to give Tate a chance to change his mind. Katherine, will you be my chief bridesmaid?’

			Tate protested. ‘Why the civic centre? We have a perfectly good church of our own.’

			Sam responded calmly, ‘Which neither have us have bothered to visit in the last ten or so years. Besides, I can’t afford a big, fancy wedding. The civic centre is practically free for me and I don’t plan to have hundreds of guests.’

			‘I thought I would pay for the wedding,’ Tate said uncertainly, clearly overwhelmed.

			‘I wouldn’t dream of it!’ Sam said proudly.

			Katherine felt things were moving just a bit too quickly for her. She was still dazed by the turn of events after yesterday’s emotional roller coaster. ‘We’ll discuss this later, Samantha. I think you’d better hurry back.’

			Sam looked at her watch. ‘I still have some time to kill. The team are having lunch anyway and they won’t be back for an hour. Do you want to go for a walk? It’ll give the boys some time to bond.’ 

			Katherine looked uncertain, wondering if Tate could be trusted alone with Keith. 

			‘They’ll be fine,’ Sam assured her. ‘Come on. I know you love walking in this weather.’

			They walked quietly for a while, then Katherine turned to Sam and said seriously, ‘Samantha, I’m honoured that you consider me worthy of being your chief bridesmaid. I have to decline though.’

			‘Why?’ 

			Just then, Sam reminded Katherine of her brother, their tone of voice uncannily similar.

			‘You must have college mates you’re close to,’ Katherine hedged. ‘They’ll be more suitable, I’m sure.’

			‘You haven’t answered my question. Give me one good reason why you don’t want to be my chief bridesmaid?’ 

			Katherine couldn’t think of anything to say, so she fell silent. 

			Sam gave her a strange look and said, ‘I think I know why.’

			Katherine stopped walking to stare at her. ‘Sam, don’t…’

			‘You’re in love with Tate, aren’t you?’

			Katherine knew she couldn’t hide it any longer. ‘Is it that obvious?’ 

			They continued walking after Sam nodded. 

			‘It would be too painful just being at the wedding. Being in the wedding… I don’t think I could handle it. Does Tate know?’ Katherine just looked at her.

			‘Of course he doesn’t. When it comes to emotions, my brother is blind, deaf and mute. He’s such a fool.’ Sam said it without bitterness, echoing Katherine’s own feelings.

			‘Please don’t say anything to him, Samantha,’ Katherine begged her. ‘I know your instinct is to chastise him, but he can’t help being who he is. And I couldn’t stand the humiliation of him knowing.’

			Sam looked at her with sadness. ‘You’re the sister I never had, Katherine. At least you can be my sister-in-law. If it weren’t for you, I don’t think Tate would have come around.’

			‘Be that as it may, I think you should have a quiet ceremony in London at your family church. I’m sure Tate would prefer it. That will give me an excuse not to attend.’

			Sam didn’t argue with her and for the rest of the walk, they discussed the civic centre. Katherine was relieved.

			After Sam and Keith had left, Tate busied himself clearing the dishes. The sandwiches were finished, as well as a few bottles of beer. ‘Did you guys have a good time?’ Katherine asked him casually as she helped him clear up.

			They stood at the sink together. She washed the dishes while Tate dried them. 

			‘I could get used to this,’ he murmured. ‘Yes, we had a good time. Mostly talking about you.’

			Katherine stilled for just a second, shaken by both statements. She had to focus on the latter. ‘What did Keith have to say?’ she asked carefully.

			‘He talked about you when you were children. How you bossed him around but took care of him as well, even before your parents passed away.’

			‘Anything else?’

			‘No. I tried to probe him about what it is you do for a living, how you’ve been managing and the reason you’ve struggled to hold down a job – Sam had mentioned it, by the way – but he just laughed and changed the subject.’ 

			She silently thanked Keith. She had sworn him to secrecy about her job and had Sam promise her as well, while they had discussed how the launch would go ahead without Katherine’s direct involvement. If all went well, Tate would return to London, none the wiser. She tried hard to understand why she didn’t want him to know, but she couldn’t. 

			‘What are you hiding, Kate? You can tell me. Nothing you say will make me think any less of you.’

			‘As if that were possible,’ she scoffed.

			‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ he asked angrily. ‘I have the utmost respect for you.’

			She handed him the last rinsed plate and walked away in a huff. ‘Do you really need to ask? You have an odd way of showing that you respect me. You’ve been nothing but a pain in the arse since you came into my life.’

			If Tate was shocked by her statement, he didn’t show it. He said, rather mildly, ‘I know, and I’ve apologised for it. I even paid my dues, cooking and cleaning for you for the past two weeks. I respected your wishes, your desires and your needs to the best of my ability. I listened to your advice with regards to Sam. If that isn’t respect, I don’t know what is.’

			It was going to be hard to wind him up when he was being so rational. ‘Well, thank you very much,’ she drawled sarcastically. ‘Now we’re even. Let’s just leave it at that. No more questions. No more attempts to “get to know me better”,’ she shouted, using air quotes.

			‘What’s got into you? You seemed fine earlier. Even happy, I dare say.’ He came over and placed his hands gently on her shoulders, massaging her soothingly. ‘If you don’t want to talk about yourself, that’s fine too.’ 

			He bent to kiss her, and she shoved him away. If she let him kiss her now, when she was so vulnerable, she knew she would be lost. Worse, he would find out she loved him and feel sorry for her, if he hadn’t already.

			‘Get away from me!’ she screamed. ‘Leave me alone.’ She ran away to her bedroom and locked the door.

			She didn’t come out till the next day, skipping dinner in the process. She wasn’t sure what Tate had done for dinner, but he had respected her wishes and left her alone. Perversely, she was angry with him for that too. She’d desperately wanted him to come after her, soothe her and make love to her. She knew that she was being unreasonable, but that was the only way she knew how to cope with the emotions that raged within her. It was going to be very hard to get over him, but it had to start by regaining her dignity. She was going to miss him badly.

			These past two weeks had been the best days of her life. As much satisfaction as she received from her job, it was all the more meaningful going back home, having him waiting for her with a hot meal and a warm, welcoming smile.

			Tate was right. He had treated her with respect. He had made love to her with tenderness, seeing to her every desire, satiating her needs. All except one. Her need for love. He had said nothing to reveal his own feelings, assuming he had any. She knew that he could spend a few more days with her. Then what? He would have to return to London. Her despair would be deeper, her pain prolonged. She had achieved what she set out to do – get Keith and Sam’s marriage blessed by Tate. That was no small accomplishment. In the process, she had managed to find a way to save her beloved island and her townspeople. That was no mean feat either. She had plenty to feel proud of. She didn’t have to feel inadequate because Tate didn’t love her. She cried herself to sleep.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Tate wondered where he had gone wrong. His plan, at least in his mind, had been perfect. He was going to charm her. He was going to woo her. If that failed, he was going to make love to her until she begged for mercy. He just couldn’t keep up with her mood swings. He had done the right thing by Sam, and he could have sworn that Katherine had been happy with the way he’d handled Keith and Sam. Keith had been generously forgiving and more than a little friendly. Although Sam had probably been joking about them bonding, he had come to an understanding with Keith and had a newfound respect for his maturity. Keith had assured him with sincerity and passion that he would love and cherish Sam and that Tate wouldn’t regret blessing their alliance. Sharing memories of his childhood with Kate had been special too.

			Tate could just imagine a younger, happier Kate living her life, free of worry and pain. His heart had gone out to her when Keith described how strong she had been for both of them, loving and caring for her younger brother, making sacrifices that her parents would have been proud of. Had he caused her more pain? Undoubtedly. Had he brought her pleasure? He was certain of that too. He wanted to take care of her for the rest of her life. He realised that his shot at happiness was slipping away, not that he would give up so easily. She was just distraught from the emotions of the past few days. He could understand that. He would be patient with her. She deserved it. She had been patient with him.

			He poured himself another cup of coffee, the third this morning. He was restless, waiting for the festivities planned by Sam to be over and done with so that he could get on with the business of wooing and proposing to Kate. He smiled as he said her name aloud. She was so resolute about being called by her full name, yet she had tolerated him calling her Kate, perhaps even liking it a little. He heard her moving about and started preparing breakfast.

			When she came into the kitchen, he poured a cup of coffee wordlessly for her, looking her over carefully. She was dressed immaculately in a navy-blue trouser suit and a silky white blouse. Her hair had been styled well too, falling softly on her shoulders with an attractive hairclip pinning it in place. She was wearing lipstick, a light pink shade. Her make-up was perfect, mascara accentuating her brown eyes. She looked lovely.

			She took the cup, looking over at the stove curiously. He laughed and said, ‘Beans on toast. The way it was meant to be made!’ When she raised a perfectly contoured eyebrow, he added. ‘We’re out of provisions. I forgot to give you a list.’

			She didn’t laugh, just smiled sadly. ‘I’m sorry I burnt your breakfast yesterday. I didn’t even cook dinner like I promised. Did you eat last night?’ Her words showed concern, but her tone was distant, preoccupied. ‘Don’t worry about provisions. I’ll be back to takeaways once you leave today.’

			He ignored her last statement. He wasn’t going to be drawn into another argument, no matter how provocative she was going to be. ‘That wasn’t what I meant. I was just trying to be funny. Like you, yesterday.’

			‘I was a riot, wasn’t I?’ She laughed self-deprecatingly.

			‘I wasn’t laughing at you. I was laughing with you,’ he protested mildly.

			‘I’m not hungry,’ she lied. He laughed as her stomach growled.

			He served her a plate and said firmly, ‘Eat! That’s an order. You can’t attend the inauguration on an empty stomach. It may go on for hours.’

			She started to sit down, then suddenly left the room. Where had she gone? When she returned, she had his car keys and his phone with her. Handing it to him, she said, ‘Here are your keys. Your phone is fully charged. You can drive me to the civic centre and leave directly from there. I’ll take a taxi back later. There’s no point taking both our cars.’

			He held a hand out and pocketed them, then watched her eat impassively, planning his next move. What was he going to do? He had never seen her like this. He had seen her angry, sad, giggly, laughing, happy, in tears and even authoritative, in control. He had never seen her so cold, distant and unmoved.

			She finished eating and placed the plate in the sink. ‘I’ll see to it later. Here’s your coat. We’d better leave.’

			It was sunny and cold outside. Tate had reluctantly worn his coat, taking one last look at the cottage. There was no real excuse for him to return. He had come with nothing and was leaving his heart behind. Stop being a sentimental fool, he told himself savagely, and do something about it. Say something. Anything. What would get her out of this blasted state of stupor? He desperately wanted to kiss her and make her feel better but knew she wouldn’t brook it. 

			As they drove to the civic centre, she tonelessly gave him directions. His feeble attempts at conversation were met with cold silence, or, at best, monosyllabic responses. He drove slowly, wanting to prolong these last few hours with her, wondering if she was going to let him back into her life. In her present intractable disposition, he doubted it. He would have to do something drastic. But what?

			The civic centre was crowded, alive and noisy. Kate took him quietly through the back entrance, using a passkey. That was it! She worked at the civic centre. That’s how she’d managed to tell Sam about the opportunity. He followed her tamely, watching as she walked quickly, her shapely figure seeming beyond his reach. She led him to the stage and podium in the main hall and said politely, ‘Sam will be waiting for you there. Just go ahead and take a seat. They’re expecting you.’

			‘Where are you going?’

			‘I’ll be around somewhere,’ she said vaguely.

			‘Am I going to see you again today?’

			She shook her head slowly. ‘Not if I can help it,’ she said coolly. ‘Goodbye, Tate. I could say that it’s been nice knowing you, but the word doesn’t quite capture the essence of our brief interlude, wouldn’t you say?’

			‘I can’t let you go like this. We have so much to talk about.’

			‘I’ve said all I want to say. I’m not interested in anything you have to say. You’d better go. You don’t want to keep Sam waiting.’ She hesitated. ‘Be happy, Tate. I wish you well.’ She turned quickly and was gone. Had her voice broken then? Or was he imagining it? Something was tearing her apart. What had he done to her?

			He savagely opened the door and walked onto the stage. Sam was there, although he didn’t see Keith. ‘Where’s your hubby-to-be?’ he asked, after giving her a warm hug. She was dressed almost exactly like Kate, except that her suit was white, and her blouse was red. ‘You look lovely, by the way.’

			‘It was Kate who picked this out. Where is she?’

			‘I don’t know. She dropped me off at the door and left.’

			Sam anxiously scanned the milling crowd, setting down in their seats. ‘Oh, there she is! See?’

			She pointed out a petite figure in the back of the room. He tried to focus and finally found her. She was talking with a group of important-looking men in dark grey and black suits. He hadn’t noticed her at first as they surrounded her, smiling and laughing. She was smiling too, though at this distance, he couldn’t quite make out her expression. As the speaker twanged, he sat down. It was time for the festivities to begin.

			Katherine sat down, too, with her fellow council members. During the planning, she had insisted that they take a back seat to the staff responsible for the refurbishment and the businesses that would be resident in the centre. Sam’s design was truly spectacular. The main hall in which they were seated was at the centre of the oval-shaped building, surrounded by various areas over three levels for different activities. There was a fitness centre, a swimming pool, a child-care facility, a food court, a children’s arcade with video games, an indoor sports centre and an information office. The first floor housed several theme-park type entertainment facilities including an indoor ride with 3D visuals, while the second housed restaurants and a cinema. Outside, there were tennis and basketball courts and a playground for children. She felt proud of Sam, who had done a better job than the best of architects. The oval shape of the civic centre was visible from the sky in an intricate design that would captivate tourists who availed themselves of the helicopter ride that started and ended on the roof of the centre, showing off various sites that the island had to offer.

			The main hall also had a stage, which was presently being used for the purposes of the inauguration. There was seating only for a select few invitees, including the key investors, the owners of the businesses who had funded the improvements in lieu of the first year’s rent. The income for the centre would come as a percentage of the takings from the various businesses. It was a sound business plan that Katherine and her advisors had worked on for months.

			Katherine sat through the first few presentations and boring speeches patiently, trying to show interest but failing miserably. Out of the corner of her eye, she’d noticed Sam pointing her out to Tate. She glanced at him from time to time, knowing that he was looking at her, feeling his eyes burning into her. Even at this distance, she could feel the heat of that blaze! She had almost broken down at the back door to the stage as she’d said her goodbyes. Tate still hadn’t shaved this morning, his dark stubble making him look even more dashing. Oddly, he hadn’t often used the razor that he had requested. She wondered why. Come to think of it, he hadn’t requested a single item for himself except for that razor, merely cleaning supplies and food provisions. She hadn’t minded his stubble during their night of shared passion. She looked at him hungrily, safe in the knowledge that he couldn’t see her expression. She was going to miss him badly, even worse than before, when she had left the mansion. That trip back to Blissmore seemed like years ago, instead of the few months it had been.

			She was startled out of her meanderings by the announcement of Sam’s name. The Master of Ceremonies was speaking.

			‘And now I would like to welcome Samantha Reilly, the architect behind the Blissmore Civic Centre. Samantha will be presented, at her request I might add, with a special placard and a cheque by the Worshipful Mayor of Blissmore, Katherine James!’

			No! No! No! What was happening? As she heard the resounding claps and cheers, she found her fellow council members urging her to the podium. With shaking legs, she managed to walk without stumbling the several yards she had to cover before climbing the steps to the stage. She studiously avoided looking at Tate as she took possession of the placard and the envelope, whispering to the smiling MC, ‘I’m not making any speeches, mind.’ She then faced a grinning Sam with a murderous look in her eyes and handed her the placard first, then the cheque, posing for several pictures. Finally, she hugged Sam, whispering fiercely in her ears, ‘I’m going to get you for this, Samantha Reilly.’

			‘And now Ms Reilly will give a small speech.’ The MC showed Katherine to a chair on the podium that appeared out of nowhere. It was right next to Tate. She still couldn’t look him in the eye. Sitting down gingerly, she focused her attention on a beaming Sam.

			‘Thank you everyone for the trust that you’ve placed in me. It’s hard enough trying to get a job straight out of university and harder still to get a decent assignment once you’re taken on as an apprentice. It’s unheard of for a struggling designer to get the opportunity that large, established firms would die for. I would like to thank the members of my team and acknowledge their contribution.’ 

			As Sam continued her speech, Katherine sneaked a glance at Tate. He was watching Sam too, his hands clenched into tight fists. Was he angry or just tense? She wondered what he must be thinking of her. He had been in a strange mood all morning, watching her carefully as though she was going to shout at him again. Well, he wouldn’t have to worry about her anymore. He was probably furious with her now for having deceived him. Good! Let him suffer. He must be feeling like a fool, assuming that she was a jobless layabout. She couldn’t help it if Sam had repeated Keith’s fabrications. 

			She tried to pay attention to the end of Sam’s speech. 

			‘Last, but certainly not least, I would like to thank the mayor. She came into my life when I was lost and looking for answers. I was in the depths of despair, wondering what the future held for me, but instead of just giving me platitudes and the usual sympathy, she gave me a renewed purpose in life and an unforgettable challenge. She encouraged and mentored me every step of the way. Not once did she lose her trust in me. Here’s to the true architect behind the civic centre and the bright new future of Blissmore, the Worshipful Mayor, Katherine James!’ 

			As the claps and cheers followed, she noticed Tate clapping too, a bit too loudly and energetically. 

			When the applause died down, Sam continued. ‘I would like my other guardian, my brother Tate Reilly, to say a few words.’

			As Tate got up, Katherine looked at him uncertainly. What was he going to say? What was his mood? His face was unreadable as he looked down at her. He nodded briefly at her and went to the podium. 

			‘Madam Mayor, councillors, esteemed colleagues, ladies and gentlemen, thank you for this opportunity. I must admit I’m not good at giving flowery speeches and certainly can’t follow Samantha’s act, but I’ve never been prouder of her. I have two important announcements to make.’ 

			Two? Katherine knew of only one that he was supposed to make. 

			‘First, I would like to announce the engagement of my sister to Keith James. You will have to forgive the implied nepotism here, but please believe me when I tell you it has come as a complete surprise to me. Besides, as the results are outstanding, there will be no complaints, I’m sure.’ 

			Everyone clapped and cheered. He waited patiently for it to quieten down, then continued. ‘As a venture capitalist, I’ve invested in many new products and services. In this capacity, I’m announcing a special fund for the youths of Blissmore. I request them to come forward with their ideas to promote Blissmore to create new services to attract tourists or any other idea that may occur to them. Thank you.’ 

			He sat down again to thunderous applause. Katherine smiled at the crowd, waving to her friends as the MC announced the inauguration’s event summary and next plans for the guests. Typical. The audience’s most ardent response was to Tate, who had promised them money. Still, it was generous of him. She got up to leave and felt a firm grip on her hand.

			She turned to see Tate smiling at her through gritted teeth. ‘I’m taking you home, Kate. We have some unfinished business.’

			She tried to shake her hand free, looking around to see if she could find someone to help her. Sam was the closest. ‘Kate, you have to give him a chance to have his say. He gave Keith and me that chance at your request. It’s only fair.’

			Katherine wanted to throttle her. She tried to shake her arm loose, but Tate’s grip was unrelenting. ‘Okay.’ She glared at Tate. ‘You can take me home. But only because you’ve made a few promises today. We can discuss the terms of those promises on the way.’

			In the car, Tate ventured to break the palpable tension between them. ‘By the way, you look lovely. I forgot to tell you that this morning.’

			You forgot, did you? ‘Thank you,’ she replied indifferently.

			‘Hmm. Worshipful. Suits you somehow.’

			She glared at him belligerently. ‘Don’t you dare make fun of me! I may not be the richest entrepreneur in England, but I’m important to my townspeople. And they’re important to me,’ she added defiantly.

			‘I can see that,’ he said quietly. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

			Katherine knew this question was coming. ‘Tell you what?’ she said, desperately stalling.

			‘Tell me what you did for a living, Kate. What else could I be asking?’ he said gently.

			‘A-At first,’ she said haltingly, ‘you seemed to think I was jobless. Turns out that Keith lied to Sam about what I did for a living, though I still can’t figure out why. It seemed fortunate. I was afraid that if I told you, you’d have additional grounds to blackmail me, perhaps even threaten my political career.’ She fell silent, not knowing how to proceed.

			‘I can understand that,’ he said. ‘I also deserve it. What about later? For example, yesterday after I spoke to Sam and Keith.’

			‘What would have been the point? You were leaving, leaving our lives for ever!’ she cried.

			‘I wasn’t going anywhere. We’d have to continue meeting, at least for Sam and Keith’s sake. Definitely for the wedding.’

			‘I’ve already informed Sam that I won’t be her chief bridesmaid. I probably won’t be coming to the wedding. I think I’ve managed to convince her to have the ceremony at that church of yours.’

			Tate was speechless for once, although he did mutter a sarcastic ‘thank you’. They drove for a few more minutes in silence. Finally, he spoke, ‘You really have planned it neatly, haven’t you? Except that it’s totally juvenile not to attend the wedding simply because you can’t stand the sight of me. I can skip the wedding, if it makes you feel better.’

			‘I can’t let you make that sacrifice. You have to give Sam away. I don’t even need to be there.’ She realised as she spoke how fallacious her logic had been. He was right. She was behaving like an adolescent. But she wasn’t going to admit it. Never!

			‘We’ll come back to this later,’ he said dismissively. He drove quietly without saying another word.

			‘It was very generous of you to make that offer of investment, and totally unexpected.’

			‘It was a last-minute decision. After I saw what Sam had done with the centre, I could see its potential. I have some ideas of my own but wanted the island to be involved. I briefly discussed it with Sam and the other investors before the festivities began. They all thought it was a great idea.’

			‘Thank you. I’m sure everyone really appreciated your gesture.’

			‘It also means there’s no escaping me, Kate. I’m going to have to spend a lot of time here. Great that I will have a place to stay, clothes to wear and…’ He stopped speaking because he was laughing. Laughing!

			‘What’s so funny?’ she asked crossly. The thought of seeing him regularly was as painful as it was evocative. What had he been about to suggest? That he would have a willing partner to satisfy his physical urges as well, whenever he felt like it?

			‘Nothing. Well, actually, it was your expression of horror. Relax. I won’t bother you any more than you want me to,’ he said, turning carefully into her driveway. He parked the car and sat back. ‘Here we are. Home sweet home!’

			‘My home. My town. Don’t you forget that.’

			‘That’s what you meant earlier, wasn’t it? You said those words to me earlier. It’s only now that I’m able to understand what you meant. Did you have fun, laughing when I made stupid remarks about your joblessness?’

			‘It was a hoot,’ she said sarcastically. ‘No, it wasn’t fun. It wasn’t even funny.’

			‘I guess not,’ he acknowledged. ‘I would like to come in, Kate, if I may. There’s something I need to tell you.’

			‘Say it here, now.’

			‘Aren’t you going to offer me even a cup of coffee?’

			‘This time of the day, you usually drink tea,’ she said automatically, then flushed with embarrassment. It was a bit too revealing. An innocuous statement about his habits sounded a bit more intimate than she wanted to be, right about now.

			He looked at her sharply, then relaxed. ‘Tea is fine too. I just need to get something off my chest. It’s been some time coming. It can’t wait any longer.’

			She sighed. ‘Okay, but you can’t stay long. I have plenty of work to do. The inauguration is just the beginning. Now, we have to prove our theory that this will attract more tourists.’

			They went inside. As Katherine made the tea, Tate paced restlessly in the living room. She brought it to him and took her own cup to the single armchair. He sat slowly down on the couch, then got up and started his pacing again. She watched him with outward sedateness, while her insides were churning with curiosity and an unidentifiable emotion. What was it? Hadn’t she reconciled herself that he was out of her life for good? Or was that hint of future meetings too tantalising to ignore?

			‘Kate, you know by now that I’m not very good at expressing my feelings.’ He paused, giving her a searching look.

			‘I know. Sam said you were blind, deaf and mute when it came to understanding emotions, let alone expressing them.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I know what you’re going to say. Just take it as said and leave.’

			He sat down again wearily. ‘No, I don’t think you do. I’ve made a hash of things. With Sam, with Keith, but most of all, with you.’ 

			She was about to interrupt when he raised his hand. ‘Wait. Let me finish, please. This is going to be hard enough without you trying to help me out. Let me say right at the outset that I don’t want your sympathy or your understanding. I deserve everything that’s coming to me. I received my first comeuppance when I saw you cry for the first time, in the mansion. I knew I’d made a huge mistake, blackmailing you like that. I wanted to see more of you, so I used the only leverage I had. I’d already made up my mind to drop the charges against Keith after letting him stew in jail for some time.’

			Katherine sat back in her chair, shocked. She opened her mouth again to speak but couldn’t get a word out. He was admitting that his blackmail was a false pretence! She cleared her throat and managed to ask jerkily, ‘Why did you want to see more of me?’

			‘I was attracted to you,’ he admitted. ‘I didn’t know how much at the time. The more I saw of you, the more I was attracted. When we almost made love that night, I knew I couldn’t go through with it until I had Keith released. It would have been wrong. I was hoping that I could make you feel the same way, but you were so desperate to leave that I tried to use every incentive in the book for you to stay. I made a hash of that too. If I had simply admitted the truth back then, maybe you would have trusted me with your secret too.’ He took a long, slow breath. ‘Perhaps things would have turned out differently,’ he said bleakly. ‘The truth is, I wasn’t quite ready to admit it to myself, let alone to you. That was the real reason for my clumsy attempts to keep you with me, not just my inability to express myself.’

			‘What are you trying to say, Tate?’

			His voice was hoarse with deep emotion as he said slowly, ‘I love you, Kate. I love you like I’ve I never loved before. I’ve never met anyone like you. You have to understand, I wasn’t really attracted to any of them. Sure, I had a few affairs, but they were meaningless flings. You’re a class apart. I instinctively knew you were special, but I was too stupid to realise that it was love.’

			Katherine got up to go to him, but he stopped her with a raised hand. ‘Please! Don’t. I won’t be able to continue if you touch me. All this was when I thought you were jobless and penniless, when I thought I had something to offer you besides a broken man who’s just incapable of differentiating between lust and love.’ He cleared the lump in his throat and continued grimly. ‘I simply don’t deserve you, Kate. I’m no match for you. You’re a tower of strength and compassion. The way you raised Keith makes my efforts with Sam appear pitiful. You didn’t just give her an opportunity, you’ve undone most of the damage that I did to her. She’s a grown woman now, thanks to you, capable of making her own destiny and taking care of Keith as well. I-I…’ His voice broke, and Katherine was astounded to see he was crying. 

			He wiped his tears off his face angrily and said, ‘I’m sorry. This isn’t an appeal for sympathy. I can’t do you justice. All I can do is beg for your forgiveness and hope for civility. We’re going to have to keep meeting for the sake of Sam, Keith and Blissmore. I’ll try to stay out of your way and save you the embarrassment of meeting me. I’ll leave now.’

			‘Finish your tea first,’ she ordered automatically, not sure where the words had come from nor how she had managed to say it without revealing the growing joy filling her heart. He loved her! He loved her! She was close to tears herself but knew that, in this moment, she had to be strong for both of them. She watched him take a few sips obediently. 

			‘Tate, do you know something I learnt today? I’m sorry too. I was too hard on you. I appreciate the compliments with respect to Sam, but if she’s strong, independent and capable, it was you who raised her, encouraged her and gave her that confidence to make her the woman that she is today. I only gave her an opportunity.’ She paused, finding a lump in her throat. ‘You were absolutely right to point out that I should have told you the truth. In that, you were far more generous than me. I kept you in the dark, but you took everything I had to dish out like a sport. I couldn’t have been prouder of you with the way you handled the news about Sam.’ She realised that she was struggling to the come to the point. It wasn’t going to be easy. ‘The real reason I didn’t say anything is that – well, I was afraid. I wouldn’t be able to tell you the truth without revealing my true feelings for you. I’m so sorry that I didn’t…’ She choked, unable to go on, her vision blurred with a sheen of tears covering her eyes.

			‘What are you trying to say, Kate?’ His eyes were wide, a glint of hope building up in their green depths.

			‘I’m trying to say, you idiot, that I love you too. I’ve loved you for so long that I don’t remember feeling any other way.’ She walked unsteadily towards him, then threw herself into his arms, almost knocking him off the couch.

			The cup of tea fell to the ground, its contents spilling into the plush carpet. He gathered her in his arms. ‘Is this true, what I’m hearing? You love me too?’

			‘Yes, darling. I love you too. With all my heart. The only reason I came back from your mansion was… my townspeople were waiting for me to return. You see, I’d set high expectations and I wanted… needed… to keep my promise to them. I was prepared to take whatever crumbs you were willing to offer me.’ She put a finger on his lips as he bent to kiss her. ‘Later. I can’t bear to wait either, but I have a confession to make as well. I knew that you would release Keith, come what may. Tate, I know you better than you know yourself. You put yourself down too easily. Yes, you made me cry, but not because you were cruel or unkind. Just think about it. You were being as hard as any boss would be with his employee. I only cried because I had already fallen in love with you and wouldn’t see you after the two weeks were over. Why do you think I made you wait for two weeks here in the cottage? I wanted you to myself, so I could create memories to fill a lifetime. Without your love, I knew that a relationship wasn’t possible. Plus, I had to make sure you gave them your blessing. Do you understand?’

			‘I think I do, but I still maintain that I don’t…’

			It was Katherine who kissed him this time, moving her lips sensually until they were both trembling. ‘I am never going to let you go – ever. Don’t you dream of talking badly about the man I love,’ she said after raising her head to take a breath.

			He kissed her wonderingly and they lay quietly together, their hands roaming to gain familiarity over their bodies, struggling with the strong emotions they knew had overcome them both. ‘You’re wearing too many clothes,’ he said, swinging her into his arms and taking her to the bedroom.

			They undressed each other slowly, savouring every moment, looking lovingly at each other’s bodies as, one by one, each item fell to the ground. When Tate took off her bra, he stopped to savour each breast, worshiping them with his lips and tongue, then taking each into his mouth, sucking them as she moaned with pleasure. He took one swollen peak between his teeth, expertly flicking it with his tongue while his fingers caressed the other with soft rhythmic strokes. Katherine moved her hands feverishly over his body, making quick work of his T-shirt and jeans. Her hands moved to his briefs. Instead of taking them off, she stroked him through the satiny softness of their thin material, taking pleasure from his hardness. When he started trembling, she whimpered with satisfaction.

			He slid her panties to the ground, taking the opportunity to bury his head between her thighs. When she lifted one leg to step out of her panties, she cried with delight as he stroked her innermost core with his tongue, snaking between her folds, tasting the moistness within and delicately flicking the swollen bud he discovered there. She shuddered as she climaxed instantly. Her body had been yearning for his touch. He picked her up and laid her tenderly on the bed.

			‘Your turn,’ she said shyly, impatiently yanking off his briefs and loving stroking his now erect member, paying homage to the evidence of his desire with her tongue. She flicked its tip repeatedly, then took the entire shaft deep into her mouth, gently sucking until she could feel the pressure from his hands urging her upwards.

			He flipped her on her back in one fluid move, whispering hoarsely, ‘You’re too much for me, woman! I was about to explode!’ He thrust into her in a single, urgent motion and she cried out, holding on to his shoulders, then raking them with her fingernails, unable to contain her excitement. With each stroke, he seemed to touch her very soul. As they reached the peak of their desire together, they shuddered with the power of their releases, their joining gaining a new intensity with the knowledge that they loved each other.

			Afterwards, as they lay sated, Tate said huskily, ‘You’re my soulmate, Kate. I love you deeply, darling. I want the rest of my life like this, close to you.’

			She said shyly, ‘I feel the same way, Tate. I was dying to tell you that I loved you when we first made love. It’s only been two days, but it seems like a lifetime ago.’

			Just then, a phone buzzed. They looked at each other questioningly. Tate said, ‘It must be yours. I left mine in the car. You can check it later.’

			Katherine struggled up. ‘It may be work. I had better check it.’ She reached into her coat pocket and pulled it out. Without unlocking it, she was able to see a text message. It was from Sam. It simply said:

			I HOPE IT WORKED. DID IT? 

			She smiled. She had completely forgotten about Sam’s role in all of this. And Keith’s for that matter. He had lied to her about what Sam knew about Katherine’s real job. It was a plot, to make it an added motivation for Tate to offer her a job, and to ensure Katherine didn’t become suspicious of the fact that Tate thought her to be jobless. The two conniving devils had plotted together towards their own ends. And hers, if she was honest. Ingenious, if shaky. It was truly amazing that it had worked. And wonderful too. 

			Flopping back on the bed next to Tate, she unlocked the phone and texted back.

			YES. BUT I’M STILL GOING TO GET YOU. 

			‘Who was it?’ Tate asked.

			‘Sam,’ she said briefly, wondering if she should tell him.

			‘What did she want?’

			‘She wanted to know if it had worked.’

			‘What had worked?’ He sat up suddenly and looked down at her with more than a hint of curiosity. He had a glint in his eyes. ‘What has the little devil been up to now?’

			‘Not just now,’ Katherine said slowly. ‘I think, from the very beginning.’

			‘What do you mean?’ he asked, glimmerings of realisation dawning on him.

			Katherine explained. ‘Do you remember when she suggested that you come to the inauguration?’ 

			He nodded. 

			‘That was part of the plan to get us together. She knew we were in love with each other and my job, or rather the secret that it was, was coming in the way.’

			‘What did you mean when you said “from the very beginning”?’ he asked impatiently.

			‘She had a weird, calculating expression on her face when she insisted you attend the inauguration. Only, I’d seen that expression before, when she suggested I pretend to apply for the position of social secretary. In fact, I think Keith’s in on it as well. After his arrest, they must have schemed a way to get back at you and get us to fall for each other.’

			‘Sounds a bit far-fetched,’ Tate said uncertainly.

			‘Why don’t you ask her next time you see her?’ Katherine suggested. ‘You’ll find that I’m right. Look, if our meeting hadn’t done the trick, they would have tried something else. They got lucky when you took one look at me and…’ She stopped, suddenly shy.

			‘Yup. I took one look at you and fell head over heels in love with you. Just as you fell for me! That’s why you agreed to be my social secretary, wasn’t it?’ 

			When she shook her head, he began tickling her. ‘Admit it! Admit it!’

			‘Okay! Okay! I admit it! I was attracted to you right away!’ She fell silent, taking deep breaths, recovering from his tormenting fingers. They were now caressing her, exploring her body languidly, making lazy circles around her nipples, instantly generating a response from her body. She groaned and said, ‘Let me catch my breath,’ but her sneaky hand was on its way to his thighs. It was his turn to groan, and they said in unison, ‘Are you ready already?’

			They laughed, but as they started to make love again, the laughter was replaced with their shared moans of pleasure and happiness.

			Eventually, Katherine got up and, putting on her robe, said, ‘I’ve got to see about dinner.’

			Tate caught her hand and said, ‘Wait! We need to talk.’

			‘About what?’ she asked, smiling down at him.

			‘We need to make plans for the future.’

			She was still smiling as she said, ‘Let’s take each day as it comes.’

			‘I’m playing for keeps, Kate. This isn’t just a fling. I want to be with you forever.’

			‘I want that too, very much.’

			‘Let’s get married!’

			‘Tate! I’m a bit old-fashioned too, you know. I want a proper proposal from you, with all the bells and whistles. Not the more modern, “How about it, babe?” ’

			‘You want me to go down on one knee, with an engagement ring and all of that?’

			‘That’s how it’s usually done,’ she said dryly. ‘However, that’s not what I’m talking about. We’ve literally just found out our feelings for one another. Let’s explore those feelings. Let’s enjoy it. If you still feel the same way in say, hmm, let me see, around two weeks, then propose to me properly. I might say yes.’

			‘You drive a tough bargain, Your Worshipfulness. What happens if you say no?’ he asked teasingly.

			Katherine tormented him by staring at him for a few seconds. When he stopped smiling, she laughed and said, ‘We’ll give it another two weeks.’

			In the end, they managed to convince Sam and Keith to have the two weddings together. The conniving couple even admitted their role in playing matchmaker, especially the lies Sam and Keith had fed Tate, which provided further leverage to Tate to convince them to have a joint wedding. Sam managed to convince Tate to have it in the civic centre, while she had to concede to allowing him to pay for it. After all, fair’s only fair. He represented the bride and the groom. For both weddings.

			After the wedding, Katherine and Tate were honeymooning in Italy, in idyllic surroundings, their days spent with long walks in the cold that Katherine so loved, patronising the small cafés on the roadside and nights filled with passion.

			Katherine groaned one morning, saying sleepily, ‘I don’t want to go out today.’

			‘What are we going to do all day in the hotel?’ he asked huskily, his eyes still glazed over with passion.

			‘We’ll think of something,’ she said, her hand making lazy concentric circles on his chest, then on his stomach, then sliding lower.

			Afterwards, she groaned again, and Tate asked obligingly, ‘Now what? You’ve had your wicked way with me.’

			‘I’m thinking about what happens when we get back to England,’ she said, frowning. ‘Where are we going to…’ She hesitated. Somehow, they hadn’t discussed their living arrangements. Tate kept putting the discussion off. She didn’t want to spoil their honeymoon, so she kept quiet, knowing that they would eventually have to talk about it.

			‘My bad. I should have told you earlier,’ he drawled indolently. ‘See, it’s you who’s distracting me! I’m moving the base of my operations to Blissmore. I’ve even taken an office close to the town centre. The interior decorations should be done by the time we’re back. Roger’s taking care of it.’ 

			When she jumped on him with a cry of delight and surprise, pummelling him, he laughed, crying out, ‘Sorry! Sorry! I wanted it to be a surprise!’

			‘What about the rest of your staff? What about Mrs Maple?’

			‘Most of them are moving. I’m still going to keep the office in London. For meetings with bankers and such like, so the remaining staff can stay. And I’m moving into your cottage. If you’ll have me.’

			‘You’re going to give up your fancy lifestyle in London and the Relic,’ she said. ‘For me?’

			‘I wouldn’t dream of having it any other way. Besides, I love your cottage. It’s you,’ he said simply. ‘And I love you.’ She was never going to get tired of hearing those three words from him, she thought, raining kisses all over him. ‘I’ve come to love it as my own. We can take turns doing the cleaning,’ he added with suppressed mirth.

			‘What about the cooking?’ she asked, her lips momentarily distracted by his suggestion.

			He started laughing uncontrollably. ‘I’m not going to let you cook. Especially if we want to eat.’ He paused and stopped laughing. ‘By the way, I have a confession to make.’

			‘What’s that?’ she asked. He sounded serious.

			‘You remember the day you and Sam went for a walk, leaving Keith and me with sandwiches and beer to finish?’

			‘Yes, very well. What about it?’

			He laughed again at her expression, barely able to get the words out with his irrepressible merriment. ‘We had to throw away the sandwiches. They were terrible. If you can’t make sandwiches, there’s no hope for you! It’ll have to be me. I’ll have to do the cooking. The days I’m too busy, we’ll order a takeaway.’

			She rewarded him with a tickle and a big hug. Her dream had finally come true. The Isle of Blissmore had finally lived up to its name.

		

		
		

	OEBPS/image/Picture1.png
—
DAWN HILL

PUBLICATIONS





OEBPS/image/billionaire-final.jpg
KyraRadeliff

DAWN HILL -

PUBLICATIONS 3 \






OEBPS/image/title.jpg
An Uneasy





OEBPS/font/HelveticaNeueLight.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/AlluraRegular.otf


