


[image: image]






Danielle Steel is one of the world’s most popular and highly acclaimed authors, with over ninety international bestselling novels in print and more than 600 million copies of her novels sold. She is also the author of His Bright Light, the story of her son Nick Traina’s life and death; A Gift of Hope, a memoir of her work with the homeless; and Pure Joy, about the dogs she and her family have loved.

To discover more about Danielle Steel and her books visit her website at www.daniellesteel.com. You can also connect with Danielle on Facebook at www.facebook.com/DanielleSteelOfficial or on Twitter: @daniellesteel




Also by Danielle Steel

Going Home

Golden Moments

(US: Passion’s Promise)

Now and Forever

The Promise

Season of Passion

Summer’s End

The Ring

Loving

Palomino

Remembrance

A Perfect Stranger

Crossings

Once in A Lifetime

Thurston House

Changes

Full Circle

Family Album

Secrets

Wanderlust

Fine Things

Kaleidoscope

Zoya

Star

Daddy

Message From Nam

Heartbeat

No Greater Love

Jewels

Mixed Blessings

Vanished

Accident

The Gift

Wings

Lightning

Five Days in Paris

Malice

Silent Honour

Special Delivery

The Ranch

The Ghost

The Wedding

The Long Road Home

The Klone and I

Mirror Image

Bittersweet

Granny Dan

Irresistible Forces

The House on Hope Street

Journey

The Kiss

Lone Eagle

Leap of Faith

The Cottage

Sunset In St Tropez

Answered Prayers

Dating Game

Johnny Angel

Safe Harbour

Ransom

Second Chance

Echoes

Impossible

Miracle

Toxic Bachelors

The House

Coming Out

H.R.H.

Sisters

Bungalow Two




Copyright

Published by Sphere

ISBN: 978-0-7515-5662-9

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 1978 by Danielle Steel

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Sphere

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

About the Author

Also by Danielle Steel

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter I

Chapter II

Chapter III

Chapter IV

Chapter V

Chapter VI

Chapter VII

Chapter VIII

Chapter IX

Chapter X

Chapter XI

Chapter XII

Chapter XIII

Chapter XIV

Chapter XV

Chapter XVI

Chapter XVII

Chapter XVIII

Chapter XIX

Chapter XX

Chapter XXI

Chapter XXII

Chapter XXIII

Chapter XXIV

Chapter XXV

Chapter XXVI

Chapter XXVII

Chapter XXVIII

Chapter XXIX

Chapter XXX

Chapter XXXI

Chapter XXXII

Chapter XXXIII

Chapter XXXIV

Chapter XXXV

Chapter XXXVI

Have You Read Them All?





To special people,

for a special time,

with special love:

Susan Alan

Beatrice Baer

Melba Beals

Frances Brauer

Lillian Oksman

Consuelo Smith

Patricia Tuttle

To Claude-Eric

for giving me so much,

especially writing.

To Dan for lessons learned

and shared.

For everything!

And to Beatrix

for being wonderful

and always loving.

D.S.







There are three kinds of souls,

three kinds of prayers.

One: I am a bow in your hands, Lord.

Draw me lest I rot.

Two: Do not overdraw me, Lord.

I shall break.

Three: Overdraw me, and who cares

if I break!

Choose!’

From ‘Report to Greco’

by Nicos Kazantzakis






CHAPTER I

The weather was magnificent. A clear blue sunny day, with sharply etched white clouds in the sky. The perfect Indian summer. And so hot. The heat made everything slow and sensual. And it was so totally unlike San Francisco. That was the best part. Ian sat at a small pink marble table, his usual seat, in a patch of sunlight at Enrico’s restaurant on Broadway. The traffic whizzed by while lunch-hour couples strolled. The heat felt delicious.

Under the table, Ian swung one long leg easily over the other. Three daisies bobbed in a glass, and the bread was fresh and soft to the touch. The almost too thin, graceful fingers tore one slice of bread carefully away from the others. Two young girls watched him and giggled. He wasn’t ‘cute’, he was sexy. Even they knew it. And beautiful. Handsome. Elegant. He had class. Tall, thin, blond, blue-eyed, with high cheek-bones and endless legs, hands that one noticed, a face one hated to stop looking at … a body one watched. Ian Clarke was a beautiful man. And he knew it, in an offhand sort of way. He knew it. His wife knew it. So what? She was beautiful too. It wasn’t something they really cared about. But other people did. Other people loved to watch them, in that hungry way one stares at exceptionally good-looking people, wanting to know what they’re saying, where they’re going, who they know, what they eat … as though some of it might rub off. It never does. One has to be born with it. Or spend a great deal of money to fake it. Ian didn’t fake it. He had it.

The woman in the large natural straw hat and pink dress had noticed it too. She stared at him through the mesh of the straw. She watched his hands with the bread, his mouth as he drank. She could even see the blond hair on his arms as he rolled up his sleeves in the sun. She was several tables away, but she saw. Just as she had seen him there before. But he never saw her. Why would he? She saw everything, and then she stopped watching. Ian didn’t know she was alive. He was busy with the rest of the view.

Life was incredibly good. Ripe and golden and easy. His for the plucking. He had worked on the third chapter of his novel all morning, and now the characters were coming to life, just like the people wandering along Broadway … strolling, laughing, playing games. His characters were already that real to him. He knew them intimately. He was their father, their creator, their friend. And they were his friends. It was such a good feeling, starting a book. It populated his life. All those new faces, new heads. He could feel them in his hands as he rat-tat-tapped on the typewriter keys. Even the keyboard felt good to his touch.

He had it all, a city he loved, a new novel at last, and a wife he still laughed and played with and loved making love to. Seven years and everything about her still felt good to him: her laughter, her smile, the look in her eyes, the way she sat naked in his studio, perched in the old wicker rocking chair, drinking root beer and reading his work. Everything felt good, and better now, with the novel beginning to blossom. It was a magical day. And Jessie was coming home. It had been a productive three weeks, but he was suddenly lonely and horny as hell … Jessie.

Ian closed his eyes and blotted out the sounds of traffic drifting by … Jessie … of the graceful legs, the blonde hair like fine satin, the green eyes with gold specks … eating peanut butter and apricot jam on raisin bread at two in the morning, asking him what he thought of the spring line for her shop … ‘I mean honestly, Ian, tell me the truth, do you hate the spring things, or are they okay? From a man’s point of view … be honest …’ As though it really mattered, from a man’s point of view. Those big green eyes searching his face as though asking him if she were okay, if he loved her, if … he did.

Sipping his gin and tonic, he thought of her, and felt indebted to her again. It gave him a tiny pinched feeling somewhere in the pit of his stomach. But that was part of it: he did owe her a lot. She had weathered a lot. Teaching jobs that had paid him a pittance, substitute teaching that had paid less, a job in a bookstore, which she had hated because she felt it demeaned him. So he had quit. He had even had a brief fling with journalism, after his first novel had bombed. And then her inheritance had solved so many of their problems. Theirs, but not necessarily his.

‘You know, Mrs. Clarke, one of these days you’re going to get sick and tired of being married to a starving writer.’ He had watched her face intently as she’d shaken her head and smiled in the sunlight of a summer day three years before …

‘You don’t look like you’re starving to me.’ She patted his stomach, and then kissed him gently on the lips. ‘I love you, Ian.’

‘You must be crazy. But I love you too.’ It had been a rough summer for him. He hadn’t made a dime in eight months. But Jessie had her money, of course. Dammit.

‘Why am I crazy? Because I respect your work? Because I think you’re a good husband, even if you’re not working on Madison Avenue anymore? So what, Ian? Who gives a damn about Madison Avenue? Do you? Do you miss it so much, or are you just going to use it to torment yourself for the rest of your life?’ There was a faint tinge of bitterness in her voice, mixed with anger. ‘Why can’t you just enjoy what you are?’

‘And what’s that?’

‘A writer. And a good one.’

‘Who says?’

The critics “says,” that’s who says.’

‘My royalties don’t says.’

‘Fuck your royalties.’ She looked so serious that he had to laugh.

‘I’d have a tough time trying—they’re not big enough to tickle, let alone fuck.’

‘Oh, shut up … creep … sometimes you make me so mad.’ A smile began to warm her face again and he leaned over and kissed her. She ran a finger slowly up the inside of his thigh, watching him with that quiet smile of hers, and he tingled all over …

He still remembered it. Perfectly.

‘Evil woman, I adore you. Come on, let’s go home.’ They had left the beach hand in hand, like two kids, sharing their own private smile. They hadn’t even waited until they’d gotten home. A few miles later, Ian had spotted a narrow creek a little distance from the road, and they had parked there and made love under the trees, near the creek, with the summer sounds all around them. He still remembered lying on the soft earth with her afterward, wearing only their shirts and letting their toes play with the pebbles and grass. He still remembered thinking that he would never quite understand what bound her to him … why? And what bound him to her? The questions one never asks of marriage … why, for your money, darling, why else? No one in his right mind ever asked those questions. But sometimes he was so tempted to. He sometimes feared that what bound him to her was her faith in his writing. He didn’t want to think it was that, but that was certainly part of it.

All those nights of argument and coffee and wine in his studio. She was always so goddam sure. When he needed her to be. That was the best part.

‘I know you’ll make it, Ian. That’s all. I just know you will.’ So goddam sure. That’s why she had made him quit his job on Madison Avenue, because she was so sure. Or was it because she’d wanted to make him dependent on her? Sometimes he wondered about that too.

‘But how do you know, dammit? How can you possibly know I’ll make it? It’s a dream, Jessie. A fantasy. The great American novel. Do you know how many absolute zeroes are out there writing crap, thinking “this is it”?’

‘Who gives a damn? That’s not you.’

‘Maybe it is.’ She had thrown a glass of wine at him once when he’d said that, and it made him laugh. They had wound up making love on the thick fur rug while he dripped wine from his chin to her breasts and they laughed together.

It was all part of why he had to write a good one now. Had to. For her. For himself. He had to this time. Six years of writing had produced one disastrous novel and one beautiful book of fables that the critics had hailed as a classic. It had sold less than seven hundred copies. The novel hadn’t even done that ‘well’. But this one was going to be different. He knew it. It was his brainchild against hers, Lady J.

Lady J was Jessie’s boutique. And Jessie had made it a smash. The right touches, the right flair, the right line at the right time. She was one of those people who casts a spell on whatever they touch. A candle, a scarf, a jewel, a flash of colour, a hint of a smile, a glow of warmth, a dash of pizzazz, a dollop of style. A barrel of style. Jessie had been born with it. She oozed it. Stark naked and with her eyes closed, she had style.

Like the way she flew into his studio at lunchtime, her blonde mane flying, a smile in her eyes, a kiss on his neck, and suddenly one fabulous salmon rose dropped across his papers. One perfect rose, or one brilliant yellow tulip in a crystal vase next to his coffee cup, a few slices of prosciutto, some cantaloupe, a thin sliver of Brie … The New York Times … or Le Figaro. She just had it. A gift for transforming everything she touched into something more, something better.

Thinking of her made Ian smile again as he watched the people at the other tables. If Jessie had been there she would have worn something faintly outrageous, a sundress that exposed her back but covered her arms, or something totally covered up but with a slit that gave passersby just the quickest flash of leg, or an unbearably beautiful hat that would only allow them to catch a glimpse of one striking green eye, while the other flirted, then hid. Thinking of her like that drew his attention to the woman in the straw hat a few tables away. He hadn’t seen her before. And he thought she was definitely worth seeing. On a hot, sunny afternoon, with two gin and tonics under his belt. He could barely see her face. Only the point of her chin.

She had slender arms and pretty hands with no rings. He watched her sip something frothy through a straw. He felt a familiar stirring as he thought of his wife and watched the girl in the hat. It was a damn shame Jessie wasn’t home. It was a day to go to the beach, and swim, and sweat, and get covered with sand, and rub your hands all over each other, oozing suntan oil. The way the woman in the straw hat moved her mouth on the straw in her drink bothered him. It made him want Jessie. Now.

His cannelloni arrived, but it had been a poor choice. Too creamy, too hot, and too much. He should have ordered a salad. And he was loath to order coffee after his few bites of lunch. It was too easy a day to be hard on yourself. It was so much easier just to let yourself go, or your mind, at least. That was harmless. He was having a good time. He always did at Enrico’s. He could relax there, watch strangers, meet writers he knew, and admire the women.

For no reason in particular, he let the waiter bring him a third drink. He rarely drank anything other than white wine, but the gin was cool and pleasant. And a third drink wouldn’t kill him. There was something about hot days in a usually cool climate … you went a bit mad.

The crowd at Enrico’s ebbed and flowed, crowding the sidewalk for tables, shunning the red booths indoors. Businessmen freed their necks of ties, models preened, artists scribbled, street musicians played, poets joked. Even the traffic noises were dimmed by the music and the voices. It reminded him of the last day of school. And the topless bars were silent on either side of the restaurant, their neon doused until nightfall. This was much better than neon. It was real. It was young and alive and had the spice of a game.

The girl in the hat never revealed her face as Ian left, but she watched him, and then silently shrugged, and signalled for the check. She could always come back, or maybe … what the hell …

Ian was thinking of her on his way to the car, slightly tipsy but not so much that it showed. He was dreaming up verses to ‘Ode to a Faceless Beauty’. He laughed to himself as he slid behind the wheel of Jessie’s car, wishing he were sliding into Jessie. He was unbearably horny.

He was driving Jessie’s little red Morgan. And thoroughly enjoying it. It had been a damn handsome gift, he reflected, as he pulled out the choke. A damn handsome gift. For a damn handsome woman. He had bought it for her with his advance for the fables. The whole cheque for the car. Madness. But she had adored it. And he adored her.

He swung back onto Broadway and stopped at a light, passing Enrico’s again on his way home, just as a whisper of pink brushed past his right eye. The hat swirled on one finger now as her face looked up toward the sky, her behind undulating freely as she walked in high-heeled white sandals. The pink dress tugged at her hips, but not blatantly, and her red hair framed her face in loose curls. She looked pretty in pink, and so goddam sexy. So round and so ripe and so young … twenty-two? … twenty-three? He felt the same hunger again in his loins as he watched her. Her copper hair reflected the sun. He wanted to touch it. To tear the hat from her hand and run away, to see if she’d follow him. He wanted to play, and he had no one to play with.

He drove slowly past her, and she looked up, and then her face flushed and she looked away, as though she hadn’t expected to see him again and now it changed everything. She turned her head and looked at him again, the surprise replaced by a slow smile and a barely visible shrug. Destiny. Today had been the day after all. She had dressed for it. And now she was glad. She seemed unwilling to go, under the heat of his gaze. He hadn’t driven on. He simply sat there, while she stood at the corner and watched him. She was not as young as he’d thought. Twenty-six … twenty-seven? But still fresh. Fresh enough, after three gin and tonics and not a great deal of food.

Her eyes searched his face, clawing a little, but carefully, and then, as he watched, she approached, showing the full bosom in sharp contrast to the girlish shape of her arms.

‘Do I know you?’ She stood holding her hat, one ankle suddenly crossing the other; it made her hinbones jut forward, and Ian’s trousers were instantly too tight.

‘No. I don’t think so.’

‘You’ve been staring.’

‘Yes … I’m sorry. I … I liked your hat. I noticed it at lunch.’ Her face eased and he returned her smile, disappointed, though. She was older than Jessie, perhaps even a year or two older than he. Made up to look exquisite at a thirty-foot distance, at twenty feet the illusion was shattered. And the red hair showed a thin line of black roots. But he had been staring, she was right.

‘I’m really awfully sorry. Do you need a lift?’ Why not? She couldn’t be headed far off his path; probably to an office a few blocks away.

‘Yeah, sure. Thanks. It’s too hot to walk.’ She smiled again, and struggled with the handle on the door. Ian released it for her from within, and she pounced onto the seat, displaying a comforting amount of cleavage. That much was real.

‘Where can I take you?’

She paused for a moment and then smiled. ‘Market and Tenth. Is that out of your way?’

‘No, that’s fine. I’m not in a hurry.’ But he was surprised at the address. It was an odd place to work, a bad place to live.

‘Did you take the day off?’ She was looking at him questioningly.

‘Sort of. I work at home.’ He wasn’t usually that expansive, but she made him uncomfortable, made him feel as though he should talk. She wore a heavy perfume, and her skirt had slipped well up her thighs. Ian was hungry. But for Jessie. And she was still ten hours away.

‘What do you do?’ For an odd moment he wanted to say he was a gigolo, kept by his wife. He argued the point in his head as he frowned.

‘I’m a writer.’ The answer was curt.

‘Don’t you like it?’

‘I love it. What made you ask that?’ This time he was surprised.

‘The way you started to frown. You’re a nice-looking guy when you smile.’

‘Thank you.’

‘De nada. You also drive a nice-looking car.’ Her eyes had sized up the scene. The well-cut St. Tropez shirt, the Gucci shoes with no socks. She didn’t know they were Gucci, but she knew they were expensive. ‘What is this? An MG?’

‘No. A Morgan.’ And it’s my wife’s … the words stuck in his throat. ‘What do you do?’ Tit for tat.

‘Right now I wait table at the Condor, but I wanted to see what the neighbourhood looks like in the daylight. That’s why I came down here for lunch. It’s a whole different crowd. And at this time of day they’re a lot more sober than they are when we get them later.’

The Condor was not known for its decorous clientele. It was the home of the ‘Original Topless’, and Ian assumed that the woman waited on tables half nude. She shrugged and then let her face grow soft in a smile. She looked almost pretty again, but there was a sadness somewhere in her eyes. A kind of regret, haunting and distant. She glanced at him oddly once or twice. And again Ian found that she had made him uncomfortable.

‘You live at Market and Tenth?’ It was something to say.

‘Yeah. In a hotel. You?’ That one was a bitch to answer. What could he say? But she filled the pause for him. ‘Let me guess. Pacific Heights?’ The brightness in her eyes was gone now, and the question sounded brittle and accusing.

‘What makes you say that?’ He tried to sound amused and look mock-hurt, but it didn’t come off. He looked at her as they stopped in a snarl of Montgomery Street traffic. She could have been someone’s secretary, or a girl doing a bit part in a movie. She didn’t look cheap. She looked tired. And sad.

‘Sweetheart, you smell of Pacific Heights. It’s all over you.’

‘Don’t let fragrances fool you. As in “all that glitters” …’ They laughed lightly together and he played with the choke as the traffic jam eased. He turned the car onto Market.

‘Married?’

He nodded.

‘Too bad. The good ones always are.’

‘Is that a deterrent?’ It was an insane thing to have said, but he was more curious than serious, and the gin and tonics had taken their toll.

‘Sometimes I go for married guys, sometimes I don’t. Depends on the guy. In your case … who knows? I like you.’

‘I’m flattered. You’re a nice-looking woman, as you put it. What’s your name?’

‘Margaret. Maggie.’

‘That’s a nice name.’ She smiled at him again. ‘Is this it, Maggie?’ It was the only hotel on the block, and it was no beauty.

‘Yeah, this is it. Home sweet home. Beautiful, ain’t it?’ She tried to cover her embarrassment with flippancy, and he found himself feeling sorry for her. The hotel looked bleak and depressing.

‘Want to come up for a drink?’

He knew from the look in her eyes that she’d be hurt if he didn’t. And, hell, he was in no shape to go home and work. And he still had nine and a half hours to kill before driving out to the airport. But he also knew what might happen if he accepted Maggie’s invitation. And letting that happen seemed like a rotten thing to do to Jessie the day she was coming home. He had held out for three weeks. Why not one more afternoon? …

But this girl looked so lonely, so unloved, and the gin and the sun were spinning in his brain. He knew he didn’t want to go back to the house. Nothing in it was his, not really his, except five file drawers of his writing and the new Olivetti typewriter Jessie had given him. The gigolo king. Jessie’s consort.

‘Sure. I’ve got time for a drink. As long as you make it coffee. What’ll I do with the car?’

‘I think you can park it in front of the door. It’s a white zone, they won’t tow you away.’

He parked the car in front of the hotel, and Maggie carefully watched the back of the car as he pulled in to the kerb. It was an easy plate to remember. It spelled what she thought was his name. Jessie.




CHAPTER II

Jessica heard the landing gear grind out of the plane’s belly and smiled. Her seat belt was in place, her overhead light was out, and she felt her heart begin to beat faster as the plane circled the runway for the last time. She had a clear view of the lights below.

She looked at her watch. She knew him so well. Right now he would be frantically looking for a parking space in the airport garage, terrified that he was late and might miss her at the gate. He’d find a space then, and run like hell for the terminal, and would be panting and smiling, nerves jangled, when he reached her. But he’d get there in time. He always did. It made coming home something special.

She felt as though she had been away for a year, but she’d bought such good things. The spring line would be lovely. Soft pastels, gentle wools cut on the bias, creamy plaids, silk shirts with full sleeves, and some marvellous suedes. She could never resist the suedes. It would be a great spring at the boutique. The goodies she had ordered wouldn’t begin to arrive for another three or four months, but she was already excited thinking about them. She had them all memorized. The spring line was set. She liked to plan ahead like that. Liked knowing what was coming. Liked knowing that she had her life, and her work, all mapped out. Some people might find that boring, but it never bothered Jessie.

She and Ian were planning a trip to Carmel in October. Thanksgiving would be spent with friends. Maybe Christmas skiing at Lake Tahoe, and then a quick hop to Mexico for some sun after the New Year. And then the spring line would start to come in. It was all perfectly planned. Like her trips, like her meals, like her wardrobe. She had what it took to make plans—a business that worked, a husband she loved and could always count on, and reliable people around her. Very little was variable, and she liked it that way. She wondered if that was why she had never wanted a baby: it would be a variable. Something she couldn’t totally plan. She didn’t know how it would look or act, or exactly when it might be born, or what she would do with it once she had it. The idea of a baby unnerved her. And life was so much simpler like this. Just Jessie and Ian. Alone. And that way there were no rivals for Ian’s affection. Jessie didn’t like to compete, not for Ian. He was all she had now.

The wheels touched the runway, and she closed her eyes … Ian … she had longed for him over the past weeks. The days had been full and the nights busy, yet she had usually called him when she’d reached the hotel in the evening. But she hadn’t been able to reach out and touch him, or be held. She hadn’t been able to laugh into his eyes, or tickle his feet, or stand next to him under the shower, chasing drops of water past the freckles on his back with her tongue. She stretched her long legs ahead of her as she waited for the plane to come to a halt.

It was hard to be patient. She wanted the trip to be over. She wanted to run out and see him. Right now. There had never been other men. It was hard to believe, but there hadn’t. She had given it some thought, once or twice, but it had never seemed worth it. Ian was so much better than anyone else, in her eyes. Sexier and smarter and kinder and more loving. Ian understood so well what she needed, and fulfilled so many needs. In the seven years they’d been married, she had lost track of most of her close women friends in New York, and hadn’t replaced them with others in San Francisco. She didn’t need women friends, a confidante, a ‘best’ friend. She had Ian. He was her best friend, her lover, even her brother, now that Jake was dead. And so what if now and then Ian had a ‘fling’? It didn’t happen often, and he was discreet. It didn’t bother her. Men did those things when they had to, when their wives were away. He didn’t use it, or flaunt it, or grind it into her heart. She just suspected that he did it. That was all. She understood. As long as she didn’t have to know. She assumed, which was different from knowing.

Her parents had had a marriage like that, and they had been happy for years. Watching them, Jessie had understood about the things you didn’t talk about, didn’t hurt each other with, didn’t use. A good marriage relied on consideration, and sometimes keeping your mouth shut and just letting the other guy be was consideration … love. Her parents were dead now; they hadn’t been young when she’d been born. Her mother had been in her late thirties, her father just past forty-five. And Jessie had been four when Jake was born. But marrying late, they had respected each other more than most couples did. They were not inclined to make changes in each other. It had taught Jessie a lot.

But they were all gone now. It had already been three years. Almost exactly. Her parents had died within months of each other. Jake had died a year before that, in Vietnam, at the crest of his twenties. Gone. Jessica was the only one left. But she had Ian. Thank God there was Ian. It sent little tremors up her spine when she thought of it that way … what would she do without Ian? Die … the way her father had done without her mother … die … she couldn’t live without Ian. He was her all now. He held her late at night when she was afraid. He made her laugh when something touched too deep and made her sad. He remembered the moments that mattered, knew the things that she loved, understood her private language, laughed at all her worst jokes. He knew. She was his woman, and his little girl. That was what she needed. Ian. So what did it matter if there were occasional indiscretions she didn’t really know about? As long as he was there when it counted. And he always was.

She heard the doors slide open; the people began to press into the aisles. The five-hour flight was over. It was time to go home. Jessie brushed the creases from her slacks with one hand and reached for her coat with the other. It was a bright orange suede that she wore over beige suede pants and a print silk shirt in shades of caramel. Her green eyes glowed in her suntanned face, and her blonde hair swung thick and free past her shoulders. Ian loved her in orange, and she had bought the coat in New York. She smiled to herself, thinking how he’d love it—almost as much as the Pierre Cardin blazer she’d brought him. It was fun to spoil Ian.

Three businessmen and a gaggle of women pressed out before her, but she was tall enough to see over the chattering women’s heads. He was there at the gate, and she waved as he grinned broadly, waving back, and then he moved swiftly toward her, gently weaving his way through the people ahead of her. Then he had reached her and was taking her in his arms.

‘It’s about time you came home … and looking like that, you’ll be lucky if I don’t rape you right here.’ He looked so pleased. And then he kissed her. She was home.

‘Go ahead. Rape me. I dare you.’ But they stood where they were, drinking each other in, saying it all with their eyes. Jessie couldn’t keep a smile from her lips, or her hands from his face. ‘You feel so good.’ She loved the softness and spiced lemon smell of his skin.

‘Jessie, if you knew how I missed you …’ She nodded, knowing. She had missed him at least as much.

‘How’s the book?’

‘Nice.’ They spoke in the brief banalities of those who know each other better than well. They didn’t need many words. ‘Really nice.’ He picked up her large brown leather tote from the floor where she’d dropped it to kiss him. ‘Come on, sexy lady, let’s go home.’ She looped her arm into his, and together they walked in long even strides, her hair brushing his shoulder, her every move a complement to his.

‘I brought you a present.’

He smiled. She always did.

‘Bought yourself one too, I see. That’s some coat.’

‘Do you like it? Or is it awful? I was afraid it was a little too loud.’ It was a burnt caramel bordering on flame.

‘On you it looks good. Everything does.’

‘Jesus, you’re being nice to me! What did you do? Smash up the car?’

‘Now, is that a nice thing to say? I ask you. Is that nice?’

‘Did you?’ But she was laughing and so was he.

‘No, I traded it for a Honda motorcycle. I thought you might like that better.’

‘What a nice thought! Gee, darling, I’m just thrilled. Now come on, tell the truth. How bad is the car?’

‘Bad? I’ll have you know that it happens to be not only in impeccable condition, but dean, a condition it was not in when you left. That poor little car was filthy!’

‘Yeah, I know.’ She hung her head and he grinned.

‘You’re a disgrace, Mrs. Clarke, but I love you.’ He kissed the tip of her nose and she slid her arms around his neck.

‘Guess what?’

‘How many guesses do I get?’

‘One.’

‘You love me?’

‘You guessed it!’ She giggled and kissed his neck.

‘What do I get as a prize for guessing?’

‘Me.’

‘Terrific. I’ll take it.’

‘Boy, I’m glad to be home.’ She heaved a small sigh and stood in the circle of his arms as they waited for her bags to appear on the turntable. He could see the relief in her eyes. She hated going away, hated flying, was afraid to die, was afraid he’d die in a car wreck while she was gone. Ever since her parents and her brother … so many terrors. It wasn’t as if they had died violently. Her mother had just been old. Old enough. Sixty-eight. And her father in his seventies. He had died of grief less than a year later. But Jessie hadn’t been ready for the double loss and it was incredible to see what it had done to her. She had never fully recovered from her brother’s death, but after her parents … At times Ian wondered if she’d make it. The terrors, the hysteria, the nightmares. She felt so alone and so frightened. At times she wasn’t even someone he knew. She was suddenly so dependent on him, so unlike the old Jessie. And it seemed as though she wanted to be sure he was equally dependent on her … That was when he had let her talk him into quitting his job and writing full-time. She could afford it. But in some ways he wasn’t sure he could. It suited both of them though, most of the time. And supporting him made Jessie feel more secure. He really was all she had now.

She looked up at him again and smiled.

‘Just wait till I get you home, Mrs. Clarke.’

‘Lech.’

‘Yep. And you love it.’

‘Yes. I do.’

People were watching them, but they didn’t notice. They gave people something pretty to look at, something to smile at, to feel good about, to wish for. And something to enjoy as well. They were two beautiful people who had it all. That usually aroused an interesting medley of emotions in those who watched them.

They walked to the garage to reclaim the Morgan and Jessie grinned with pride when she saw it.

‘Christ, it looks good. What did you do to it?’

‘Have it washed. You should try it sometime. You’ll love the effect.’

‘Oh, shut up.’ She swung at him playfully, and he ducked, catching her arm as she laughed.

‘Before you beat me up, Amazon, get in the car.’ He slapped her on the behind and unlocked the door.

‘Don’t call me an Amazon, you miserable creep! Masher!’

‘Masher? Did I hear you call me a masher?’ He looked shocked and walked back to where she stood. ‘Lady, how dare you call me a name like that?’ And with that he swung her off her feet and slid her onto the seat of the car. ‘There. And let me tell you, with a broad your size, that’s no mean feat!’

‘Ian, you’re a shit.’ But he knew she wasn’t sensitive about her height. They both liked it. ‘Besides, I think I’m shrinking.’

‘Oh? Down to six-one now, are you?’ He chuckled as he finished strapping her bag to the luggage rack in the back. He still had the top down on the car, and she was watching him with a smile.

‘Go to hell. You know perfectly well I’m only five-eleven, but I measured myself the other day and I was only five-ten-and-a-half.’

‘You must have been sitting down.’

He slid in beside her and turned to look into her eyes. “Hello, Mrs. Clarke. Welcome home.’

‘Hello, my love. It’s so good to be back.’ They shared a long smile as he started the car, and she shrugged out of the new coat and rolled up the sleeves of her blouse. ‘Was it hot here today? It still feels warm now.’

‘It was boiling and gorgeous and sunny. And if it’s anything like that tomorrow, you can call the boutique and tell them you’re snowed in in Chicago. We’re going to the beach.’

‘Snowed in, in September? You’re crazy. And, darling, I really can’t.’ But she liked the idea and he knew it,

‘Oh, yes you can. I’ll kidnap you if I have to.’

‘Maybe I could go in late.’

‘Now you’ve got the idea.’ He smiled victoriously as he pulled the choke.

‘Was it really that nice today?’

‘Nicer. And it would have been better yet if you had been home. I got crocked at lunch at Enrico’s, and I didn’t know what to do with myself all day.’

‘I’m sure you found something.’ But there was no malice in her tone, and no expression on his face.

‘Nah. Nothing much.’


ops/images/9780751556629.jpg
Now and orever

THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR





ops/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
     
    
     
 
 

 
  





