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Nothing made sense. Whether it was a crazy university project, a period movie, or re-enactors too into their roles, Shakira didn’t care. This was not the weekend she envisioned. She wanted to leave. The atmosphere, the people, and the looks they gave her made her uneasy. She didn’t know what was going on with Alex. Why did he know everyone? Why had his manner suddenly grown so stiff and imperious? What about this place made it so dangerous for them?

She had enough.

Alex must’ve sensed her anxiety. He interrupted his conversation and was at her side in a matter of seconds. 

“I’ll help you dismount.” He took the reins from her firm grip and lifted her down to the ground. “Come.” He offered her his arm and tucked her hand in the crook of his elbow.

“No.” Shakira refused to move. “I want to go home.”

He looked ill, green around the gills, like he was seasick. 

“You can’t.”
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London

“It’s late. I’d like to go,” Alex said.

He avoided large events like this. He attended tonight out of obligation to a couple of his music clients who were part of the entertainment. Their performances over, he wanted to leave.

“Please, let’s stay awhile longer. Please,” Annabelle pleaded.

Next to him, she noted all the celebrities in the room. A former girlfriend, his interest in the voluptuous blonde waned months ago, but she’d badgered him into bringing her to the star-studded event. At first, he said no. She assured him she understood it wasn’t a date. She only needed an escort. He gave in. Now, he wished he hadn’t. 

Flame undulated and shimmered in Alex’s peripheral vision. He turned. A column of coppery silk came closer, stopping just beyond his reach. In a sea of sequined black dresses and flaunted cleavage, the lustrous dress was a burning match head in a vacuum.

The material clung and swayed with the movements of the wearer. Curiosity aroused, he scanned the lady from the tip of her matching high heels to her raven colored hair. Devoid of embellishment, the elegant gown’s straight-cut neckline revealed only the woman’s collarbone and the curve of her shoulders. A slit on one side ended mid-thigh where a slender leg periodically peeked out, then retreated into the shadows of the skirt. 

The official photographer for the ball snapped shot after shot of various attendees, but not the lady in the fiery gown. Good, Alex thought, she’s not a VIP’s wife. He shifted his chair and tried to get a better view of her face. Twice, when she greeted someone, he caught her profile. Then, she continued on her path. She moved farther from sight, leaving him to guess if she was as lovely as he wanted her to be.

While Annabelle nattered away, he continued to track the mysterious lady in copper. 

She stopped and spoke with an older man he’d seen before but didn’t know. They exchanged a European style kiss and her lips brushed his cheeks. After a short conversation, she gave the man a quick hug and Alex finally saw her face.

Strong, high cheekbones and a firm jaw line balanced the full mouth and drew attention away from a long, narrow nose. Darker complected than most women in the room with a natural looking tawny color to her skin, Alex wondered if she was Arabian. What words described her? Exotic? Alluring? Both.

Her gaze slid from the man to the rest of the room. Light eyes surrounded by thick black lashes fixed on him as though she’d read his thoughts and sought the author.

Heat. Instantaneous and powerful, almost tangible, Alex smiled, savoring the feeling, the rush. The women in his life, came and went, some quicker than others. All held appeal for a time. None had this meteoric effect. 

Annabelle interrupted his enjoyment. She’d seen a popular footballer at another table she wanted to chat up. If things went well, “who knows,” she said with a demure shrug and left.

The orchestra played the first few notes of Unchained Melody. This might be his only chance to get the extraordinary woman alone. He made his way to where she stood with her back to him. 

“May I have this dance?”

She turned and smiled. “Yes.”

A stranger to her, etiquette dictated a mere touch of his palm to hers. He preferred to set his own standards. He wrapped her hand in his and pressed her palm to his chest. Her brows lifted a fraction but she allowed it. Her icy fingers were a marked contrast to the heat radiating through the silk of her gown. 

Stray tendrils of her hair hung in soft waves around her face and tickled his cheek and jaw. Her perfume teased the senses, faint and suggestive. He fantasized where on her body it was strongest. Had she sprayed a fine mist and walked through, or had she dabbed it behind her knees, her ears? Did she dot tiny drops along her navel and lower? He imagined those chilly fingers touching warm breasts as they left a circle of scent. 

The song was half over and they still hadn’t spoken. Time was the enemy. In haste, his usually glib tongue failed him and he said the first thing that came to mind. 

“Your perfume...what is it?” Alex gave himself a mental kick. He’d wanted her name not the name of some silly perfume.

“Intuition.”

An appropriate name if her intuition suggested something more than dancing with him.

Beneath the crystal chandelier, she arched a little and looked up with silvery-grey eyes. The faux candlelight formed a luminescent bead in the center of her bottom lip. On impulse, he lowered his head and brushed her mouth with a soft kiss. The kiss and the song ended simultaneously. She pulled away, studying him with an unreadable expression. Alex bent to kiss her again. 

With gentle but firm pressure of her palm on his chest, she stopped him. She ran the pad of her thumb over his mouth, removing the traces of her lipstick. 

“Don’t get yourself in trouble, Mr. Lancaster.”

Her eyes looked to a point beyond his shoulder. He twisted and saw Annabelle coming towards them. Before they were parted he turned to ask the mystery woman her name. She’d gone. 

She knew him, not surprising since his picture often appeared in social and financial columns. Who was she? Intrigued, Alex determined he’d find out before the night was over. 

Two hours passed and Alex had caught only a few glimpses of her as she talked to different people. Numerous times he tried to edge his way through the crush. Whenever he started to get close, she faded into the throng again. On several occasions, he was certain she’d seen him approach. The unsettling suspicion she was avoiding him flared, but he dismissed the possibility.

Earlier, Alex spotted Hassan Al-Ahmed, a Saudi business acquaintance. Hassan attended many charity events. If anyone knew her name, he would.

Alex found Hassan deep in conversation with a group of businessmen. He tapped him on the shoulder. 

“Hassan, please excuse the interruption, may I have a moment, in private, please?” 

They moved to a corner of the room. 

“What can I do for you my friend?” Hassan asked.

“There’s a lady in a copper dress here tonight, tall with black hair, looks a bit Middle Eastern—” Alex glanced around the room. “I don’t see her at the moment.”

“I know the woman you mean.”

“Do you know her name by chance?”

Hassan shook his head. “Sorry. She attends these affairs on occasion but we’ve never been introduced.”

“Didn’t she tell you her name when you danced?”

“I didn’t ask her when I had the chance.” Hassan arched a you must be losing your touch, brow. Alex had no desire to go into a lengthy explanation. “Stupid. I know.” 

“I can tell you this. She always comes alone to these functions and always leaves close to midnight, rather like your Cinderella, yes?” 

Alex nodded. “Except I’m not going to rely on her losing a shoe. I intend to catch the lady before she leaves.”

“She’s an elusive creature. You might find it easier to catch the wind. I wish you luck.” 

It was almost midnight. The crowd had thinned to clusters of small groups near the dais. Alex scouted the best location to watch for his mystery woman. The end of the bar offered a view of the exit doors so he positioned himself in a shadowed area. On cue, the lady made her way towards the doors and into his line of sight.

He made his move. Half way to the exit, Arthur Snoad, a musician’s agent, intercepted him. “Alex, we need to talk.”

While Arthur rambled on about bad distribution policies, the doors opened briefly to reveal the lady standing at the curb.

Alex dodged more of Arthur’s tedious questions and suggestions. “I’ll consider your ideas. Call me Monday,” he offered before he broke off and shot out the exit. He caught a whiff of Intuition and a flash of shiny skirt as the door to the limousine closed. Had she seen him? The darkened windows made it impossible to tell.

Who are you?
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“You have to meet Ian’s best friend, Alex,” Miranda said.

“I’d rather not,” Shakira said.

“Why? He’s smart, witty and dishy. You two would get on famously.”

“Alex Lancaster and I already met, sort of. Once was enough.”

“When did you meet?” Miranda couldn’t believe Shakira hadn’t mentioned it sooner. “What do you mean, once was enough?”

“It’s not important.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“Forget it. We met. I didn’t like him. I find him offensive. End of story. All that matters is, he’s nice to you and you like him. My opinion is personal and has no bearing on your feelings toward the man.”

“Shake, I know him. If he offended you, I guarantee it wasn’t intentional.”

“Can we talk about something else? Are you and Ian coming to our show this weekend?” Shakira asked.

“Of course, but I’m not finished talking about Alex. Whatever he did, you should let him explain. He and Ian are due back anytime now.”

“That’s my cue to go,” Shakira stood and gathered her shopping bags.

Miranda continued, “You’re making a mistake not giving him a chance to explain.”

“Duly noted.”

They talked more about the show on the way to Shakira’s car. Miranda heard the loud engine of Ian’s Lotus and stalled for time. The misunderstanding between Alex and Shakira needed sorting out. In her heart, Miranda knew the two of them were perfect for each other. 
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Summer in the Norfolk countryside meant flower boxes overflowing with fat geraniums and vines laden with blooms. It meant a warm breeze from the Midlands and the rare few weeks English drivers with convertibles rode with the tops down. Unfortunately, Ian’s Lotus didn’t have a soft top. Alex pushed his sunglasses up and rolled down the passenger window. He stuck his head out, chin to the sun to catch a few rays while Ian opened the wrought iron gates. 

The July sun beat down too hard for comfort. Sweat quickly beaded on Alex’s forehead and down his hairline. “Forget this.” He pulled his head back into the car and turned the air conditioner vents so they blew on his face.

“For God’s sake, install electric gates,” Alex called out as Ian battled a rusted hinge with brute force. A suggestion he made every time Ian went through the same fight with his gates. 

A black Jaguar convertible parked farther up the drive drew Alex’s attention. A V-12 model XKE, the classic sports car looked in mint condition. The body’s mirror finish and chrome wheels glinted in the sunlight. 

Miranda, Ian’s wife, stepped off the porch and waved at him. Alex waved back as a dark haired woman in jeans and tee shirt came out carrying several large shopping bags. She put the group in her right hand down on the ground while she opened the trunk lid. One-by-one, she tried various ways to load the huge bags into the Jag’s tiny trunk. She finally gave up and stacked them onto the passenger seat. 

He guessed the car to be at least thirty years old and the woman a few years younger. The long-legged driver looked as well taken care of as the vehicle, like a prized thoroughbred. Her casual clothes hugged her body without being tight. Blue-black hair hung to the middle of her back, the ends cut razor straight, only a few strands dared to lift in the breeze. Even with the oversized sunglasses that shielded part of her face, she appeared attractive...and familiar. And, he knew why.

Alex hopped out of the Lotus and squeezed through the partially open gate. 

Ian looked up. “What are you doing?”

Walking backwards, Alex started to answer when a car door slammed. The Jag’s engine roared to life behind him followed by the crunch of gravel. He spun around in time to see the car exit the far side of the driveway. 

He jogged up to Miranda. “Who’s your friend?” 

Miranda continued toward the house. “My girlfriend, Shakira, you know the one I tried to introduce you to.”

“That’s Shake?”

Miranda nodded.

“Shakira what?”

“Shakira Constantine, the one who plays in a band on weekends. I believe you called it a...” frowning, she tapped her finger against her chin. “I want to get the quote right. Ah yes, ‘a grubby little band’ you didn’t want anything to do with.”

Shakira Constantine. At last, he had a name for the mysterious lady he danced with at the charity ball, a brief encounter regrettably interrupted. 

“Why do you ask?” Miranda said in a sugary sweet voice, feigning innocence.

Alex gave her his most charming grin. “Perhaps, I was a bit hasty. When and where is her band playing next?”

“Tomorrow night. Want to join us?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”
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On stage Shakira went over the playlist and watched the entrance for Ian and Miranda. She saw them as soon as they arrived. All three of them. Her eyes widened.

Bloody hell! They’d brought Alex Lancaster. Miranda and her damn matchmaking, I’m going to kill her. 

Shakira ducked behind the stage curtain. She flattened herself against the wall and closed her eyes. Memories of the night she met Alex burst to life again. She’d relived their dance a hundred times in her head, how handsome he was and how well they moved together. The daydream always returned to the kiss, not a real kiss, not really, in truth, a brush of his lips across hers. She hated the fact she dwelled on it, but that didn’t stop her. The kiss had made her breath catch in her throat and a little light-headed. Air turbulence of the brain brought on by an exquisite man. So wonderful and so disillusioning, she thought with a sad sigh. He’d kissed her when he was there with another woman. Inexcusable. 

She pulled the fringed edge of the curtain back and peered out with one eye. The cocktail waitress chatted with them, her empty tray resting on her hip. Alex said something and everyone at the table laughed. The waitress tossed her hair over her shoulder and touched his hand whenever she spoke. Blatant flirtation Shakira thought as she watched the interaction—not that she gave a whit. 

A party in the next booth signaled the waitress and she moved to take their order. “’Bout time,” Shakira muttered. She let go of the curtain and flattened herself against the wall again. What was she going to do? She couldn’t ignore them.

This sticky situation was all Miranda’s fault. Since her teens she talked about the big wedding she wanted. Does she have that wedding? No! She elopes. If she’d had the traditional one, as planned, Shakira and Alex would’ve met then. When they saw each other at the charity ball, there’d have been no dance, no kiss, and no awkward moment. He’d never have been so rude and insensitive to his date knowing Shakira might tell Miranda how badly he behaved. 

Shakira sighed and touched her lips. There’d have been no kiss.

She eased the curtain back again for another peek and almost bumped noses with the band’s lead guitarist, Jack. “Ack!” She jumped, shaking the velvet drape as she dropped the edge. Dust motes by the hundreds flew out from the material and hung suspended. “You scared the life out of me,” she said, waving her hand in front of her face. “What are you doing?”

“What am I doing?” Jack repeated. “What are you doing? You’re bobbing back and forth behind the curtain, slinking around.”

“I’m not slinking. I am...just...checking the attendance.”

“Yeah, right.” 

She used him as a shield to watch Alex. Jack followed her gaze. “Isn’t that—”

“Yes,” she snapped.

Jack’s brows lifted a fraction. “Know him, do you?”

“It’s a long story.”

“This is some chick thing, isn’t it? Spare me the details. We’re on in fifteen. I’m grabbing a beer.” He shot another glance at Alex. “Be careful of that one. If you were my sister, I’d lock you in the closet whenever he came over. But, having said that, I’m very grateful you’re not my sister.” Jack slipped his index finger into the front of her bustier and tugged on the lace to sneak a peek.

She slapped his hand away. “Stop it.”

“Yeah, very grateful you’re not my sister.” He chuckled and walked towards the bar where a clutch of groupies swarmed him.

She’d played second lead guitar with Beltane for a year. The band attracted a wild fan base of women-some appallingly brazen. Understandable. 

The lead singer, Tristan, had sandy brown hair, sorrowful deep-set eyes and a heartbreaking baritone voice. Whenever he sang a sad love song women believed it was a personal plea. Females surrounded him and nurtured him with their own brand of sympathy at the session breaks. Tristan always included at least two or three love songs in the show. 

At 6’6”, Dermot, the drummer, a dedicated body builder bulged with muscles. He kept his head and chest shaved and performed shirtless. Better to show off the enraged dragon tattooed on his well-defined pectorals, he claimed. The creature’s pointed wing tips began at his shoulders and ran the length of his arms. The dragon’s angry head and body covered his torso. The creature’s fiery breath flamed toward his groin. None of the women who flocked around Dermot were interested in nurturing him, which suited him just fine.

The keyboardist, Paul, the self-styled thinking woman’s hero wore horn-rimmed glasses. They made his bright, green eyes appear large and limpid. On the quiet side, women liked his shyness and foolishly assumed him sweet. 

Lastly, Jack Stone, the lead guitarist and the most popular member of the band had fans that followed him from club to club. At 6’2 and broad shouldered, Jack conjured up visions of Viking conquerors. His light blonde hair flowed in waves down to the middle of his back. Deep blue eyes and a brilliant toothpaste ad smile drew women like chocolate. 

If he sailed up to a sandy beach standing at the prow of a Norse longboat, no woman with eyes in her head would ask, “What’s a Viking doing in the 21st century?” She’d be far more inclined to find out if Jack took female slaves.

By mutual agreement, Shakira and the dishy musicians kept their relationship platonic. However, the bargain didn’t keep them from teasing each other, and especially her, unmercifully, sexual innuendo being the root of most of their jokes. 

She’d procrastinated long enough. She had to greet Miranda and Ian. Maybe Alex wouldn’t recognize her. Lord knew how many women crossed his path since they met. Reassured, she took a bracing breath, smiled, and went over to the table.

“Hi, I’m so glad you came.” Shakira kissed Ian and then Miranda on the cheek. 

Without hesitation and wanting to hurry through the next few minutes, she turned to Alex and held out her hand. “Good evening...Mr. Lancaster,” using his name when she saw the recognition in his eyes. “How nice to see you again, I’m Shakira Constantine.” 

“It’s nice to see you again and finally find out your name. I tried like the devil to get back to you the other night. You seemed to disappear every time I came close. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were avoiding me.” 

Shakira knew a baited question when she heard one. She asked them all the time in depositions. The person under examination must either admit the truth or lie. One lie led to another, until the person painted themselves into a corner. Rather than make the same mistake, she kept the polite smile pasted in place and tried not to act guilty.

“Were you?”

“Was I what?” 

“Avoiding me? Was my kiss so repugnant?” Alex brought his hand to his chest, and mocked a knife to his heart.

“You kissed?” Miranda interjected. 

“We danced.” 

“We danced and then we kissed,” Alex corrected her. “Had I been given another second we’d have kissed again.” His intense gaze challenged her to deny the truth. 

“Perhaps,” she conceded and then added, “but I doubt it, since you were there with your girlfriend.”

Alex relaxed against the cushion of the booth. “If you’re referring to Annabelle, she’s an ex-girlfriend. She likes celebrity events. I was invited. She wasn’t. I merely acted as her escort so she could get into the ball. As a matter of fact, she left with a footballer. I take it you considered me quite the cad and avoided me for that reason?” 

Three pair of eyes watched her like a bug under a microscope. No doubt they found perverse delight in the situation and Alex wasn’t going to let her off the hook. 

Shakira contemplated an evasive answer and dismissed the idea. “Yes, I thought you a bounder” A wickedly sexy one. “And yes, I avoided you because of it.” 

On the edge of the seat, a too gleeful Miranda leaned her elbows on the table. “I want to hear more about the kissing. If you figured he was a bounder, why did you kiss him?” Her lips twitched with amusement, ignoring the murderous look Shakira aimed at her. 

A grin of self-satisfaction crept across Alex’s face at the nosy question. “Yes, why let me kiss you?”

“I didn’t kiss you. You kissed me. I was caught by surprise.” On stage, Jack noodled around with some chords, which offered her an avenue of escape from the uncomfortable questions. “I have to get ready. I’ll see you at the break.”

“Am I exonerated then?” Alex called after her.

“For now,” she said without breaking stride.

Shakira smiled to herself. A woman knows when she looks good. Tonight she looked hot. The soft red leather outfit hugged her in all the right places, the pants like a second skin. Underneath a lacy, sexy white bustier squeezed and pushed her into a pseudo well-endowed bust that made her eyes widen in appreciation. 

Monday through Friday, she conformed to the law firm’s ideal persona, business suits, a conservative hairdo, and modest heels. The weekends belonged to her and she glowed. She wore her hair down, teased, so it framed her face in wild disarray. Her high heels were red patent leather. She’d meticulously blended black shadow and kohl liner around her eyes to give them a smoky appearance and intensify their color. 

She sensed Alex watching. She felt his gaze the way she felt it the night of the charity ball. The heat, the irresistible pull from across the room that made her seek the source. There’d been a jolt, an internal shock, when their eyes locked on each other. 

When they’d danced she knew he’d experienced the same jolt. A charged current ran between them, atmospheric electricity, sexual St. Elmo’s fire. It radiated off him and rolled over her in waves. She dismissed the reaction as weird science, the right combination of pheromones. It happens. It was the first time for her though. 

Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t have said no to dancing with him. In spite of seeing the blonde at his side earlier, she wanted him to kiss her. Her instinctual reaction to him was a double-edged sword, exciting in an elemental, primitive way that ate at her control. She deplored losing control. Whatever happens, I’ve got to keep my wits about this man, she told herself and slid the guitar strap over her head.

Although the band was adept at covering a variety of different popular songs, Alex’s attention remained on Shakira. 

“Do you see the way she holds the body of the guitar against her inner thigh? Look at her hands slide along the frets, stroking the neck like a giant phallus,” Alex said. 

Miranda whispered, “I told you he’d like her,” and stuck her tongue out at her husband. 

“I’ll admit her performance reflects a deep emotional, rather sexual connection to the music,” Ian observed in an offhand tone. “But, it’s not making me salivate either. I prefer to drool over my wife.”

“Good answer, darling.” Miranda laid a scorching kiss on him. 

Absorbed with Shakira, Alex paid little notice. “The melody rises from her center and pours out. She lets the music make love to her and she returns the passion. I’m thinking that passion is misplaced.” He turned to Ian and Miranda and smiled so wolfishly, even Miranda took a deep breath. 

When Beltane broke, Shakira stepped through the haze of smoke and joined her friends. Alex, Ian, and Miranda decided when the show ended they’d go to a favorite piano bar with a panoramic view of the Thames. After confirming her leather outfit was acceptable attire, Shakira agreed to go. 

His interest sincere, Alex inquired about a slow, Eastern arrangement of White Rabbit she’d sung. Instead of the powerful rendition popularized by Grace Slick, Shakira sang a unique interpretation, slower, hypnotic and repetitious. She seduced the audience with an exotic performance. She transported them to places that conjured images of finger cymbals, temples filled with incense and painted elephants. Tonight, the song belonged to her and not Jefferson Airplane.

“The arrangement you used for White Rabbit, is it an original by your band or taken from another source?” Alex asked her.

“I put it together,” Shakira said.

“Really.”

“I experiment at home with different songs I like just to see where I can take them. This was the latest.”

“Well done,” he told her, impressed and sincere.

A young woman carrying something soft and white in her hand interrupted their conversation. “Will you give these to Jack Stone for me?” she asked and reached across Alex to hand the object to Shakira. “I’m not able to get near him.”

Shakira glanced toward the stage. Women crowded around Jack, who was trying to extricate himself from the pack. 

“What is it?” 

“Panties.” The groupie opened her hand revealing the item more fully.

Shakira recoiled with a grimace. “Eww, no. I’ll let him know you’re interested, but I’m not touching your underwear.” 

“They’re clean.” 

“I don’t care if they’re the Queen’s own.”

Everyone at the table, except Shakira fell out laughing. Alex laughed the hardest. 

“Bitch.” The groupie said and stormed off.

“I’m glad all of you find this so hysterical.” Shakira glared at Alex but couldn’t hold the huffy expression of mock annoyance. “It’s disgusting. This happens all the time. These women have no shame.” 

Alex wiped his watery eyes as he looked out across the room. The other guitarist, the one she called Jack stared at Shakira. He stood at the bar with the drummer, talking and drinking a beer, but his hungry focus was fixed on Shakira. Jack’s gaze shifted to Alex. Neither man blinked until Dermot tapped Jack on the shoulder and pointed to his watch. 
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PAUL STOPPED SHAKIRA as she hurried to pack her two guitars. “Jack twisted his knee and needs a ride home. Can you take him?” 

Alex heard part of the conversation and approached them straining to hear what else was said.

“How bad?” she asked. “I wasn’t going straight home. I made plans with my friends.” 

“He can’t put pressure on it. His car’s a stick and he can’t use the clutch. I’d drive him, but it’s out of the way for me and on the way to your house.” Paul turned pleading eyes first to her, then to Jack, and back to Shakira. 

“I’ll do it,” she sighed. 

“You’ll do what? Is there a problem? You’re still going with us, aren’t you?” Alex asked, suspicious. 

“I’m sorry. I’ll have to take a rain check. Jack hurt his knee and can’t drive. I’m the only one who lives in the same direction.” 

Jack limped up and angled himself so Shakira didn’t see the lopsided smirk he aimed at Alex, before turning to her. “I don’t want to spoil your plans. Go with your friends. I’ll call a cab.” He hobbled to a nearby chair and pulled his cell phone out. 

Alex read Shakira’s guilty expression when Jack suggested she “go with her friends,” but he couldn’t say anything without sounding unsympathetic. 

“No, I’ll drive you.” Shakira looked apologetic at Alex and shrugged. “Sorry.” 

“Not a problem, take your friend home. It’s obvious the pain is too much for him to endure,” Alex said, straight faced. “Miranda tells me you’re an attorney. If you have time on your schedule, I’ll come by your office late Monday afternoon. I have a legal matter to discuss with you. We’ll go to dinner afterward.” He slid his fingers up and down the length of hers in slow, soft strokes. 

Shakira leaned closer. “Monday afternoon is fine.” 

“Till then.” Alex brushed his lips along the back of her knuckles and smiled against her warm skin. “Allow me to assist your friend to the car. Fortunately, I am blessed with both good health and strength.” He extended his hand to Jack and said in a solicitous voice, “You can lean on me.”

“I can make it to the car on my own,” Jack snapped, and stood. He took three steps before remembering to limp.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Five

[image: ]







Four o’clock and Alex hadn’t arrived. Shakira scrutinized the male pedestrians on the street below. She was not watching for Alex but people watching. 

The three outfit changes that morning didn’t have anything to do with him either. She’d discarded the combination of tailored navy blue suit and standard oxford shirt. “Too masculine and too conservative,” she said, consulting with her reflection. Next came the black double-breasted suit with the high necked, white silk blouse. “I look like a penguin.” The fact she’d worn the suit a dozen times and never been compared to a penguin made little difference. 

Finally, she went with an elegant khaki green suit with a Mandarin collar. The edge of her pale gold blouse peeked out over the collar’s stiff top. The color dulled the peaches and cream complexion of most English women. The difficult shade enhanced Shakira’s olive skin. Why not exploit the advantage? 

She wore her hair in her usual French braid. Except today, she’d nestled two ornate faux tortoise combs on the sides. She was rearranging them again when her secretary, Kristin, flew into the room.

Kristin shut the door and hurried over to Shakira’s desk. “Guess who’s here to see you?”

“Al—” 

“Alex Lancaster, the same Alex Lancaster who’s in Hello Magazine all the time. I hope he signs on with the firm.” Kristin patted her hair, touched her stomach, and licked her lips in quick succession. “I wouldn’t mind seeing more of him and in more ways than one.” Her brows lifted high as she shared a meaningful woman-to-woman look. 

The firm specialized in entertainment law. Over the years, Kristen saw dozens of famous people. It wasn’t like her to be overly impressed with anyone. 

“Show him in...” Shakira made a flipping motion with her hand in Kristen’s direction. “And for heaven’s sake compose yourself. He’s a music producer, not some movie star,” Shakira said, smoothing her hair.

“Oh, he could star in a movie with me anytime.” Kristen muttered as she opened the door. “Please come in, Mr. Lancaster.”

He took three strides, stopped, and looked Shakira up and down. “You’re quite the chameleon. Every time I see you, you have a different appearance.” 

“Which do you prefer?” 

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen you naked yet.” 

Flattered and thrilled by the bold remark, she opened her mouth. No words came. There’s an entry for Mr. Guinness’s book, an attorney rendered speechless.

“Please sit,” she said, when she found her voice and gestured to a small sofa. “What would you like? Except for the naked part, I believe I have anything you desire.” She took two china cups and saucers from inside a burled wood credenza and set them by a small coffee maker. 

“I won’t dwell on the world of innuendo that last comment generates,” he said. “I’ll take a coffee, black, please.” 

She poured two coffees and joined him. “Saturday night you mentioned discussing a legal matter.”

“Getting to the meat of things, straight away, are we?” he asked in a somber tone. 

She’d put a foot wrong, already. “I thought to dispense with business first but we can talk about whatever you like,” she said in an effort to compensate. 

Alex blew on the coffee. She pretended interest in her own cup while peering at him from under her lashes. He wore a charcoal grey suit and white shirt with stripes in the same shade of grey. The shirt had a white collar and cuffs. A nice detail. A blood red tie brought out the color in his face. He had a ruddy complexion as though wind burned. Faint lines marked the corners of his eyes in the bright sunlight of her office. She dropped her gaze to his cufflinks. Ornate, they were ruby set in gold with an unusual intaglio of a swan.

She liked his ponytail. The rock-and-roller in her favored long hair, she guessed loose it was past his shoulders. 

Alex settled back and related the facts of a recently filed lawsuit against him for sexual harassment.

“Sexual harassment,” she repeated and tried not to show her surprise at the accusation. 

He nodded. “The girl’s a former employee. She worked for me a short time and left almost a year ago. I was astounded when they served me. I needed to see her personnel file to remind me who she was.” 

“What’s the exact allegation?”

The color on Alex’s cheeks deepened. Sexual harassment complaints ran the gamut, from the mere overhearing of a dirty joke to coerced sex. Based on his reaction, Shakira feared the latter. 

“The girl claims I threatened to fire her if she didn’t perform oral sex on me. This all happened over the past week. I’ve only discussed the matter with Ian, Miranda, and my human resource director. In a day or two the story will hit the news. I wanted the opportunity to explain things before you read a reporter’s jaded version. Do some damage control.”

“No damage control necessary.” 

“I’m interested. As a woman and a lawyer, what’s your opinion? Are these cases winnable?” 

She’d love to offer a more optimistic outcome than the one he faced. In his situation, that wasn’t possible. 

“It’s a legal minefield,” she said. “These complaints require a specific plan of defense and strong counterattack. The long term effects of the false accusation are unavoidable. Even when a defendant is acquitted, his name remains forever blackened. Once made, a portion of the public will always believe the worst.” 

Alex was innocent, no question in her mind. Analysis of the situation supported her conviction. If he were the type to take advantage of female employees it would’ve happened sooner. He’d have previous actions filed against him. The logical deduction helped explain some of her instinctive reaction. What she felt in her heart, the powerful certainty of his innocence defied logical interpretation. 

Alex lowered his cup. “You’ve gone very quiet. Should I take that as a bad sign?” 

“No.” 

When Alex mentioned a legal matter at the club, Shakira figured he’d run a general question by her, nothing this serious. He hadn’t asked yet, but she suspected the real reason he brought up the lawsuit was to enlist her legal services.

“I assume you want my opinion because you’d like me to represent you?” 

A hint of surprise lit his eyes then disappeared a second later. He straightened his already straight tie.

“Ah...” 

From his hesitation, she worried she jumped the gun and assumed wrong. “In fairness, you should know I’ve never handled this type of suit. I can refer you to other attorneys in the firm with expertise in these matters,” she said, offering him a way to decline gracefully.

“Does the nature of my case trouble you?”

“Not at all.”

“I get the impression you’d rather refer it out.”

The answer made her situation worse. She was torn. Part of her, the personal part, hoped he’d instruct her to hand the case off. That choice allowed her to see him socially, which she’d love to do. The professional part of her, the attorney wanted to keep it. She wanted to win the case for him. A tough decision.

Pride won. 

“No, I don’t. You have a choice in who represents you. But in spite of my inexperience, I believe I can win this.”

“You haven’t asked me if I did it.” 

“I know you didn’t.” 

A boyish smile she didn’t think he possessed crossed his face. He appeared both pleased and surprised. He probably expected something more non-committal with a qualifier.

His expression changed to one of skepticism. “Do you?”

She considered how much to say. The easiest answer was basic logic. Then there was complete honesty. She gave him the whole truth. “I know in my mind.” She placed a hand to her chest, “And, I know in here.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“A number of reasons. For one, you’re not the type of man who has to force a woman to do your sexual bidding. You’re a darling of the tabloids. Every week there’s a picture of you with a different gorgeous female.” With a soft laugh she added, “You’re a bloody lodestone for hot chicks. Two, there wouldn’t be one isolated complaint. Rumors of other hushed up incidents would’ve leaked. The entertainment industry is rife with gossip. Everyone knows which actors are notorious for compelling minor female cast members to have sex with them or lose the part, or in some cases, male cast members.” 

Alex reached over and laid his hand near her heart. “What does this place tell you?”

“There are no words to explain how I feel in my heart. I just know that you didn’t do it.” 

“Such unflagging belief in my innocence, I’m not sure what to say. Thank you.” He lifted her hand and kissed her fingers. “I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have represent me.”

“You realize part of my preparation entails interviewing your past girlfriends?” The prospect only occurred to her a moment earlier and stirred mixed feelings. The attorney in her recognized the legal necessity. The woman in her wanted to both know, and not know, the details of his relationships, however long past. 

“I’ll...the questions, I mean—” She wasn’t one to stumble for words. She took a deep breath and started again. “Personal questions about your sex life have to be asked. Aspects of your private life might be brought up in court. We need to cover our bases, contradict and answer any kind of wild statements the plaintiff makes.” 

“Do what you have to do.” 

“Once the story breaks, the press will dog your every step. I’d suggest you limit your attendance at public events.” 

“Not a problem. I’m invited to so many publicity and charity functions, I decline most. I have neither the time, nor the inclination to attend. I went the other night because my clients were performing and the preservation of wildlife habitat is a cause I support.”

“How nice, a conservationist. Me too.” She studied him for a minute and then, too curious not to, asked, “I have a question for you. Why did you agree to Miranda’s matchmaking? You don’t need to meet women via blind dates.” 

He kissed the palm of her hand then rubbed feather light circles on the spot he kissed as he talked. “It wasn’t a blind date. I saw you again after the ball.”

The simple action drove her to distraction. From the kiss at the ball to this, the man was walking sensuality. She forced her attention back to the conversation.

“When? Where?”

“This past weekend at Miranda and Ian’s but you pulled away before I could introduce myself.” His fingers moved to her wrist and began the slow, erotic circles there. 

“How foolish of me,” she said behind a guilty soft laugh. Little did he know, she’d left in a hurry to avoid him. 

“I planned on asking you to dinner that night.”

The sobering reminder ended her moment of flirtatious fun. They couldn’t date.

She should pull her hand back. She should, but didn’t. She should remember to not sit so close next meeting. She should move farther away even now. She should, but didn’t. 

“You have a lovely laugh. I shall endeavor to make you do it more often.” The circles on her wrist stopped. “You look concerned. What’s got you worried?”

“Nothing. I’ll tell Kristen to draw up the contract first thing in the morning.”

“Good, I’ll come by tomorrow and sign the docs. For dinner I thought we’d go to a little place nearby with the best Italian food in the city...if you can get past the multi-colored gondolier table lamps.” 

“Gaudy lamps I’m fine with. Its singing waiters I can’t stand.” She paused. “Unfortunately, it’s a moot point since I must decline.”

“What? Why?” 

She stacked the cups and saucers and stood. “I don’t date my clients.” 

He got up when she did and took the cups from her and set them by the coffee pot.

“All clients?” Alex folded his arms and propped his hip against the sideboard, “Or just me? I understand if you have nagging doubts about my innocence. I thought your uncompromising belief in me was too good to be true.” 

He tried to cover the fact he was offended. But the insult was there in the subtle tightening around his mouth, the hard edge to his tone. She didn’t anticipate this reaction. She expected him to balk, to argue over dating, not to doubt her trust in him, in his honesty. 

“I didn’t lie. I do believe you’re innocent. That’s not the issue. I don’t date any of my clients.” With an open-handed gesture of supplication, she explained, “Think about it. If things go wrong, I lose a beau and a client. Plus, I’m on shaky ground ethically...conflict of interest and all that.”

The tight line of his mouth relaxed. “Be advised counselor, I’m going to be the exception to your policy,” he warned with a smile.

“You have my permission to try. Don’t feel bad when you fail.”

“The game’s afoot. Now, about dinner—” He raised a hand to stop her from protesting. “This isn’t a date. It’s just a meal and you have to eat. If it makes you more comfortable, we’ll discuss the case. You can be attorneyish, and I’ll stare at your lips and think things my defense counselor wouldn’t approve of.” 

“You’re sure the waiters don’t sing?”

“Positive.”

“All right. I’ll go...this once.”
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Alex checked his watch and then the speedometer again. Any other time, he’d be at Ian’s by now. Today, traffic on the motorway from London moved at glacial speed. City dwellers escaping the stifling heat wave clogged the roads. Any motorway that led to a beach with a cool breeze off the water became an artery to weekend relief. The road to Norfolk was no exception.

Alex was stuck behind a Volvo moving at a slower speed than the rest of the traffic. Boxed in by a guard rail on one side and an ancient Vauxhall on the other, he fantasized demonic scenarios. Like a knight on a warhorse splitting an enemy cavalry line, he’d plow through the jam of cars. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Vauxhall drop back. The move left open a narrow slice of road. A daring driver with a fast car could maneuver through the small window of opportunity. 

He gunned the 631 horse-power Lamborghini. He shot in front of the Vauxhall, around the Volvo, past a BMW whose driver gunned his car and tried to block him. Alex down-shifted and let the BMW come parallel with him. The two men eyed one another. They exchanged a mutual nod of understanding and floored their cars. The Lamborghini left the BMW in the dust. 

The Beamer driver gave Alex a one-finger salute as he pulled ahead. Alex laughed and waved goodbye.

To the Vauxhall and Volvo, the silver Lamborghini would look like a low flying fighter jet. It was the reason he chose the titanium metallic finish. Specs claim the car topped out at over two hundred miles-per-hour. He never tested the statistic. He didn’t know of a safe road to try it. One day though. Once he left Ian’s and entered the backroads to his country cottage he planned to open the car up. She’d reach sixty miles-per-hour in 3.2 seconds, and he’d only be in third gear. 

First things first, he needed answers from the Lady of Badger Manor, Miranda. 

#
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THE DOOR OPENED. “ALEX, this is a surprise.” Ian stepped back to let him in and then shut the door. “How are you?” 

“It’s been an interesting week. Is your wife around? There’s something I want to ask her.” 

“She’s on the deck. Go on out, I’ll grab a couple of Wadsworths and join you in a second.” 

Miranda looked up and smiled as Alex stepped through the French doors. She wore a red and white checked blouse tied at the waist and cut-off shorts as she worked at a flower cart. Her skin glistened with a light sheen of sweat and escaped strands from her ponytail stuck to her neck. He adored her as much for herself as the happiness she brought Ian. 

“Hi, how’s it going with you and Shakira?” she asked and went back to planting. She worked the edge of a clay pot, pressing the soil down around the flower. “Did you see her at the office Monday? She hasn’t called and I’m dying of curiosity.” 

Alex sat and stretched his legs out. “Funny you should ask. I did.” Ian came from the kitchen and set a beer on the table in front of Alex. “Did you know she doesn’t date clients?” He brought the bottle to his lips but didn’t drink. 

“I don’t know anything about her policy regarding clients,” Miranda said, matter-of-factly. “Why? What difference does it make? She’s not your solicitor.” She removed the garden gloves, brought her tall drink and sat at the table. Her eyes widened with sudden insight. “Did you hire her? What happened? I thought you were going to dinner.”

“Originally I planned to take her to dinner and discuss the case a bit. One minute I was explaining the suit so she’d hear the truth from my side and the next I agreed to her representing me.”

“How? It’s not like you to let things spin out of control.” Ian said. 

Alex shook his head. “The scenario in my head morphed into something completely different. I told her about the lawsuit and asked her opinion. I was curious. She’s a lawyer and a woman, I’ll get another perspective. That’s where it went to hell. She assumed I inquired because I wanted her to represent me.” 

He slumped back in the chair and drew lines with his fingers in the sweat of the cold beer bottle. “It’s water under the bridge now, anyway.”

“Once she told you she didn’t date clients, couldn’t you have asked out of the agreement? Explained you’d rather see her socially than professionally?” Ian asked.

“By the time I found out, she’d already given me the option of using a more experienced attorney in the field and I declined. I was afraid changing my mind would hurt her feelings.” He couldn’t tell someone with blind faith in him their faith wasn’t reciprocated. “She’d interpret my reversal as a lack of confidence in her abilities.”

Miranda placed a hand on his arm. “I know Shakira’s interested in you. Once your case is settled everything will work out.”

“She’s worried about an ethics issue. Do you think she’ll stick to her guns on this?”

Miranda took a long swallow from her drink and seemed to give the question some thought before she answered. “I’d be surprised if she didn’t.”

“You sound pretty sure.”

“Her career is important to her,” Miranda explained. “Influential law firms, like Wickersham and Longleat, only recruit the top one percent of law school graduates. She knew she wanted the Cambridge name behind her. She knew where she had to be by graduation and burned up the books to make the top group.”

“She’s achieved her goal. I don’t understand how that affects the current situation,” Alex said. 

“The firm might be the fly in the ointment. How big a fly I don’t know,” Miranda said.

“What do you mean?”

“The senior partners are pretty puritanical, like—stick up bum, puritanical. All the employees are required to sign a contract with a Morals Clause.”

“Sounds Dickensian. What are the specifics?”

Miranda shrugged. “I’m not sure.” 

“I’m not asking to be her pimp.”

“I understand. My point is there may be a prohibition against consortion between their employees and clients outside of professional contact.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I have to get her to go out with me first.”

“Be patient.”

Ian added his take on the matter. “I suspect if you give Shakira time, she’ll come around soon enough. You’ve a persuasive tongue.” 

“An empirical test, should be interesting,” Alex said and finished his drink. 
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Shakira clapped her hands in silent applause as she viewed the DVD and website information. After weeks of interviews and depositions, she had a decent break in Alex’s case. At her suggestion, he’d agreed to use the private investigator her firm kept on retainer. She worked with the detective on two prior cases. She never delved too deep into how he obtained his information. She’d heard rumors. The most exciting and least credible had him as a former MI-5 agent, who resigned in lieu of termination due to scandal. The second and most likely to be true had him as a medically retired Inspector from London Metropolitan Police. Either way, his resources were numerous and his results remarkable.
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ALEX CLOSED THE OFFICE door and walked over to the coffee tray. “Mind?” 

“Feel free.”

He lifted a cup her way and Shakira nodded. She sat on the edge of the small couch, jiggling a leg while she waited for him to join her.

“Okay, what’s the good news? It is good news isn’t it?” He set her cup on the table. 

“It’s not bad news. Our investigator discovered a low-budget pornography site on the internet. It’s our plaintiff lap dancing in an outfit smaller than a postage stamp.” Alex opened his mouth. She waved her hand to keep him from interrupting. “Let me talk. There’s more, it shows her taking money and going down on her boyfriend and his friends.”

“Do you have
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