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Chapter One
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Fern was tired, her feet hurt after standing up all day, and her head was beginning to ache. In fact, everything ached. Even her toes throbbed in the high-heeled shoes she was wearing, and she desperately longed for the comfort of her soft fluffy slippers. This was not how she envisaged on ending her day. The dream of going home after work, flopping down onto the sofa after a refreshing shower, and having a ready meal followed by her favourite ice cream, then snuggling into bed had reached epic proportions in her mind, then it had been cruelly snatched away by her friend’s intrusive words after she came home.

Wendy had rushed in bagging the shower first and called out just before disappearing into the bathroom, “Why are you just lying there like an old sack, babe, have you forgotten about Brandon’s get together to woo the company? He has two of Hescott’s top men attending and our jobs depend on it going well. We’re all expected to be there, so get your skates on! We don’t want to let him down!”

“They won’t miss me, and there’ll be plenty of people going so they won’t notice one short, and don’t call me an old sack,” Fern mumbled lazily from her prone position on the sofa. She was still wearing her coat, not yet having the energy to take it off, and begrudged being ordered to move. She closed her eyes determinedly. All she wanted was sleep. She made a loud snoring sound.

“That coat has seen better days, my friend, so treat yourself before people start with the pitying looks and giving you handouts, and good try, girl!” her friend yelled back through the door. “Don’t try fooling me that you’re asleep. I hate to dash your thespian leanings, but you’re no great actress, not even mediocre, so go make yourself glamorous. We have men to impress. You know darn well that Brandon will be on the lookout for you and me, and remember, we’re his best designers, so stop with the feeble excuses. Go change, and I mean right now, honey.”
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Fern had given in with a muffled groan and rolled off the sofa, swaying unsteadily on her sore feet, then staggered reluctantly into her bedroom to get ready. She sat slumped on the side of her bed, dressing gown wrapped around her until the bathroom was free, then hastily made herself presentable. Considering how she felt, she thought she didn’t look too bad when she was finally ready. Her thick tawny hair shone and with its natural wave looked reasonably flattering, and her large green eyes sparkled under the light. Adding a touch of lipstick emphasised her full lips and she was reasonably pleased with the result. Sexy! Hmm, maybe not, but definitely an improvement on the pale, tired face she had first encountered in the mirror. Her body did look good encased in the slimline green dress she was wearing, though. It fitted her beautifully and she was glad to have grabbed it up in a sale. It wouldn’t have been affordable otherwise. So, she was ready to do her bit, but hardly in the mood to want to impress any men or dance the night away. Smiling might come hard, too. Add her pulsating feet, which wouldn’t allow her to stand upright for any length of time, and it was going to be a disaster, she just knew it. Yet Wendy was right, she owed it to Brandon to turn up in support. Her coat didn’t look that bad, did it? She picked it up and studied it with a growing frown. Yes, it had seen better days, but would have to do until she got her next pay packet. Just another item to add to her list of needful things.

*~*~*~*~*
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Now Fern was standing alone amongst a crowd of people in the large airy showroom at one side of the double fronted shop where design samples were on display, and Wendy, who was supposed to be giving her a lift home, had disappeared entirely. No doubt in a passionate clinch somewhere with Brandon. She sipped some iced water to keep herself awake, rather than drink the wine. One glass of that, and in her worn state they would probably have to carry her out, and she doubted that Brandon would appreciate a scene like that occurring in front of the VIPs he had arranged this party for. Wendy would really wish she hadn’t persuaded her to attend then, but she had, and here she was. Her own fault, of course. She must assert herself in the future and stop bowing to other people’s wishes.
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Her friend had come over from America four years ago, and the two girls had met at an employment agency, hitting it off straight away. Wendy hadn’t been happy in her previous place of work, and was looking for something more suited to her talents. Fern had just been seeking a better paid job, because the amount she earned in her present one barely covered her outgoings. The agency owner recommended that they both apply to a new design company which had recently opened up in a nearby town and was looking for applicants who had experience in wallpaper and material design, which they had, and so they had grabbed the chance while still on offer. The girls now worked for the wallpaper and fabric design company owned by Brandon. They had gone together to attend an interview with him at his showroom and been given their jobs almost immediately. He had been friendly, polite, and eager to recruit the two onto his team, especially Wendy. She had been looking at him the whole time with a melting look on her face, to which Brandon had obviously responded if his struck expression was anything to go by. Gormless sounded a bit harsh to describe his face at the time, Fern smiled to herself, but he had looked as though he’d lost his senses. With her stunning appearance, Wendy did tend to create confusion in the minds of most men who met her, and Brandon was no exception. He was lucky, because this time she had fallen for him, which was a first for her. Something about him, she had murmured dreamily in Fern’s ear.

“Could it be because he looks rather like a blond Greek god, all muscles and a dazzling smile?” her friend suggested, whispering back.

Wendy had giggled, and said breathlessly, “Okay, I don’t deny that may be part of the attraction, but there’s something more. I just feel it.”

It looked like lust at first sight to Fern, yet she had the impression it could lead to more. She had been right and now Wendy and Brandon were an item. That instant spark between the two when they had first met had now escalated into a full-blown affair. Not just a momentary fling, but serious on both sides. Fern suspected it wouldn’t be long before Brandon proposed, and she knew that Wendy would accept because she was head over heels in love with the man. It did cause her a pang of anxiety though, because if they did tie the knot it would mean she would have to search for other accommodation.

They were so perfect together. Brandon with his athletic build and blond good looks and Wendy with her smooth dark skin and cloud of black curly hair. Add to that her large luminous amber eyes and lithe body, and she was a man’s dream of perfection. Her friend was beautiful yet seemed unaware of the fact. Or maybe she had always accepted her looks and got used to them. Fern had asked once why her friend didn’t try to enter into the world of modelling, because she looked a perfect fit for that profession.

Wendy had simply smiled and shrugged. “Thanks for the compliment, honey, and I was approached once, as it happens, but I’ve no wish to join that world. Besides, I have more meat on my bones than they prefer, and no way am I cutting down on my food. It’s just not me. I prefer to eat well and create designs for wallpaper and curtain material, and even if we branch out and start producing dress fabrics, I have no desire to wear them. In any event, I’m not sophisticated enough, and I’ve heard that a model’s life is far more pressurised than the one we lead now.”

“I guess if you’re happy at what you do, you’re wise to stick with it,” Fern nodded. She regarded her friend with envy. People liked Wendy not just for her appearance, but simply because she had such a happy-go-lucky personality.
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Which Fern found herself totally lacking, at the moment. In fact, she was growing more disgruntled by the minute and could feel herself starting to wilt. They had been here for well over two hours now and she was feeling totally frustrated by how things had turned out. So much for the important guests who had never bothered to turn up. How rude was that, when this whole evening had been set up just for their benefit? Poor Brandon. He had set so much store by getting their backing, now it rather looked as though his hopes had fallen through.
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It was a good party though, she had to admit, as she looked about at the people enjoying themselves, just one she could well have done without. Fern had met up with some other designers and exchanged views, and had liked their friendly company, but now her good will had maxed out because exhaustion was setting in. She tried to stifle a yawn, but didn’t succeed, and could only hope that no one had noticed. That would be all she needed, for one of the important guests to finally show up just when she had her mouth wide open. She pressed a hand over her lips and smothered a laugh at her own negative thoughts. This was only a one off, so surely she could tolerate it for just one evening. She lifted her thick hair away from her neck to let the air cool her hot skin. Had she known it would be so warm in here, she would have worn it up. As things stood, she wouldn’t even have bothered to come at all. She eyed the table holding the various bowls of nibbles and wondered if eating some more would boost her metabolism and make her more alert. Maybe not. Sometimes a full stomach simply made one even more tired. Better to give it a miss.
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She would rather have worked late, at least she would be sitting down then. She loved her work and the freedom to produce her own ideas, although Wendy was the truly gifted one. She was brilliant, whereas Fern was just middle of the road and she knew it. She kept mostly to the children’s designs, with moderate success, with the occasional patterned design for curtain material. It was a good living with a steady wage coming in, so she couldn’t grumble. There might be better paid jobs out there, but she really enjoyed the atmosphere of the workplace. Fern wilted a bit more and wished she could take her shoes off, take some painkillers, and sleep, in that order. She looked around the crowded room for somewhere to sit, but any chairs were already taken, which only left the floor, and even that was beginning to look tempting in her present mood.
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Today had been a particularly trying one, because she had been travelling from one outlet to another showing off their new designs and taking orders, which was why her feet were now killing her. Wendy sometimes took on the chore, but as her designs were more in demand she was kept busy most of the time. Usually Fern didn’t mind, but this party on top of it having been an extremely hot day had sucked the energy out of her. Now sleep beckoned with beguiling fingers. She was given plenty of chances of company for the evening, had she wanted to take them up, as many men had brushed against her while passing seemingly by accident and used that as an excuse to stop and talk. The assessing looks in some of their eyes told her quite plainly that they would be only too happy if she took them up on the open invitation, but she didn’t respond to any of their overtures. A polite smile and drawing pointedly away soon had them looking for an easier conquest.
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Fern closed her eyes and swayed slightly, then jerked upright, glancing about with embarrassment and hoping nobody had noticed. Being caught with her mouth open in a yawn was nothing compared to her slumping to the floor at everyone’s feet and falling asleep. Fortunately, none of the other guests had seen her listing to one side, otherwise they could be forgiven for thinking that she had drunk one glass too many. She glanced at her watch again. Five minutes from when she last looked. She uttered a low sigh of frustration and took another sip of water. Where the heck had Wendy gone?
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Fern could only hope that tomorrow would be a better day and there would be no more demands on her time. After all, she did have her own work to catch up on. To be fair, most customers came to them, wandering about the large showroom and making their choices, but Brandon wanted to expand his circle of clients and was courting the big-name stores. Which was great, because it meant her job wasn’t in any danger, or it hadn’t been up until now. Without potential investors it was now not so certain. A lot of smaller businesses had already been forced to go under, so the interest shown by the well-known store had been an exciting opportunity, and now that looked to be in jeopardy because the guests who were supposedly going to make this happen were a no show. Brandon must be feeling pretty down right at this moment, so it was no wonder Wendy had taken him off into some dark corner to console him. Fern couldn’t begrudge them that. She glanced at her watch again in exasperation. It was too far to walk home, but she had no wish to stay longer, yet she had no idea of where to find her friend. This all proved her point that she needn’t have bothered to attend. Men were at the bottom of her list about things to concentrate on at the moment.
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She suddenly experienced an odd sensation of being watched, and shivered. That old sixth sense that kicked in and caused a prickle over a person’s skin. She straightened and turned her head slowly, glancing around and trying to look nonchalant. Her gaze skimmed across and then was inexorably drawn back to the man watching her so intently. He was the sort of man that made one draw breath in at the sight of him. Tall, strikingly good looking, and confident in his bearing. One to make the girls drool, she thought. He only made her feel wary. It was the look in his eyes that caused a deepening sense of awareness, causing her to shiver. He was leaning against the wall just behind her with one hand in his pocket, the other holding a glass of wine. He looked big, dark, and dangerous, and his eyes didn’t leave hers even when he took a sip of his drink. She felt a creeping heat course through her as their gazes clung. His eyes were dark and penetrating and held an unsettling gleam that sent another shiver down her spine, and she stiffened. Uh-oh, one of them! That look was so familiar. The arrogant and expectant expression of a man on the prowl. So why was she still looking back at him? Break eye contact, she ordered herself. Definitely one to avoid!
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This was another thing she could do without and far worse than the casual flirting of the other males who had crossed her path this evening. She had encountered this type of predatory man before at parties and had always managed to give them the slip, but only after a great deal of hassle. Most of them were opportunists, and a girl didn’t have to be glamorous to catch their attention. They just had to be alone, and that made them available in the men’s eyes. Fern averted her own eyes and casually turned away. The time had come to make a concerted effort to find Wendy. As she did so, another young man bumped into her and gave her a winning smile. She seemed to be surrounded by men on the make tonight, and she would take a bet that most were married. Her eyes homed in on his wedding band, proving her point. So much for their empty marriage vows.

“Sorry about that! Can I get you a drink, pretty lady,” he offered, placing his hand on her arm to steady her.

Fern drew her breath in ready to give him a put down as he hadn’t yet removed his hand, but someone else beat her to the intended reprimand.

A deep voice behind him drawled warningly, “She’s not for you. As it happens, she’s with me for the evening.”

The man holding her whirled around, his face taking on an angry expression, which quickly evaporated as did any protest he was about to make when he saw the size and breadth of the tall man facing him. That made up his mind. He wasn’t going to try his chance with this girl as she was obviously spoken for, so he took the hint and slunk off.

Fern stared at the big man with disbelief at his sheer audacity. She glared up at him. How dare he make such a blatant claim! She hoped his own wife knew where he was. Surely the woman didn’t trust him to be let out on his own. The fact he wore no ring made no difference. She knew for a fact that some men removed them before entering a party.

“I can turn down my own men, thank you!” Fern stated coolly.

His firm sensuous lips parted, and he smiled, exposing strong white teeth. It made him look positively deadly. His dark rugged good looks, height, and the sense of power he exuded only added to the impression of danger. As she had suspected, this was a man to avoid. It would be extremely foolish to allow him anywhere near, she thought with growing anxiety. She had to get out before it was too late. That made her frown. Too late for what? She could walk away any time she liked. What was there to fear?

“Perhaps I just want to protect you from other men,” he drawled softly, with a searching look.

“Your wife might have other ideas,” she said frostily. She turned away abruptly, wondering if that protection included going to bed with him. Why else would a man as impressive as him be looking at her with that unmistakable predatory gleam in his eye when he must have women queuing up for his favours. There were also plenty of other women in the room who would soon gain his interest when she had gone. There was one even now standing not too far from them who looked as though she would like to devour him on the spot, so why home in on her? Fern shrugged, she guessed that she was convenient, that’s all, as most of the women had arrived with a partner and he was bored. Her instinct warned her to make a quick escape, and she looked around frantically for a way out of her predicament.

“I have no wife, and I don’t need or want one. I was simply going to offer to give you a lift home.” This time his voice sounded right behind her and her heart began to thump in alarm.

“No need,” she stammered, refusing to turn and look at him. “My friend will be here shortly!”

“Why not take advantage of me? I’m available, and you look as though you should be home tucked up safely in bed with someone to comfort you,” he said silkily.

Now she could feel his breath near her ear ,causing wisps of her hair to float lightly from her neck and goose bumps to travel over her skin. Fern closed her eyes at the innuendo in his words, they only served to increase her growing unease and also her anger. She had no need to wonder what his version of comfort was, and it only served to increase her already irritated mood. The sheer nerve of the man took her breath away.

“As I’ve already told you, I don’t need a lift.”

With that she started to move away, only to find herself firmly gripped by the shoulders. Then his broad hands slid up resting lightly on her neck and she froze. For some reason she couldn’t seem to break away. His hands were only holding her gently, yet she felt bound by his touch and a weakness began to spread throughout her limbs and body. Fern would never have put herself on a level with an empty-headed vacuous bimbo, yet here she was almost collapsing at his feet by the sheer overpowering proximity of the man. On the other hand, she had never in her life encountered such a lethal combination of good looks accompanied by an overwhelmingly powerful masculinity, and if she didn’t leave now she was dinner presented on a plate ready for him to eat. He wouldn’t need a knife and fork, his gleaming white teeth looked perfectly capable of biting through raw flesh. That thought made her attempt to pull away, which proved to be totally ineffective.

“Let me go,” Fern sighed breathlessly, as she turned her head slightly only to find his lips touching her cheek, and the firm warm contact sent heat rushing through her body.

“I can’t,” he said huskily. “I saw you, wanted you, and the feeling is stronger than I am.”
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His blunt words shocked Fern out of her trance and she began to pull away, then his mouth touched her skin again and she shivered, lost for a moment, compelled to turn so that he could kiss her, and not just because he wanted to. All reason seemed to desert her, because she found herself needing that intimate touch as badly as he did, so she turned around and laid her hands on his chest. It was the only signal the man needed, and his arms slid around her, pulling her closer as he lowered his head, his lips opening gently over hers. When their mouths met, the powerful contact sent a frisson of startled alarm through her. They didn’t even know each other and yet both were overtaken by the strength of desire that flooded their bodies.
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“Come home with me,” he murmured throatily, his mouth still poised over her lips.

How she knew he felt the same Fern wasn’t sure and yet she was certain of it. She could feel his body shaking with the strength of his feelings. In his case, it was probably just the usual lustful male desire for a woman, in hers there was no excuse for acting so wantonly. He lifted his head and their gazes locked, the fire in his eyes making her feel weak. She could feel his hands sliding down her body and she stiffened in alarm.

“No, I won’t!” Fern gasped, pushing feebly at his broad chest. “I don’t sleep around and I’m not about to start now.”

“You want to,” he urged, his hands kneading her hips restlessly.
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She was so tempted to give in, his caressing movements threatening to undermine her willpower, but Fern knew that she would hate herself later. A man could walk away from a brief encounter and to him that’s all it would be, but she knew she would never be able to come to terms with the sordid nature of their lovemaking. Of course, she would enjoy it. He was obviously practised in the art, she knew that from the way he had made her respond, yet it would be meaningless and degrading. She knew that a lot of girls went to parties with one thing in mind, but she couldn’t overcome her own reticent nature. It had just never appealed to her. She wasn’t a prude, neither was she an innocent, but she had at least only gone out with men she had grown fond of and then only two. Odd, she supposed, in these days, but not many men appealed to her enough to bother taking up their invitations. Liberties were only allowed after a decent length of time with either of them, and Fern had never behaved in such an abandoned manner in her life as she had been reduced to acting with this man. In fact, she wasn’t sure who was clinging to whom and tried to loosen her grip.
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“You know I do,” she confessed sadly. “You obviously have plenty of experience where brief dalliances are concerned but I haven’t, so please leave me alone. There are plenty of women in this room that would be only too willing to oblige and go home with you to assuage your appetites.”

“I don’t want them, I want you. I’ve been watching you nearly all evening and you were laughing and flirting with every man who spoke with you!” He slid his hands down her arms, but he didn’t release her. His voice held an accusing tone, and he flushed as she raised her brows and gave him an indignant look.

Fern stiffened. “You think because I smiled and talked politely with those men that I was flirting and would go to bed with them? You really do have a low opinion of women, don’t you?”

“Yes,” he stated baldly.
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His abrupt reply gave her strength, awakening her senses, and Fern suddenly pushed him away violently, taking him by surprise, then rushed from the room and out of the building. Waiting around for Wendy was obviously out of the question now, because it was far too dangerous to stay. And in this instance, it was her own readiness to respond that frightened her. One kiss, she had thought, what danger was there in that? Now she knew. And yet she had been drawn into his arms so easily. She darted around the corner where she knew the bus stop was and luck was on her side. One came along after waiting for only a few minutes and she quickly boarded and paid the fare, then scrambled into a back seat trying to get her breath back. It wasn’t exactly a warm evening, and she was very aware of the eyes of some curious passengers taking in the evening dress she was wearing, and shrunk down in the seat trying not to look too conspicuous, her thoughts in a turmoil and feeling a sense of relief as the bus carried her away to safety. Fern only relaxed after it had put some distance between her and danger. She wanted nothing to do with a predatory man who didn’t really like women apart from as a convenient sexual partner.
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Happily, the bus stopped not far from home, and she scuttled quickly along the road and into the flat, breathless with exertion and relief. The way she was dressed was hardly practical for walking along the road at this time of evening, and she could only be grateful she had met no one threatening on her journey. An old woman walking her dog and casting her a disapproving look didn’t count, but did make her feel like a loose woman in her short strappy dress. Fern also felt totally embarrassed by her own impulsive actions. She pressed her hands to her hot cheeks and shook her head, feeling mortified at her own brainless actions. To her everlasting shame she had actually encouraged that man. Where had her brain gone to actually stand and let him kiss her as though he owned her? To think that she had very nearly given in to him, a man she had never met in her life before! What on earth had possessed her? A surge of desire such as she had never experienced before in her life was the answer, and he was a very sexy and virile man, a hard man to resist, but that was no excuse for her own behaviour. It was something that must never be allowed to happen again.
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She blushed as she recalled briefly looking away from him and seeing the mildly shocked looks along with outrage on some of the hopeful female faces. What had she got that they hadn’t, was the message received, and it had given her the added strength to pull away. They could have him. Fern wanted to love and be loved by a man of her choice before she slept with him, or at least be introduced first and go out with him once or twice before giving in. If she had allowed that man to have his way after so short a time, she would have felt as though he regarded her as promiscuous, which she had never been and wasn’t about to become. Let’s call it what it was if it had taken place, she thought in disgust, a one-night stand. Which in her eyes was the pits. Not that she sat in judgement of those who did get carried away in the heat of the moment, but it wasn’t for her. Although, to her shame, she had come uncomfortably close and could now well understand how easy it was to get carried away after a few drinks. To add to her growing embarrassment, she hadn’t even taken one drink of wine, and she had still nearly succumbed to his charms. She belatedly remembered her light summer coat still hanging in the cloakroom and sighed in vexation. She would have to collect it tomorrow. Although knowing her luck, as it looked slightly threadbare, the cleaners might have thrown in the trash bin by then.

*~*~*~*~*
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The next morning, in the harsh light of day, Fern felt even worse about the encounter. That was the last time she would go out with Wendy and have to rely on her friend to bring her home. Wendy insisted that she accompany her and then had abandoned her to her fate. Okay, so she was consoling her boyfriend, but to forget about her altogether wasn’t on. Not that she could blame her friend entirely for what happened, it was hardly fair. How was Wendy to know that she would meet that ultimate specimen of disturbing masculinity and be swayed by one touch. Fern gave a weak laugh at her own description of him. Although it was hardly funny after experiencing her own loss of control. Perhaps I should never be allowed out again, she thought, as it appears men are not safe from my fatal allure. A smile surfaced again, but it was short lived as tears of misery filled her eyes. She felt like a child who had misbehaved and was glad that her mother wasn’t privy to her thoughts. Fern was past the stage when she might have her mouth washed out, but she would put nothing past her mother if she ever found out how her daughter had behaved tonight. She put her tumultuous feelings down to sheer tiredness from the day. Why else should she feel so weepy? Yet here she was still feeling wound up by her own actions. He had simply been another man on the make. It was herself she couldn’t forgive.
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She had gone to sleep the night before still thinking about that dreadful man, and his image came to mind as soon as she awoke. Why couldn’t she stop thinking of a man who could care less about who he slept with? In fact, Fern could almost guarantee that he had homed in on another likely bed mate as soon as she’d disappeared from sight. He was the sort who only used women for momentary pleasure. A true chauvinist. Not someone who should have appealed to her

[image: ]





[image: ]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
N——
N —





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





