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			Dedication

			In loving memory of Anthony Williams. You were taken much too soon and will be dearly missed. Wetake comfort from Psalms 23:4

			To Kim Williams, Debra Williams McCane, 

			and Ruby Faith Clark: 

			May God’s love bring you comfort and peace.

			To foster sisters everywhere: 

			Some say there is a difference between family and friends, that we can’t choose our family. I strongly disagree. In Can’t Stop Loving You, Laura, Jenna, and Sherri Ann chose to be 

			sisters and best friends.

			To Marsha Porter-Carter, 

			my cousin and sister: I appreciate your help with this project, your love and support.

			To Crystal Hammonds: 

			I appreciate your friendship and support.

			To Rosena M. Ford: 

			Mama, thank you for being you.
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			Epigraph

			I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.

			Philippians 4:13 NKJV
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			One

			Chicago, Illinois

			Wilham Sebastian Kramer didn’t lift a brow when he stepped into the warmth of the waiting limousine and Gabrielle Martin, his highly efficient and beautiful personal assistant, handed him a stack of contracts. Aware that he didn’t sign anything he hadn’t read, Gabrielle had e-mailed him the contents the night before.

			The bitter cold and crisp wind blew and the new dawn lit the cloudless sky as the car picked up speed, heading toward the private airfield on the outskirts of the city. Wilham was the president and coowner of Kramer Corporation, as well as the corporate lawyer for the international luxury hotels and resort complexes that had been founded by his older brother, CEO Gordan Kramer.

			Despite their astounding success with hotels in the Bahamas, Martinique, St. Thomas, Austria, and South Africa, the brothers had chosen not to go public and reap even more financial rewards but to remain a family-owned company. Their headquarters remained in their hometown, Atlanta, Georgia.

			Even though his nephew, Gordan Jr., now twenty-four, had recently joined the company, and his cousin, Kenneth Kramer, ex-FBI, headed their security team, Wilham handled the day-to-day operations, allowing his brother time to devote to his wife and family. Wilham was constantly on the move, jetting across the globe from one property to the next.

			For the last few months, the hotel mogul had relocated to Chicago, where the newest Kramer acquisition, a luxury hotel and condominium complex, would be located. It would be their second stateside hotel, and it was rumored that it would rival Trump Tower in New York. It was their most ambitious undertaking and Wilham’s pet project. He was overseeing the construction on prime real estate in downtown Chicago. The Kramer brothers had outbid and won the property from their chief rival, Tucker and Sons Realty.

			Six-foot-two, forty-two years old, with deep bronze skin, a close-cut natural, and keen African features, the handsome confirmed bachelor turned female heads wherever he went. Although also a gifted artist, Wilham had to schedule time to indulge in that aspect of his personality.

			“Anything else?” he said as the car turned off the interstate, onto a secondary road. He’d hired Gabrielle because of her efficiency, not her beauty, and was unconcerned by the rumors that they were intimate. He was no one’s fool and didn’t mix business with pleasure.

			The car stopped at the security gate and entrance to the fenced-in private airstrip. They were quickly cleared and permitted to drive to the large hangar where the Learjet waited on the tarmac.

			“That’s everything.” Gabrielle smiled, gathering up the stack of documents.

			“Good. Unless there’s an emergency where loss of life is imminent, don’t call or e-mail,” he said with a grin, slipping a gold pen into the inside pocket of his black leather jacket.

			Tired, in need of some downtime, Wilham was looking forward to spending several weeks in the Caribbean, at his home on St. John Island. He said, “Gabrielle, I’m counting on you to hold everyone off.”

			“Including Mr. Gordan?”

			“Especially.”

			She laughed. “Have a good trip.”

			“Thanks. Enjoy your time off as well. Bye.”

			Snowflakes were swirling in the weak light as he pulled up his coat collar before getting out of the car. Despite what he’d said, he boarded the sleek aircraft with his laptop inside his briefcase.

			They’d been in the air less than an hour when Wilham’s cell phone rang. “Yes,” he said without checking the caller ID.

			“How’s the weather?”

			“I have no idea, but it has to be better than the snowstorm I left in Chicago. What’s up, big bro? Problems?”

			Gordan Kramer chuckled. “None that I know of. If I didn’t know better, I would think you didn’t trust me to run the company without you for a few weeks.”

			Wilham smiled. “I have no doubts you can run it blindfolded. How’s Cassy and the twins?”

			There was no one he respected, admired, or trusted more than his older brother. After their father was killed in a car crash, their widowed mother had died suddenly when Wilham was eight, leaving him in eighteen-year-old Gordan’s care. Having earned a full scholarship to Morehouse College, Gordan, determined to succeed despite the odds, took on a full course load while working nights to support them.

			“They’re well. I suggest you lock away your laptop for a couple of weeks and concentrate on enjoying your vacation.”

			Wilham smiled sheepishly, glanced down at the changes in blueprints for the new hotel he’d been poring over on his laptop. Closing the lid, he said, “That’s the plan. Hopefully, I can settle down and get some painting done.”

			“Give our best to the beautiful Julianne. She was very gracious while Cassandra and I were on vacation in St. John. She hosted a very nice dinner party for us. Cassy really likes her.”

			Wilham smiled, thinking of his sweet sister-in-law, his brother’s second wife after a disastrous first marriage. “I’ll do that. But tell Cassy not to start picking our china patterns. Julianne is a good friend, very supportive of my artwork.”

			“That’s all?”

			“Yes.”

			“Besides being lovely, owning a profitable business, the lady’s infatuated with you. What exactly are you looking for, Wil? Perfection?”

			He teased, “You’re married to her.”

			“You got that right. But seriously, bro, you are too picky.”

			“Did I ask your advice?”

			“No, but you’re in danger of becoming a workaholic. You’re not a kid anymore, out to prove something to his big brother. You’ve done that years ago. Your knowledge of contract law has saved us millions, not to mention your ruthless approach to cutting a deal. I can’t remember the last time you’ve taken time—”

			Wilham interrupted, “Is there a point to this?”

			“Yeah. I don’t want you to miss out on having a family of your own. Don’t get me wrong, I’m proud of you. Just as I’m sure Mom and Dad would have been equally proud of the strong man you’ve become.”

			The brothers had always been close despite the difference in their ages. Touched by the compliment, Wilham said, “Thanks, it means a lot.”

			“I want you happy. With the right woman ...”

			“I don’t know what set you off, but I can manage my own personal life.”

			“I thought the same until I hit a rough patch when I realized how deeply I loved Cassy, but was stupid and willing to risk losing her rather than remarry. You gave me some much-needed advice back then and I’m glad I listened.”

			“I forgot about that,” Wilham said.

			“I haven’t. Wil, while you’re away think about the fact that there’s a vast difference between a personal life that includes sex, but no love, and a loving relationship. Sex without love is meaningless. You deserve true happiness.”

			“What brought this on?”

			Gordan confessed, “Cassy said something about you last night that got me thinking ...”

			Wilham laughed. “You’re slipping if your lady’s spending her nights worrying about me. Maybe I should be giving you some advice?”

			Gordan chuckled. “My lady has no complaints. But I’ll take the hint and drop it for now. Enjoy your time off.”

			“Thanks. Do me a favor? Forget this number for a few weeks. And pass the word to Gordy and Kenneth.”

			“Got it.” Gordan laughed as he hung up the phone.

			Wilham shut down his laptop and put it inside his briefcase and then leaned back in his armchair. His brother was wrong. Sure, he worked hard, but when he played he took off for weeks at a time.

			“Workaholic? Hardly,” he mumbled aloud. He was comfortable with his life. He adored women, enjoyed everything that made them feminine. Just because there wasn’t a special woman in his life didn’t mean he was lonely or unhappy. He had no trouble finding female companionship.

			If anything, he was bored. The women he had dated over the past few years were flawlessly beautiful. Their makeup, hair, nails, and clothes all perfectly turned out. There was an artificial sameness about them that no longer held any appeal. A pity that natural, fresh beauty was no longer in vogue.

			Julianne Shelby was sophisticated, smart, and a very successful businesswoman. She came from a prominent family in St. Thomas. Unfortunately for him, she had set her sights on him and had been after him for more than a year. While he appreciated her friendship and her support of his art, she wasn’t right for him. They hadn’t been intimate.

			Unlike his brother, he’d never been in love. Although he hadn’t exactly given up on love, he hadn’t been searching for it either. If he ever married—and there was considerable doubt that he’d ever give up his freedom—he refused to settle just to have children. He didn’t need to have a child of his own. He had a nephew and twin nieces. Besides, he had everything he needed, a job that he loved and that challenged him. Plus he was passionate about his art, which provided the creative outlet he craved. His brother was wrong.

			“More coffee?” Penny Wilson, the attractive flight attendant, asked in a sexy voice.

			When she served breakfast with a seductive smile, there was no doubt she was offering more than the meal. He ignored her overtures, aware that he wasn’t what appealed to her. It was his wealth. Unfortunately, he had grown accustomed to women coming on to him because of his place in the world.

			“No, but thanks,” he said, turning to gaze out the window. He had also learned long ago not to play where he worked. Yet Penny had him thinking about how long he’d gone without a woman.

			Casual sex had lost its appeal. Not one of the women he’d come into contact with in Chicago, both professionally and socially, had done more than tantalize his eye. Perhaps he had grown a bit cynical?

			But he wanted real, not artificial, not a woman willing to say whatever she thought he wanted to hear. He wanted what his brother had with Cassy. And what their parents had had long ago. He wanted a woman who was genuine, passionate about something other than material things.

			St. John, Virgin Islands

			Sunlight filtered through the blinds, causing Laura Jean Murdock to stir and open her heavy lids. As her gaze slowly moved over unfamiliar furnishings, it took a moment before she recalled where she was.

			“St. John Island!” the petite, single, African-American beauty exclaimed in delight. She smiled as she tucked a braid behind her ear. Despite her demanding schedule, she always found time to have her naturally curly, thick, dark brown hair braided into thin individual braids.

			“I made it!” She giggled, unable to contain her joy and relief. She was on vacation and had spent her first night in the tiny bedroom of a small rented villa. Stretching leisurely, she raised slim, caramel-tone arms over her head.

			Even though Laura was traveling alone on this trip, she was excited about leaving behind the brisk March winds and thick blanket of snow covering her hometown, Detroit, Michigan. Despite truly loving her work, she was delighted to be away from the demands of being a social worker at the Valerie Hale Sheppard Women’s Crisis Center.

			She had planned and saved a whole year for this trip. She was single, but had been so busy with her work that she hadn’t been on a date in months. After working nonstop to clear her schedule, she felt she not only needed the break, but deserved it. More important, she expected to enjoy every moment of her three weeks away.

			“And just think,” she whispered aloud. She didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to do, including getting out of bed. There were no meetings to attend and no cases to review, no court appearances to make, no battered or abused women and children waiting to be seen, no rape victims in need of counseling waiting for her at the hospital, or teenage girls in foster care needing to be rescued. What a relief knowing there was no one making demands on her time, and she had this beautiful tropical island waiting to be explored and savored.

			A glance at the bedside clock radio confirmed it was already ten-fifteen. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept so late. But then she’d been exhausted. Not from the long flight, but from spending the last three days and nights searching for seventeen-year-old Tasha Redman.

			Tasha was one of the twenty-five teen girls involved in the mentoring program Laura had developed. All the girls in the project were in the foster care system and didn’t have foster families. They lived in apartments, boardinghouses, and rooming houses throughout the city and were part of the state’s independent living program.

			If anything, Laura was surprised that she’d actually made the trip, especially after learning of Tasha’s disappearance. Although living on a budget, Laura hadn’t wasted time worrying about the money she’d lose if she had to cancel at the last minute. Immediately, she’d gone out looking for the girl. Finding Tasha had quickly become her number one priority.

			She also couldn’t stop worrying that the rumors were true, that Tasha had joined a female gang in a desperate effort to belong. Laura blamed herself for not trying hard enough to break through the girl’s defenses.

			The mentoring program was Laura’s pet project. She was unwilling to risk losing even one of those precious girls to the streets. Having grown up in the foster care system, Laura knew the goals, the shortcomings, and the problems.

			Plus she considered herself one of the lucky few who had been blessed by having been raised by a kind foster mother in a loving home with two other little girls, Jenna Marie Gaines and Sherri Ann Weber, her foster sisters. Even though Mrs. Frances Green had never adopted them because of her advanced age, she’d kept them safe, kept them together, and taught them to love and support one another, no matter what came their way.

			Tasha had not been so fortunate. She had no extended family or siblings and had been in the foster system since her father was killed by a drunk driver and her young mother, unable to cope with the loss, had turned to drugs. Her mother died from an overdose, leaving Tasha alone when she was ten.

			Although smart and a good student, Tasha was also painfully shy and withdrawn. She had been shuffled from foster home to foster home, unable to feel close to anyone. At thirteen, because she was pretty, she learned to fight to protect herself. Because none of her foster mothers believed her when she complained about unwanted attention from their boyfriends, husbands, or sons, Tasha didn’t bother telling her teachers or caseworkers her problem. Instead, she gained a nasty attitude and had taken to using anything on hand—knife, fork, or spoon—for protection. She often had to stay awake nights and slept when and wherever she could, sometimes in school. There was no one she felt she could trust. Although she continued to get good grades in school, she was cranky, tired, and quickly labeled rebellious, a difficult placement.

			Tasha was sixteen when she was put in an independent living facility. That was how she’d met Laura. Unwilling to trust, Tasha kept the pretty social worker at a distance. In spite of the girl’s bad attitude, Laura believed she had potential and put her in the mentoring program at the women’s center. After learning that Laura had also been in the foster care system, Tasha slowly began to let down some of her defenses—just before she disappeared.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			Four days earlier, Detroit, Michigan

			When Tasha hadn’t come back to her room, one of the girls in the program had called Laura very early the next morning. All the girls had her cell phone number. Laura began her search at the girl’s high school. She talked to everyone who would listen, her teachers and classmates. Each new day without word from the troubled teen added to Laura’s fears.

			After Laura spent two nights searching alone on the streets, her foster sisters, Jenna and Sherri Ann, as well as her boss and friend, Maureen Hale Sheppard, began to worry about her. But Laura wasn’t concerned about herself. Besides, she was stubborn, unwilling to give up even after the police and Tasha’s caseworker were also involved. Her personal safety took a backseat, especially when Laura considered the dangers the girl was facing. Her goal was simple, find Tasha before she was permanently harmed by the mean streets of the metropolitan city.

			By her third night out, Laura hoped that her fourth visit to the apartment of Monica Peyton, a female gang member, might prove useful. This time Laura didn’t intend to leave. She planned to stay and annoy the girl until she revealed something, anything that might be helpful. She suspected the older girl had befriended Tasha in order to get her hands on what little money the teen received from the state.

			After knocking repeatedly, Laura was shocked that Tasha eventually opened the door.

			“Miss Laura, what are you doing here?” she asked anxiously.

			“I came to talk to you. May I come in?”

			“No! Monica’s at her boyfriend’s place, but she might come back at any moment! She won’t like it if she finds you came back.”

			“Let me in, Tasha. We need to talk.”

			The girl hesitated.

			“I’m not leaving until we have talked.”

			Reluctantly, Tasha unhooked the security chain, opened the screen door, and stepped back inside the sparely furnished, run-down, very messy one-bedroom apartment. Judging by the blankets and discarded clothes piled on the broken-down sofa, it looked as if Tasha had slept there. The flat-screen television sat blaring on an old table.

			Dressed in faded jeans and old sweatshirt, Tasha picked up the remote and turned it to mute. Wrapping protective arms around her middle, she blurted out, “Why do you keep coming back? Why won’t you leave me alone?”

			“Because I care about you. Something is wrong. Tasha, you haven’t been home or in school for days. Mrs. Campbell and your friends at her rooming house are worried about you. And you didn’t come to the women’s center last Saturday. Are you in trouble, Tasha? Are you using drugs?”

			The girl’s eyes went wide. But she shook her head vigorously. “No! I’m not stupid! Just because I’m staying with Monica for a couple of days doesn’t mean—” She stopped abruptly, and then said, “How did you know I was gone, Miss Laura? It was Denise! That girl has a big mouth and is always in my business.”

			“Denise was afraid that something bad had happened to you. And so were Lakisha and Joanna, as well as the other girls who rent rooms from Mrs. Campbell. A lot of people care about you, Tasha. Your teachers and all the girls in the mentoring program, we all want you to come back. Miss Jenna may be away on her honeymoon but she knows what happened. She, like me and Miss Sherri Ann, we have all been very worried about you.” She paused before she asked, “Can you please tell me what was wrong? Why you left?”

			Tasha pouted, poking out her bottom lip. “You’re wrong. No one has really cared about me since my family died. The girls in the mentoring program act like they’re better than me because they’re all so pretty and small, like you. Denise and Joanna made fun of my weight. I hate it! They’re jealous because I get all A’s in school and I’m on the honor roll. I’m sick of them calling me big and ugly because of the color of my skin. I’m here because Monica and her friends are nice to me.”

			Laura said, “It’s not like you to miss school. Have you been using drugs with Monica and her friends? It smells like marijuana in here, Tasha.”

			“Not me! I don’t take or smoke drugs! And I can’t stop Monica and her friends from doing it! That doesn’t mean I’m using. I’m not stupid, Miss Laura. That’s how my mama died because she used too many drugs.”

			“I’m not trying to insult you. But if Monica was your friend, she wouldn’t be using drugs around you.”

			“Monica and her friends are nice to me. They like spending time with me and going to the mall with me. I’m not like you or Miss Jenna and Miss Sherri Ann. I’m not light-skinned, or small. And I don’t have long pretty hair like you, Miss Laura. Everybody knows your braids are not fake but your own hair. And we all know that you and your foster sisters made it out of foster care and into college because you’re smart and beautiful. You three had each other for backup.”

			Tasha started to sob, accusing, “You lied to me when you said I could go away to college someday. How? There’s not enough scholarship money in the world to make up for me not being small and not having pretty clothes! I don’t have anyone to help back me if I mess up in those classes,” she ended miserably, brushing away tears.

			Laura wanted to hold her; instead, she settled for cradling her damp cheek. “Honey, this is not about your size or your clothes. You may not believe me, but I think you’re a beautiful girl. More important, you’re smarter than Jenna, Sherri Ann, and I ever were. We never got all A’s in high school. We had to work hard and study like crazy to make up for not getting A in every class.” She giggled. “I was never good in my science classes. I flunked biology in college. I had to take it again.” With a sigh, she said, “There’s nothing wrong with having curves, Tasha. You have beautiful skin and lovely cheekbones and long pretty legs, all the things I never had. But, young lady, this is not about the size of your jeans or your pretty dark brown skin or even the length of your hair. This is about you and how you feel about you.”

			Laura tapped the girl’s forehead. “You’ve got it up here. And that’s what counts. Nobody can stop you from being successful, nobody but you. Have you looked at our first lady? She’s gorgeous, but she’s also smart. Just like you, Tasha.”

			“And she had a family to fall back on,” Tasha said unhappily.

			“So that’s why you’re here with Monica and her friends?”

			“I can’t do it on my own.”

			“You’re telling me that you’ve given up and stopped trying? Giving up puts you on a fast track to going nowhere. Honey, believe me, nobody’s going to let anybody into a college in this country without good grades and money to pay for those classes. Why stay here with Monica?”

			“She’s my friend!”

			“Are you sure about that? Think for a moment. You haven’t known her very long. You say they like spending time with you and going places with you. When you go out to eat with them, do they expect you to pay for the food? When you go to the mall with them, do they expect you to buy things for them? What happened to the three hundred dollars you’ve been saving? Do you have any of that money left?”

			“How did you know?”

			“About the money you’re saving? You told me. Both Denise and Joanna know about your savings, but didn’t expect you to spend the money on them.”

			Tasha hung her head. “I know ...”

			“Honey, Monica and her friends are using you. When your money is gone, what then? What will you do? How long have you been hanging out with them?”

			“Two weeks.”

			“Did you tell Monica about your savings?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Do you have any money left?”

			“A little.”

			Laura asked softly, “When that’s gone, will Monica still want to be friends?”

			“Yes!” she said defensively. “I’ll get some money next month.”

			“What are you going to do in the meantime? How are you paying for the things you need? Food? Bus fare? Getting your hair done? You planned to graduate next year. How are you going to pay for senior pictures? Or your prom dress? Their friendship has already cost you your savings. What if they want more?”

			Tasha whispered, “I didn’t think about that.”

			“I’m not asking to be mean, but I want you to think. You’ve never had to pay Denise or Joanna to go out with you. Do friends keep each other from going to school? And what happens when they want more money than you have? What if they want you to sell drugs or use your body for cash? What then?” Laura kept asking questions. “And what if they want you to steal to get money? How far will you go to keep Monica’s friendship?

			“What about your dream of finishing school at the top of your class and earning a scholarship for college? What about going away to Howard University? Or someday teaching in high school like we talked about?” Laura gently reminded, “Friends respect and support each others’ dreams. Tasha, you shouldn’t have to pay anyone to be nice to you or to care about you. That’s not friendship.”

			The girl’s eyes filled with tears. “Miss Laura, you don’t understand. I don’t have anyone!”

			“You have me. You have Miss Sherri Ann, Miss Jenna, and you have Denise and Joanna. Denise was so scared when you didn’t come back to your room that she called me at five a.m. Joanna called me from school when you weren’t there. My foster sisters and I have been close for over twenty years. We’re family. You can have that kind of friendship if you nurture it by being a friend first. Be willing to really listen to the other person and support each other, be willing to forgive and forget past mistakes.”

			“But Denise teased me about my weight and Joanna said I was too dark to be pretty.”

			“So? You think my foster sisters and me always got along? You think we haven’t called each other names? But that doesn’t mean we don’t care about each other or that we won’t always be there when needed. Do you remember when Jenna was in that bad car accident on New Year’s Eve? She and I had disagreed and she told me to mind my own business. But when she was hurt, I was there holding her hand and praying for her. Every day I went to see her in the hospital.” Laura smiled. “I just got off the phone with Sherri Ann. She’s mad at me right now because I wouldn’t let her come with me tonight to find you. She told me I was just plain stupid and need my butt kicked.”

			Tasha gasped before breaking into a giggle.

			“Foster sisters fight just like birth sisters. What matters is that we love each other and support each other no matter what happens. We adopted each other years ago. Do you understand why I’m saying this, Tasha?”

			The girl nodded but then suddenly burst into tears. “Miss Laura, what am I going to do? I’ve made a huge mistake.”

			Hugging her, Laura soothed, “It’s going to be okay.”

			“How? I’m in so much trouble. You probably already reported me to my caseworker, Mrs. Jones.”

			“I had to, but you know how the system works. That doesn’t mean things can’t be fixed or worked out.”

			Tasha moaned, “Mrs. Jones is going to kick me out of the independent program and put me back in a group home!”

			“Maybe, but that’s okay. Tasha, you may have to prove yourself all over again. You can get past this as long as you’re honest with Mrs. Jones and the people who really care about you. Mrs. Jones only wants what’s best for you. And I’ll be there to help, if you want.” She squeezed her hand before she cautioned, “But first you have to make a decision. Are you coming back with me or are you staying here with Monica and her friends? It’s your life, your choice.”

			Worrying her bottom lip, Tasha thought it over. With a wobbly smile, she said, “I’m coming with you.”

			St. John, Virgin Islands

			Although compact, the villa was bright and cheery, perfect for Laura’s needs. The galley-style kitchen was so tiny that the round dining table sat in the middle of the room, separating the kitchen from the cozy sitting area with a small sofa and two armchairs. The major attraction was the lush garden shared by the four units. She had chosen the villa for its seclusion and peaceful setting. Her only disappointment so far was that there were romantic hot tubs, but there was no swimming pool. It was her dumb luck to rent the only villa in St. John without a pool. It was ridiculous, considering she loved the water even though she hated the way she looked in a bathing suit. But she refused to let it spoil her vacation.

			This wasn’t her first trip to the Virgin Islands. Last year, Sherri Ann and Laura had spent a week in St. Thomas and stayed at the luxurious Kramer Hotel and Resort complex. The first-class hotel had all the amenities: lavish rooms, trendy boutiques, a fully equipped gym, a soothing spa, tennis courts, indoor and outdoor swimming pools, four-star restaurants, a casino, and a nightclub.

			It was while she was in St. Thomas that Laura first saw and instantly fell in love with local artist Sebastian’s paintings. His landscapes were spectacular. Laura thought his use of color was brilliant, perhaps as awe-inspiring as Monet’s masterful water lilies.

			She hoped to purchase one of his breathtaking vistas. Perhaps one of the island’s lovely bays? Or a view of Bordeaux Mountain from Sebastian’s artistic perspective and keen eye for detail? It would be something no camera lens could possibly reproduce, despite the most powerful zoom.

			Laura was so eager to own a Sebastian signed painting that she’d already picked out the place on her bedroom wall. She wanted it to be the first thing she saw in the morning and the last thing she looked at before she closed her eyes at the end of a long day.

			Unwilling to waste more time indoors on such a glorious day, she quickly showered and dressed in an ivory sundress splashed with bright pink and red flowers that she had sewn and embroidered herself.

			Postponing a walk to the open-air market to purchase staples, she breakfasted on the blueberry muffin and banana she’d picked up at the airport’s food court the day before.

			After only one cup of fragrant hot tea, she returned to the bedroom and picked up her cosmetics case, then put it down. She didn’t need makeup; after all, she was on vacation and had no one to please but herself. Instead, she smoothed on a rich moisturizer with high SPF level, and then applied her favorite shade of fuchsia lipstick and clear gloss, before lightly spraying her signature scent, D&G’s Rose The One.

			Next she tied a scarf in shades of pink around her head to keep her braids off her face, and began filling a roomy tote bag covered with an expensive designer’s logo. Like her luggage, it was a birthday gift from her foster sisters.

			The three, for the most part, were frugal, having learned early how to stretch a dollar until it screamed for mercy. But when their birthdays rolled around they’d spoiled one another, often pooling their money to buy the recipient one spectacular purchase. Jenna and Laura shared a love of designer handbags, while Sherri Ann preferred designer shoes.

			As she slipped into a pair of gold, low-heeled sandals, she admired the way they looked on her small feet and her toenails painted a candy pink. Although she loved sandals, she hated getting her feet dirty.

			Her foster sisters were always teasing her about her long list of quirks. For the most part, she ignored them since there wasn’t a lot she could do about her strong and numerous likes and dislikes.

			It wasn’t as if she went around bragging about loving pancakes and waffles while hating the taste of maple syrup. Or that she broadcasted the fact she enjoyed swimming and being in the water, but hated the feel of saltwater as it dried on her sensitive skin and the gritty texture of sand between her toes.

			Everyone had foibles, something that made them unique. Jenna and Sherri Ann certainly had shortcomings. She didn’t pester Sherri Ann about being bossy and opinionated. Once the girl made up her mind, there was no changing it. It probably explained why Sherri Ann became an excellent lawyer rather than the teacher she’d once hoped to become. Nor did Laura nag Jenna when she had been determined to find her siblings. The girl could be relentless when she wanted something. It was no mystery why she was an exceptional college professor of economics.

			She just wished her foster sisters would give her that same consideration when it came down to the way Laura felt about finding the right man. She knew what she wanted and had decided long ago that it was just as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one.

			Smiling, Laura hurried outside to the small red compact rented car parked beneath the carport. With sunglasses perched on her nose and the sunroof opened to allow the gentle breeze to caress her cheeks, she slowly backed out of the drive and headed toward Cruz Bay. She would start by exploring the shops she had spotted late the night before when she picked up her rental car.

			She’d selected St. John because of the slow pace and scenic views. She was looking forward to exploring the island, hoping to get to know the locals and enjoy the Caribbean food while indulging in her top three favorite pastimes, reading, swimming, and shopping for art and colorful fabrics. Somehow, she would find a pool. How hard could it be?

			The sun was high overhead when Laura entered one of the gift shops. After she’d been browsing for about an hour, her stomach began to feel empty. Back on the street, she spotted an art gallery a few doors down. She automatically quickened her step.

			Air-conditioning immediately cooled her bare arms as she walked inside and removed her sunglasses. A variety of artists’ works graced the walls, but Laura smiled when she saw Sebastian’s paintings were prominently displayed. Mesmerized, she closely examined each one.

			“They’re lovely, don’t you think?” The tall, attractive woman was flawlessly made up, every strand of her short, expertly cut and styled hair in place. She wore a costly sleeveless ivory dress that looked as if it was haute couture. Her feet were encased in well-known designer’s white pumps. She also wore impressive gold and diamond earrings and matching bracelet.

		

	


	
		
			Three

			“Breathtaking.” Laura beamed. “I fell in love with Sebastian’s work on my first visit to the islands last year. I saw a few of his paintings in a shop in St. Thomas. Unfortunately for me, it was my last day there and I had to leave without purchasing even one.” Realizing she must be babbling, she blushed. “Sorry, I’m so excited I’m gushing.”

			“No need for apologies. I’m Julianne Shelby, the gallery owner.” She offered her hand. “As you can see, I also adore Sebastian’s work.” She gestured to the wall above an elegant desk where two of his smaller paintings hung, without price tags.

			The two women smiled in agreement and shook hands.

			“I’m Laura Murdock. You have a lovely shop, Ms. Shelby. Did you say that you have more?”

			Julianne nodded, moving toward the several oversize landscapes along an inside wall. “This grouping here is of Coral Bay and Salt Pond Bay. And this one, of Catherineberg Ruins’ windmill, is a favorite. In this painting he has done his impression of our shops in Cruz Bay at sunset. And there are several very lovely pieces inside the national park on that far wall. Naturally, we only handle original works, signed by the artist.”

			“Goodness!” Laura exclaimed. “How am I ever going to be able to pick just one?”

			“You simply must come back this evening. I’m hosting an informal showing and welcome home party for Sebastian. There will be some of his most recent paintings on display. Many arrived only this morning and haven’t been uncrated. Think of it, all of them in one room. I’m sure you don’t want to miss an opportunity to meet Sebastian. He has received international acclaim, yet he has a home in St. John Island.”

			Laura said excitedly, “I’d love to come. What time?”

			“Eight o’clock. My father owns galleries in St. Thomas and St. Croix and has flown in for the event. All of our local dignitaries are invited.”

			Laura asked hopefully, “So it will be open to the public?”

			“Invitation only,” Julianne announced. “Not to worry. I will give you an invitation.”

			“Thank you, thank you.” An avid art lover since college, Laura could hardly believe her good fortune. She was not only going to be able to study his paintings but would possibly meet her favorite artist. Awesome! Bubbling with excitement, she tucked the envelope into her tote before she said with a farewell wave, “Then I will see you tonight.”

			“Wow!” Laura said aloud as she hurried away. Eager to share the news with her foster sisters, she had her cell phone in hand before she recalled her situation, a single woman on her own surrounded by shops and strangers.

			No, she would wait until she was back at the villa, where the reception would no doubt be better and she didn’t have to worry about some thief looking for an easy mark.

			As she walked, delicious smells came from the outdoor café across the street and caused her to pick up her pace. Her stomach growled, reminding her just how long it had been since she had a complete meal.

			The street was busy, bustling with cars and tourists. Even though the café was crowded and all the tables were taken, that didn’t deter her. Laura was hungry and willing to wait.

			She ducked inside the small building next to the café and made use of the ladies’ room. When she returned it wasn’t long before she was led to a small table, close to the bubbling central fountain, surrounded by an array of potted flowers.

			She ordered a tall glass of iced tea before she’d placed her tote on the chair beside her. The sun was high in the sky and the moist, tropical breeze barely stirred leaves in a nearby tree. The heat seemed to rise from the pavement. Using the menu as a fan, she smiled in relief when the waitress placed a tall, frosty glass in front of her. After taking a long sip of the cool, sweet tea, she finally opened the menu. Absently tucking sunglasses inside her bag, she carefully read the list of local dishes, unaware of the tall man seated a few tables away, busy studying her.

			After ordering seafood salad, Laura looked around. She watched a waitress carry a pot of steaming hot coffee to a nearby table and fill an oversize mug with the brew. She shuddered, wondering how anyone could possibly want coffee in this intense heat. But then she detested the drink.

			Suddenly, Laura’s curious gaze shifted from the drink to the tall, very attractive man cradling the mug. He paused, inhaling the fragrant brew before he lifted the cup to a set of full, beautifully shaped masculine lips. His strong African features were keen, his skin was a deep bronze tone, his black natural was touched with gray at the temples and cut close to his head.

			She quickly decided that “attractive” was too mild a word to describe the man. Goodness, she sighed. He was gorgeous, but older than the men she went out with. He had clearly left thirty behind and was embracing forty, judging by his fine lines near his eyes and the brackets slashed into his high cheekbones. His tall, lean frame, powerful shoulders, and taut midsection spoke to a man in his prime.

			“Good heavens,” she whispered aloud. He had to be illegal or just too good to be true, she instantly decided. She was amazed at her disappointment when she saw the flash of gold on his left hand. Darn! The good ones were always taken.

			“Good” in her estimation was not only good to look at or merely well-off, but a man with power and unafraid of opposition. Judging by his designer sunglasses, the very expensive watch strapped to his wrist, the quality of his navy silk short-sleeve shirt and well-cut navy chinos, and the designer loafers on his feet, he was either in hock up to his ebony brows or wealthy. Evidently, his wife was a fool to leave him on his own. The pretty waitress was not the only female smiling at him. The small group of young women who had been recently seated also were enjoying the view.

			“There ought to be a law against good-looking, wealthy, married men being out on the streets,” she mumbled as she reached into her tote bag and pulled out her guidebook. She was in need of a distraction. She wasn’t about to sit there drooling like a hungry puppy out to find a tasty morsel. He was most definitely not for her.

			Unfortunately, he proved to be too much of a distraction. When her seafood salad arrived, it had loss its appeal. She ate, but with little enjoyment. She was keenly aware that he’d removed his sunglasses and his eyes were on her. His eyes reminded her of rare golden brown topaz gemstones she’d seen in an exhibit. Her mouth tightened in disapproval.

			Did the man have no shame? He didn’t try to hide the fact that he was staring at her. The jerk! It would serve him right if his wife caught him up to no good. And what was he writing on that oversize pad?

			When a couple stopped at his table to speak to him, Laura gave up trying to eat. She found her wallet in the bottom of her bag, quickly placed the money beneath her water glass, and then hurried away.

			Pausing to look at a selection of St. John Island T-shirts on display outside a small shop, she moved on, rounding a corner. She went into a nearby gift shop and looked at an array of postcards. Moving on, she felt uneasy, as if she was being watched. Glancing over her shoulder, she didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. When she paused to gaze into a jewelry store window, Laura spotted the man from the café. She went inside the shop. The air-conditioned interior chilled her bare arms but she smiled at the clerk and pointed to a pair of gold earrings in the display case.

			From her view of the door, she saw him glance in, but he didn’t enter. He stood next to the door, waiting. She frowned, wondering why he was following her. She waited until she thought he’d moved on, then she left the shop and continued on. She was yards away when she saw him behind her.

			Annoyed, she recalled that a former client had been molested by a good-looking stranger and decided not to take any chances. She darted into the center of a group of slow-moving tourists and then quickly ducked into the narrow alley between the shops. She didn’t breathe easy until he passed the alley. For a reckless moment, she considered turning the tables by coming up behind him to ask why he’d been following her.

			But she quickly dismissed the thought. In her line of work, she’d learned to use common sense and caution. She was on her own in the tropics, not in paradise.

			Later that night Laura’s excitement returned as she approached the brightly lit art gallery. She was running late for the reception. She wanted to look her best. It was silly, considering that she had no one to impress.

			She wore a dark rose dress with a flirty ruffled hem that stopped at mid-thigh. It flattered her curvy, five-foot-four-inch frame. Her braids had been pinned up into a coil at her crown. Softly made up, she sparkled in faux pearl and diamond earrings, a single pearl hung from a gold chain nestled at the base of her creamy brown throat, and five thin gold bangles shimmered on her right wrist. Her hands trembled when she pulled out the folded invitation from her tiny ivory-beaded evening bag. Over her arm she carried the light wool ivory shawl that she had lavishly embroidered using silk ribbons to make green leaves, and roses in shades of blush pink, rose, and deep cranberry.

			She had no idea why she was nervous as she looked around. The walls of paintings that greeted the guests were breathtaking. Pure Sebastian. The elegant shop was crowded, the walls had been draped in silk to showcase the featured artist’s magnificent landscapes. Soft Caribbean music flowed from the sound system while well-dressed people with a variety of accents echoed in the background. Uniformed waiters moved through the crowd, offering glasses of champagne and hors d’oeuvres.

			“Ms. Murdock, so good of you to come,” Julianne Shelby said. She was lovely in an ivory jacquard sheath that hugged her curves. There was nothing faux about the diamond earrings that sparkled in her earlobes.

			Laura beamed. “Thank you for inviting me. The paintings are simply dazzling. I don’t know where to look first.”

			“Look at everything. Enjoy yourself. Please excuse me,” Julianne murmured before hurrying off to welcome the newest arrivals.

			Rather than giving up her invitation, she tucked it back in her purse as a keepsake. She was terribly sentimental. Another small souvenir to add to her collection and mark her time on the earth. It was something she’d done since she was a little girl, gathering bits of her past. It was one of the reasons she loved quilts.

			Laura slowly worked her way along the wall, studying each painting. She was drawn to an early-morning scene at the harbor in Cruz Bay. The place she was certain she’d seen just last night. It was exquisite, with the sun slowly breaking through the clouds, streaking warmth and beauty across the horizon. It was gorgeous.

			“What do you think?” the deep male voice said from over her left shoulder.

			“It’s so vibrant. So real I feel ...” She turned, lifting her head up to meet golden, topaz brown eyes. Her smile wavered as she stared into the deep bronze features of the man from the café. “Oh!”

			“Aw, you remember.” He smiled, displaying even white teeth.

			“Of course ...” She paused and then accused, “You followed me.”

			“I did. You left your guidebook on the table. If I’d known I’d run into you tonight, I would have brought it with me.” Holding out his hand, he said with an engaging smile, “Wilham Sebastian Kramer.”

			She hesitated a moment before she slipped her hand into his, mimicking him by providing her full name. “Laura Jean Murdock.”

			“On vacation, Ms. Murdock?”

			“Yes.” She smiled, charmed by his Southern accent. “And you, Mr. Kramer?”

			“Please call me Wil. Are you an art lover? Or just bored and have nothing better to do this evening?” he teased.

			Laura laughed before explaining, “I’m an art lover. I adore Sebastian’s work. I don’t intend to return home without one of his paintings.”

			She blushed, embarrassed when she realized she not only was still holding his hand, but had been staring at him and not at the paintings on display. She quickly pulled her hand away and turned back to the painting.

			Goodness! He was so good-looking. What was she thinking? Had she forgotten he was a married man? Suddenly, she was uncomfortably aware of the way his charcoal gray suit accentuated his broad shoulders, taut midsection, lean hips, and long legs. The expensive garment fit as if it had been custom-made for him. The top buttons of his white silk shirt had been left open to reveal his deep bronze throat.

			Heaven help me! I’m losing it! she thought. For the first time in her life, she was aware of a man with an intensity that was alarming. What was wrong with her? It was highly unusual for her, and completely unacceptable. She didn’t steal and she most certainly didn’t covet another woman’s man.

			“Champagne?” he asked in a deep, sexy tone.

			She blushed, realizing she had been focused on the sound of his voice rather what he’d said. “What?”

			“Would you care for champagne?” He pointed at the tray on a side table.

			She nodded, reaching for a glass. Her skin tingled when she made contact with his hand. Then she quickly pulled back, causing the glasses to wobble. His quick reflexes steadied the glasses and prevented a mishap.

			“Sorry.” She blushed.

			“No harm done,” he said, holding a glass in each hand before he offered her one.

			She stared at the gold signet ring engraved with a fraternity symbol. Flooded with relief that he was not married, she smiled. “Thanks.”

			Wilham’s heart pounded as he savored her smile. She was incredibly beautiful. His entire body pulsed with awareness. From the first moment he’d seen her in the café, he’d been captivated by her natural beauty. There was nothing faux about her. A confirmed bachelor and admirer of women, he considered himself a connoisseur of femininity.

			Everything about her was natural and thoroughly intriguing. Her thick, dark brown hair was in thin braids, her skin was as rich and creamy brown as the caramels he adored as a kid. Even her manicured hands and toenails were coated with clear polish. Tonight she’d brushed a hint of rose on her high cheekbones, and her lush, full lips were a lustrous dark rose, incredibly tempting. She had a small, determined chin and a long, graceful neck. Her petite frame was sweetly curved, all gifts from the good Lord that she had the good sense not to hide or enhance.

			In the café, instinct took over, he knew he had to paint her, had to capture her rare beauty on canvas. His lunch had been forgotten while he sketched her. But his concentration had broken the instant her beautiful, dark brown eyes met his. In that moment, both parts of his personality vied for attention. The artist insisted he paint her in a field of wildflowers, while the hungry male suddenly went into full alert, urging him to learn all her feminine secrets. He wanted her, badly.

			And even when he sensed she grew uncomfortable with his stares, he didn’t stop. He couldn’t, not until he had her on paper, but unfortunately for him, his hand was surprisingly unsteady. He could only attribute the tremors to an overwhelming need to take advantage of a golden opportunity.

			He specialized in painting landscapes. He rarely did portraits, and then mainly due to requests from family. It was highly unusual for him, but that didn’t deter him. He had just decided to introduce himself and ask her to pose when he’d been greeted by old friends. It wasn’t until they left that he realized she was gone before he could get her name.

			Alarmed, he nearly left the café without paying for his food. It was fortunate for him that he spotted her guidebook, and her waitress had seen which way she’d gone. He’d set out looking for her and found her, only to lose her again in a crowd.

			She surprised him when she said, “Nice accent, Mr. Kramer. Where’s home?”

			“Please call me Wil. I was born and raised in Atlanta. And you, little Yankee?” he said with a grin.

			“Detroit, Michigan.”

			They laughed as if sharing a secret.

			“So you’ve met Sebastian,” Julianne said, slipping her arm through his. “Laura, what do you think of how he depicted the harbor? Lovely, don’t you think? Many of the locals believe he does his finest work here in St. John since his home is on the island.” Julianne gazed adoringly at him, smoothing a hand over his. “Isn’t that right, Sebastian?”

			Suddenly, Laura realized this good-looking, handsome man from the café was the famed local artist. And she’d been right. He was taken. Apparently, the gallery owner and artist were linked professionally and personally. They were a couple.

		

	


	
		
			Four

			Laura forced a smile, struggling to conceal her disappointment. What was going on with her? They’d just met. She had no right to feel let down. She didn’t even know the man.

			“I didn’t realize that you—” Laura began, but stopped, then lifted her chin before she went on to graciously say, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Kramer. I truly admire your work. You are very talented.”

			“Thank you, Laura,” he said, smiling. “I’ve had a home on the island for several years. And I’m fortunate to have good friends like Julianne who support my art.” He patted Julianne’s hand before he gently lowered his arm.

			“Mmm.” Laura nodded, then said, “Julianne, I thank you for inviting me. But it’s been a long day for me. My head is spinning with so many beautiful pieces to choose from.” Even though she knew she was taking a huge risk of losing out by leaving early, since so many paintings had already been marked sold, she had to get out of there. “I must go. Good night.”

			She turned, pausing to place her nearly full glass on the table, and began making her way through the crush of people.

			“Laura, wait.”

			She preferred to keep on going, but Mrs. Green’s lessons on ladylike behavior made her stop. She wasn’t happy about it, but she knew that while being rude might feel good at the moment, later she would feel
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