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Chapter One

 


Blue eyes … tick; height … tick; education … tick. Pyper
sucked the end of her pen. How important was the level of
education? That was debatable. He might be good with his hands. She
flipped the page to the next profile. He was a smoker. That was a
no-no. The one after had a family history of heart disease. Next.
Her eyes glazed. She rubbed the spot in the middle of her forehead
and leaned back in her chair. Her back ached from too much sitting.
She’d looked at too many. Perhaps she should scatter them on the
floor, close her eyes, and just pick one.

She turned back to the first profile and
reviewed the detail again. This time, she noted he’d spent time on
the university debating team. At least he could talk. Looking through all this
information was doing her head in. Donor J78. He would do.
Hopefully an inspired choice. She unclipped the page from the
folder, rose from the client desk, and rapped on the door of the
donor coordinator office.

“I’ve made my decision.” She held out the
sheet. The woman glanced up briefly and took the form. She scanned it and keyed the
details into her computer, frowning in concentration. Her fingers
raced across the keyboard, but otherwise the woman gave no outward
indication of the significance of what she was recording, at least
not to Pyper. She printed an information sheet and an invoice and
passed them over.

“You’re in luck. A couple reserved these
vials years ago, but their relationship broke down and
they never went ahead.
The vials became available again after their divorce settlement.
Once you process your payment at the front desk, they’re all
yours.”

“You mean they’re old? Isn’t there a risk
of deterioration?” The thought alarmed Pyper. Given the
cost of this decision,
she needed to be sure of their viability.

“They’ve been maintained at optimum temperature. They’ll be
tested again for motility when thawed anyway.” The woman looked up
from her screen and unexpectedly smiled. “The clinic nurse will
give you the script for the daily medication, and will discuss your
schedule over the next couple of weeks. Good luck.”

Pyper walked away from the clinic with a
sense of achievement. Step two completed. She could do this. She
wove a path through the lunchtime crowd who were searching for food and coffee. A flashing
pedestrian light brought them all to a halt. She glanced
surreptitiously at the man standing beside her. Nope. Not
interested. Only a few days ago, she would have been sizing up the
possibilities. Not anymore. Taking control of her future was
empowering. She strode forward confidently when the lights turned
green.

Once she had made up her mind, things
moved quickly. She booked a specialist appointment and had the
required counseling and medical check-ups. The specialist suggested she start with
artificial insemination rather than full-blown IVF. That would be a
later option. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need it. Now that she had
chosen Mr. Frozen Smooth Talker, it began to feel real. She
couldn’t wait to tell Jess.

****

Pyper had to sit on her news for two long,
tortuous days before
speaking to her friend. She would explode if she didn’t tell
someone, but realistically it could only be Jess. They decided on a
coffee catch-up in their favorite café. It was conveniently located
close to where Jess worked in the city and easy for Pyper to access
as well. The coffee was good, and the service was quick. The two
friends retreated to a corner table with their coffees, both
vigorously denying to each other they needed a chocolate fudge
brownie.

“Spill.” Jess sat up straight and
delivered a knowing
look. “I know you’re busting to tell me something. It’s written all
over your face. You’d be a hopeless poker player.”

Jess knew her too well. Pyper maintained
what she hoped was a
sphynx-like demeanor and slid the clinic brochure over the table.
She tensed, watching for the reaction.

“What’s this?” Jess picked it up, squinting
at the detail. She turned it over, her mouth forming a small O as
she read the key points. She looked up from her scrutiny. “Well?”

“I didn’t want to say anything before
in case I didn’t go
ahead, but I’ve had the initial medical tests. I’m ready to
start.”

Jess gazed at her friend in awe. “I can’t
believe you actually did it! I thought you were still
considering your
options.”

“I was, and I did. I decided if I didn’t
act now, I could spend a
lifetime being sorry. I wasn’t prepared to take that
risk.”

“But don’t you have any doubts?”

“None at all.” Liar, liar, pants on
fire. In reality, she
had nearly turned around and walked away instead of pushing open
the door of the clinic. The momentary panic had brought the taste
of bile to her throat, but Pyper Bailey didn’t back down in the
face of her own fear. “The hardest part was choosing the donor. I
hadn’t put thought into that part of it.”

“What do you know about him?” Jess
leaned forward over the
table, her voice betraying her curiosity.

“No identifying information of course, but
his profile listed information about his health, sporting
abilities, academic
achievements, physical appearance—that sort of thing.”

“Is he good looking? Will he pass on good genes to the
baby?”

“I’ve no idea. I didn’t get that sort of
information. Just his ethnicity, hair color, height—you know. Looks
are so subjective anyway.”

Pyper stirred through the sugar bowl with
a spoon, creating figure-eight patterns in the grains as she thought back over the
detail on the form. At least his height meant he wasn’t the
hunchback of Notre Dame.

“I hoped for someone musical,
because I’m not. It’s
all a lottery, though. As long as I have a child who is healthy and
a decent human being, I’ll be happy.” She threw the spoon down on
the table, scattering a light shower of sugar as she did. “This
will be the first time I’ve really looked forward to getting a
period. That’s when it all begins.”

Jess examined the brochure.
Her silence was unnerving.
Pyper assumed she was still processing it all. She wanted Jess on
her side. She couldn’t go through this without her friend’s
support. They’d been through too much together over the years.
Pyper desperately wanted her approval

“Did you know January Jones had a child on her own? If she
could do it, so can I.”

“Yes, but playing devil’s advocate, she
probably earned squillions from her acting career.
How will you support a child by
yourself?”

“I’ll manage. Lots of women do it. My
immediate concern is
paying the clinic fees. There are no guarantees, you know. I might
not fall pregnant.”

“You will.” Jess sounded smugly positive.
“You’ll be one of those people who fall pregnant first try, probably with
quins.”

Pyper repressed a shudder.
“I don’t think so. Pregnant,
maybe; quins, absolutely not.”

Jess pulled a face. “But what about Simon?
You know he’s keen.”

“He is, but I’m not. There’s a
difference.” Simon was her
faithful plus-one, but she would never be anything other than very
fond of him. “He’s a really solid, dependable sort of person, and I
value his friendship, but…” She shrugged to indicate what words
couldn’t.

“Murphy’s law will come into play, you know. As soon as you
have this baby on board, you’ll meet the man of your dreams.” Jess
blotted her cappuccino mustache with the paper napkin. “Did you
think about fostering or adoption?”

“I did.” At length if she were honest.
“Adoption’s damn near
impossible in this country, and there are lots of hoops to jump
through with fostering.” Pyper eyed the chocolate fudge brownie
behind the glass at the counter. She dragged her eyes away,
ignoring their appeal. “I haven’t discarded that option, but I’d
like to try having my own child first.”

“Give it time. You haven’t met the right
person.” Jess tilted her
head to one side, wearing an interrogative look. “What have you
done about that?” She raised an eyebrow, giving emphasis to her
tone.

Pyper rolled her eyes. “I’ve swiped left, right, up, and down.
I’ve had coffee dates, dinner dates, and blind dates. I’ve kissed
too many toads. I woke up the next morning and they were still
toads.” She threw her arms out wide, nearly sending the sugar bowl
flying. “What else am I supposed to do?”

“We-e-ll…” Jess frowned in contemplation.
“You could join a sailing club or hiking group or something like
that.”

Pyper snorted into her coffee. “Can you
honestly see me doing either of those things? Anyway, those
groups are all full of
single women hoping to meet an eligible man.”

She scanned the café. “Tell me
honestly, Jess; look
around you. Of all the men in this room, do any look remotely
available? They’re all either wearing wedding rings or rainbow
pins. There aren’t any suitable men amongst them.”

Jess followed her lead and scrutinized
their fellow patrons. “Hmm—you have a point.” She turned back to Pyper with a gleam
in her eye. Pyper knew that look. Jess was about to come up with
one of her brilliant suggestions. “What about Ben, the barista?
He’s hunky and he makes excellent coffee.”

“Exactly, and I’m not
doing anything to ruin
that relationship. It’s taken ages for him to learn to make my
coffee just as I like it.”

“Okay…” Jess still sounded doubtful. “But
using a clinic … having
a donor baby … that’s not going to improve your chances of a
relationship.”

“Yes, it is. Think about it. I won’t be looking at every man as a
potential baby daddy, and I’ll be more relaxed about the whole
thing. There’ll be plenty of time in which to meet a future
partner, but not such a long time frame in which to have a child.
You know I’ve always wanted kids.” If she said it often enough, she
would believe it herself. Pyper had no idea how the whole
relationship thing would work with a baby.

“Honestly, Jess—I’ve thought about all the
options and decided it’s time for Plan B, and B
doesn’t stand for Ben,
in case you were wondering.”

Jess looked towards Barista Ben and
sighed. “If you’re genuinely not interested, I might be. He really
is a bit of a hottie. I
don’t know why I didn’t think of him before.”

“Join the queue, I reckon. The
waitress has been making
eyes at him all the time we’ve been here.”

Jess sat up a little straighter and
flicked her hair back. “I don’t think she’s got
anything I
haven’t.”

Pyper rolled her eyes. “Go for it, Jess.
Happy hunting. I’ve got to go. I’ve a work function to attend.” She picked up her bag
and stood. “And, Jess?”

Her friend dragged her eyes back from
appraising the man of her current dreams.

“You’ll make a brilliant
auntie.”

****

Pyper hurried as she walked towards the
function venue. A glance at the sky indicated wet weather was on the way, and she didn’t
have an umbrella. It was only late afternoon, but the building
tower of clouds darkened the sky and turned down the dimmer switch
on the day. A damp smell forewarned of imminent rain. Normally, she wouldn’t care, but
rain on her silk blouse would be disastrous. She tried to walk a
little faster. Not easy in a pencil skirt and wearing a pair of
stilettos.

As she walked, her thoughts returned to
her conversation with Jess. It wasn’t that she was
rejecting men. Far from
it. She still had hopes of one day meeting “the one”, but she no
longer had the confidence that this would happen in her body
clock’s time frame. She’d always wanted at least one child, and she
had no intention of missing out on that opportunity.

Jess might have her doubts, but she would
come around. She had to! Pyper ignored the small voice that spoke
up occasionally, asking if she was being too hasty. Make a decision and stick to
it—that was her motto.

A drop in temperature alerted her
to the impending storm. A
gusting wind sent leaves skipping and dancing along the sidewalk.
Her hair whipped around her face, obscuring her vision and stinging
her eyes. Lucky she didn’t have far to walk. The event was being
held in a mid-level hotel in the city.

Fat, wide-spaced drops of rain splattered
on the pavement. A damp, musty smell rose from the footpath as the
water mingled with the dusty surface. Damn. I can’t run in these shoes. The hotel was across the road; she’d have to make
a dash. She stepped off the pavement and almost fell back in fright
at the sudden blast of a car horn. What the…? A taxi hissed past, too close for comfort and
dousing her legs with a spray of water.

Dragging her hair from her eyes, Pyper
caught a passing glimpse of the passenger. It was more of an impression as the car
raced by, a disdainful look directed at her when she jumped back
onto the curb. She resisted the urge to flip him the bird. Men like
him pushed her towards the clinic option.

The taxi threw a U-turn and
pulled up under the
hotel portico. By the time she’d safely crossed the road, both the
taxi and the passenger had disappeared. Pyper slipped into the rest
room located off the hotel foyer to comb her hair and freshen her
lipstick. Onwards and upwards. There weren’t quite dragons to slay,
but definitely contacts to make.


Chapter Two

 


Pyper skimmed the name tags on the table
at the front door, noting who would be in attendance. She picked out one name she wanted
to target and, in the hope of spotting him, set off on a casual
circuit of the room.

She swiped a glass of wine from the tray
as the waiter glided past. It would help her look part of the
crowd. She plastered
what she hoped was an engaged look on her face. That was a
challenge in a room full of suits, most of them clustered in groups
with backs to her.

She picked her way carefully through the
crowd, scanning unobtrusively for an opening or at least
a friendly face. As she
executed a duck-and-weave maneuver around a group of men, she
teetered unsteadily on her impossibly high shoes. She’d worn them
to elevate herself within the lofty company. She was taken more
seriously when others didn’t have to look down on her. If she were
honest, they were not only impossibly high, but impossibly
uncomfortable as well.

If she were further honest, she hated
these networking events. Either she got stuck in a corner with a
monopolizing bore, or she hovered on the outer, trying to break into conversations.
Schmoozing and making contacts were important strategies to
freelancers like herself. That was the only reason she subjected
herself to the ordeal.

She didn’t anticipate the elbow jab that
came out of nowhere and sent her flying as she passed two men in discussion. The
contents of her wine glass drenched her blouse as she stumbled
backward on her heels, arms flailing. For a frozen moment, the two
men gaped at her before one leaped forward to throw a steadying arm
around her shoulders, stabilizing her and keeping her
upright.

“Whoa! Are you okay?” he asked.

Pyper briefly noted the concerned look on his face before
surveying her silk blouse, with the semi-transparent damp patches
now sticking to and outlining her lacy bra. “I think so, no thanks
to your friend. Can’t say the same for my blouse,
though.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t wear such high shoes. You need to file a
flight plan just to walk in them.”

Conflicting emotions swept over her. The
impact on her blouse was devastating, but there was something comforting about that
steadying arm around her shoulders. For all that, his words irked.
Did he make a habit of victim blaming? Typical misogynist
assumption.

Pyper shrugged off his arm and gave him
her haughtiest look. “Perhaps your friend shouldn’t wave his arms
about.”

“I’m dreadfully sorry,” the culprit said.
“I didn’t see you behind
me. Here—let me at least clean up the damage.”

He reached for a paper serviette on an
adjacent table and looked as though he was about to
start swiping in the area of
her chest. She jerked backward in response. What did he think he
was doing?

“Don’t touch me.” She grabbed the serviette from him and blotted
the fabric as best she could. The blouse was going to require
dry-cleaning after this little episode. Perhaps it was time to beat
a retreat.

“I’m sorry,” the culprit repeated in an
anguished voice. “I’ll
fetch you another drink. That’s the least I can do.”

He disappeared in search of the waiter,
leaving Pyper standing awkwardly with his companion. She briefly
noted the name tag pinned to his jacket before resuming her
blotting. Charlie Jordan.
She didn’t want to stare. It would indicate she was interested, and
she wasn’t.

“Don’t be too hard on Paul,” he said. “It
was an accident.”

“Is he always this clumsy?” As she looked
up, she connected with the most engaging pair of smoky blues she’d
seen in a while, and her
pulse did a little jump. Down, girl. Keep the nipples under control. With
this wet t-shirt look, they’ll show up like two headlights in the
dark. The way he looked
at her sent a shiver down her spine. He was probably only perving
on what he could see, but damn—he was smokin’ hot. It wasn’t just
the way he looked, but how he sounded. His deep, mellow voice was
as smooth as hot chocolate made with real chocolate pieces,
preferably Belgian.

“Paul is an exuberant conversationalist.
Tie his hands together,
and he’d be speechless.”

“He’s probably saved me
from a tedious night
anyway. I’m not going to make many connections looking like this.”
She surveyed the damage, hoping the blouse was color-fast. “I might
forget the networking and make a quick exit.”

“Up to you, but he’s heading in this way
with your drink. It
would be rude to leave now.”

Before Paul got too close, Pyper hastily
buttoned her jacket up. It would look severe, but better than the
alternative. The damp fabric clung to her skin, and
she shivered
involuntarily at the cold, uncomfortable sensation.

“Here.” Paul shoved the glass in her
direction, almost slopping the contents as he did. “I’m really
sorry,” he said again. “Drenching women is not my usual style.”

“Pleased to hear it,” she
said, taking a step
back. Pyper noticed his companion rolling his eyes. She had a
feeling it probably was. “Thank you for the drink. I’ll let you two
gentlemen get back to your conversation. It must have been very
important to be so animated.”

She backed away with what she hoped was a polite smile, but felt
more like a grimace. Under different circumstances, she might have
prolonged the conversation, but not now. She decided to find the
person with whom she hoped to connect and then leave. As she
continued her circuit of the room, she made sure to give people a
wide berth. That was a problem when she was trying to read name
tags at the same time.

Fortunately, she ran into Clarissa, a
woman she knew from an industry association and, on stopping to
exchange pleasantries,
discovered the man standing with her was the very person she was
looking for. Even better, Clarissa obligingly made introductions.
Dumping the wine glass on a side table, she fished in her bag for a
business card and dropped her best pitch into the conversation. She
made enough of a connection that she felt it would be well received
if she rang him later and arranged a coffee catch-up. Mission
accomplished.

“Nice to meet you,” she cooed. “Clarissa,
we must catch up soon.” Walking as steadily as she could, she headed for the door, removing
her name tag to drop back on the foyer table.

****

Charlie watched the woman edge her way
around the crowd. The crazily high shoes gave her shapely butt the
most tantalizing wiggle. He should have thought of a way
of engaging her in further
conversation. The way her damp blouse clung to her accentuated her
curves. If she took off those shoes, she’d probably lose three
inches in height, but he had a feeling she was someone who could
punch above her weight. He saw her join another group.

“Did you hear what I just said?” Paul
sounded
exasperated.

“Of course, I did.” Charlie dragged his
attention back to focus on Paul.

“Don’t bullshit me. You’ve got your eye on
that woman. I know your style, Charlie. Speaking of women,
what happened to Sarah? Suzy?
Or was it Samantha? You know who I mean. I thought you two were an
item.”

“She obviously had a big impact on you if
you can’t remember her name. It was Selina, and it wasn’t a success
as a long-distance relationship. I was away a lot, and she found solace in the arms of
another.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“It’s no big deal. I was sorry when it
ended, but with my job, I’m not good relationship material. It was
jinxed from the start.”

“Hmm.” Paul was non-committal. “Speaking of
jobs, did you get the
detail I sent you about a possible contract? I’ve spoken with Brad
Perkins, the CEO, and he’d like to have a chat. No promises, but it
sounded encouraging. If you call his PA, she’ll set up a time for
you to meet.”

Charlie slapped Paul on the shoulder. “Thanks, mate. I owe you
one.” Looking around, he noticed that the woman was walking away
from the group she’d been chatting to and was heading for the door.
He hadn’t caught her name. That was remiss of you, Charlie Boy.
If he wasn’t quick, he would
lose the opportunity.

“Look, I’ve got to go. Thanks
for setting this up. I’ll be in
touch soon, and we’ll catch up for a meal.”

Paul swiveled his head and looked towards
the door also before turning back to Charlie with a knowing grin.
“Charlie Jordan strikes
again. You’d better hurry. She’ll be gone soon.”

Charlie flicked a complicit glance at his
friend, shaking his head. Paul knew him too well. He made his way
around the crowd, nodding to a couple of people and pushing past
before they could drag
him into conversation. He paused at the doorway, looking towards
the elevators. She wasn’t there. How could she disappear so
quickly? Glancing around, he saw she was unpinning her name tag at
the registration desk.

****

“Leaving so soon?” The voice
behind her made the
hairs on the back of her neck dance a little fandango. Without
turning around, she knew who stood there.

“I’m making a run for it before someone
else throws wine over me. Next time, it might be red.” She adjusted
the strap of her handbag on her shoulder. The action pressed the damp fabric of her
blouse against her skin. The unpleasant sensation didn’t enhance
her mood.

“It wasn’t quite like that,” he protested.
“Give the guy a break.” He threw his name tag down on the table
with hers and followed
her towards the elevators.

“I should give him my dry-cleaning bill. That would be more
appropriate.” Drawing herself up to what she hoped was an
acceptable height, she turned to face him. “Are you following me?”
The obvious interest in his eyes evoked unexpected flutters in her
stomach.

“Watch it,” he said. “You’ll have to request a safe work permit
if you stand much higher in those shoes. In answer to your
question, no, I am not following you. It’s time for me to leave. I
can always take the stairs if you’re that apprehensive about
sharing a ride down with me.”

That voice was the most sensuous sound
she’d heard in a long time. Maybe I’m not the one at risk. Have you thought
about that? She dropped
her eyes in case they reflected her thoughts. “Please yourself.
I’ll have you know these stilettos are deadly.”

The elevator doors slid open with a ping,
and he stood aside, allowing Pyper to enter before following.

“No more dangerous than a fairy on stilts,”
he said smoothly.

Her hackles rose. She might be
short, but a fairy she was not.
On reflection, it wasn’t worth replying. After this, she probably
wouldn’t see him again.

The elevator glided down to ground floor.
The doors opened, and she stepped out into the foyer area, her
shoes making satisfying noises against the marbled floor. The staccato clack said
Don’t mess with me
regardless of my height.
She halted at the front door to the building. Rain pelted down,
presenting a translucent curtain to the outside world.

“Looks like you’re going to get wet
anyway,” he said. “I
tell you what; I don’t feel like going out in that. There’s a bar
here on the ground floor. Why don’t you join me for a drink and we
can wait in comfort until the rain stops?”

She couldn’t think of a single reason why
not. There was nowhere
else she had to be, except home for the evening and that was not an
exciting option. Not as exciting as spending some time with Mister
Smokin’ Hot. Perhaps she could just sit and listen to that voice.
She didn’t want to appear too eager, though. She dropped her gaze
chastely.

“My mother told me not to talk to strange men.”

“Very wise she was, too.” Charlie extended
his hand. “I’m Charlie Jordan. I noticed from your name tag on the
table upstairs that you’re Pyper Bailey. I don’t think we’re
strangers anymore.”

She held his gaze for a beat.
“Okay. Until the rain
stops.”

This time, he led the way. As she followed,
she took note of the broad shoulders and fantasized what it would
be like to see them in the flesh, in detail and tantalizingly close
to hers.

“What would you like to drink?” he asked, pausing by a vacant
booth. “Another wine?”

That was a moot point. She hadn’t drunk
either of the glasses of wine she’d been handed in the venue
upstairs. The first had been spilled and she’d shelved the second.
“I’ll have bourbon on
ice, thanks.”

“A woman after my own heart.” He headed to the bar, returning
shortly after with their drinks. “So,” he said, after they were
seated and settled, “what brought you to this evening’s
function?”

“Just the usual. It was a
networking event, so
that’s what I was there to do. There were a couple of people I
hoped to meet. It’s a key part of business these days. What about
you?”

“I needed to speak to Paul. Otherwise, it
had no interest for me. Business comes to me now. I don’t need
to subject myself to
networking events.”

Bully for you. His arrogance rankled. He was very sure of
himself. Pyper swirled her drink around in her glass, causing the
ice to collide and melt, giving her some thinking time. When she
looked up, he regarded her with a bemused look, as though he could
read her mind. It wasn’t so much a conscious thought as a
resolve. Business might come to you, but I don’t. This is one night
when you’re going to come to me. If there was one thing she enjoyed, it was a
challenge.

The events of the day featured briefly in her reflections.
She’d taken the first step towards having a child, and if
successful, her life would be very different from here on. No more
casual flings; no more of lots of things. Why not have one for the
road?

She sat back in her chair and crossed her legs, meeting his
gaze with a challenge of her own. She stole a quick glance at his
left hand. No ring. Not that it meant anything, but he didn’t have
the aura of a married man. That would have made him
off-limits.

“So, tell me about yourself,” she purred.
“What’s your line of
business?”

“Construction. Major developments.
Infrastructure projects mostly. I’m a gun for hire. I go wherever
the next project is happening that needs someone with my experience
to make it happen.”

Hmm—I like a man with
confidence. This one has it in spades. “Sounds important. What sort of projects would
they be?”

“It varies. Airport development, stadiums,
major commercial developments. Projects of that scale. I’ve just
finished managing a project in Malaysia, so I’m in between jobs at the
moment.”

“Does that worry you?”

“Not in the slightest. I’ve earned a break.
There are a few irons in the fire, so the next job will happen
soon. I’d like it to be back in Australia, though. I have a few
ties here.”

I wonder what they might be,
rather who they might be? Pyper waited a moment, but he didn’t elaborate. “How do you
plan to fill your time while waiting for the next
contract?”

Pyper uncrossed and then re-crossed her
legs, swapping the uppermost. Taking a sip of her drink, she moistened her lips. She
noticed his eyes stray to her legs. So far, so good.

“I’m looking for an apartment to buy in the
city. It’s time I had a home base here. I’m sick of living in
hotels, although I’m staying in The Windsor at the moment. Not that it’s any hardship.
It’s a very comfortable hotel, and I love the location.”

Pyper was suitably impressed. She
uncrossed her legs and sat up in her chair. The Windsor was a
historic establishment oozing class and panache.
Comfortable would be an
understatement. If this man could afford to stay there, he had some
serious mojo going on in his life. For a moment, she wondered if
she was out of her league, before chiding herself.
He’s just a man,
Pyper, albeit a very successful man.

“Staying at The Windsor is on my bucket list,” she said. “At
the very least, I want to have afternoon tea there one day.” Even
that would put a serious dent on her credit card. She looked
towards the window. Rain still pelted down, obscuring the view
outside. Night had set in while they talked. Streetlights appeared
as shimmering halos as water coursed down the
windowpane.

Charlie followed her glance. “It looks
miserable out there.” He looked back to her. “Have you eaten yet?
Would you like to join me for dinner? There’s a dining room here so we don’t have to
brave the weather.”

Pyper considered her blouse and the damp
stains. She would have to leave the jacket done up, but with the
central heating in the bar, she was feeling rather warm. She really
wanted to undo her
jacket, and she’d noticed additional stains on the front of her
skirt after sitting down.

“I’m not sure my clothing, given its
stained condition, is fit to be seen in the restaurant. Thanks for
the invitation, but when the rain eases, I’ll hail a
cab and take myself
home.”

He cocked his head, looking at her for a moment with a
speculative gleam to his eye. “If you’re thinking of getting a cab,
we can get one together.”

Her eyebrows rose in silent question.

“You said The Windsor was on your bucket
list,” he said by way of
explanation. “We can get a cab back there.”

“You’re joking. That would be even worse. If
I can’t dine here looking like this, I certainly can’t dine in the
restaurant at The Windsor.”

“If we order room service, you can. I have
a two-room suite, so
it’s all above board. The door to the bedroom would be closed,” he
added, as though anticipating the direction of her
thoughts.

Her mind raced. She would love to see the
hotel from the inside, but … and here the “but” surprised her given
her earlier thoughts,
dining in his suite did presuppose the evening might progress in a
different direction, and did she really want that? She’d thought to
tease and entice, but not necessarily to take things
further.

 She looked
at the man seated opposite. Those smoky blues regarded her in turn with a hint of
bemusement. What the hell. It could be her last opportunity to get
so close to a man as sexy as this one. No harm in making the most
of an unexpected situation.

“That sounds an ideal compromise,” she
said, directing her best
smile towards him. “I’m ravenous, so a meal at The Windsor will
kill two birds with one stone.”

Charlie picked up his phone and booked an
Uber ride. By the time the car drew up under cover in front of
their current hotel, the rain was easing. It was a short drive cross city to the
hotel, and the drizzle was light when they emerged on Spring
Street. The doorman from The Windsor came out to greet them holding
a large umbrella, opening the car door and ushering them
inside.

“Good evening, Mr. Jordan. Not good weather for being out and
about.”

“Indeed not, Roger.” He acknowledged the
doorman with a nod, then ushered Pyper towards the elevators, not
pausing at reception.

As the elevator rose, so did Pyper’s level
of anticipation. When Charlie unlocked the door, the suite was everything she
imagined. The main room accommodated a small dining table, and then
a separate lounge area with widescreen television. A small
kitchenette sat in an alcove. Furnishings were luxurious. The tall
windows were swathed in a richly colored fabric, with the pattern
reflected in the upholstery of the lounge suite. A writing desk
against one wall looked to be of Victorian vintage.

As she moved towards the window and the
view, her footsteps sank into the plush carpet. Instinctively, she stepped out of her
shoes, relishing the soothing sensation on feet that had been in
stilettos too long. The old-world opulence impressed her. Although
a busy thoroughfare ran past the building, it was quiet inside the
room. The outside world didn’t intrude.

“Here’s the menu for room service,” Charlie said, handing her
the folder. “If you want to use the bathroom, the facilities are
off the bedroom, through the door behind you. While you look over
that, can I offer you a drink?” He opened the door to the small
fridge, taking from it a bottle of Veuve Clicquot.

Yumm! “Yes, please.”

The invitation to explore further was
irresistible. She didn’t bother looking at the folder but placed it
on the table. While Charlie busied himself by opening
the bottle and fetching the
glasses from his kitchenette, Pyper crossed to the bedroom door and
headed for the bathroom beyond. She pushed open that door and
peered around it.

The marble tiles rising to the ceiling
were a touch of opulence, but that wasn’t what took her attention. The bath was huge. It
could accommodate more than one person. Arranged on the benchtop
was an array of Crabtree & Evelyn bath and shower products. On
impulse she unscrewed the lid on the body lotion and inhaled. The
scent was divine. She poured some into her palm and rubbed it over
her hands.

There were two basins set in the benchtop.
The bathroom was designed for two people. She
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