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Synopsis

Ainsley “Lee” Dencourt was born with her future drawn
out as heir of the Dencourt Gallery in Washington, DC. She has
mastered fine art and the art of controlling the details of her
life, including the people in it—and the people she wants in it,
like Morgan Blake.

For Morgan, the only thing more important than her
family is art. Morgan has put her heart and soul into her education
and her future—it’s what got her to Yale and to Paris. She can’t
allow anything or anyone to come between her and her dreams of
success. So why is it that every time Morgan gets a handle on life
a dangerously sexy and hopelessly frustrating woman from her past
appears and turns her world upside down?

Lee and Morgan will discover that while some things
in life can be controlled, neither death nor love can be managed or
avoided.
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Prologue

Lee Dencourt was late for class. Again. She didn’t
know why she never seemed to make it on time, regardless of how
early she woke up. It didn’t even matter if she got home at a
reasonable hour the night before; inevitably, something or
someone always held her up. This morning, it was the latter.
Her chosen someone for the evening didn’t start her first class
until eleven a.m., so she had no problem keeping Lee, or whoever
else, up until she was completely satisfied. Lee was not one to
leave a lady unsatisfied.

Professor Buerdett gave Lee the standard disapproving
scowl when she flung open the auditorium doors twenty minutes late
into his lecture. She half expected him to call her by her full
name, Ainsley, like her mother always did. More than one of her
professors had threatened to withdraw Lee from their courses, yet
she always managed to avoid that fate. Professor Buerdett was no
exception. Lee knew that it had a great deal to do with her name
and the fact that her parents contributed large sums of money every
year to maintain the university’s art gallery. However, Lee was
also a gifted student, and there wasn’t a professor out there that
could deny her that much. Lee cared about art, just like she cared
about her family. Both were so much a part of who she was that she
didn’t see her future without them.

Lee slid into an open seat in the back of the room.
She was relieved since the few seats near the front were not an
option. The 150-seat auditorium was full with burgeoning fine arts
majors, all of them hoping that, one day, they would make their
mark in or on the art world. Lee was no exception, except that she
would not struggle like the majority of her classmates when it came
to finding her place. She was born into that world. As Lee prepared
herself for the remainder of the lecture, she heard what sounded
like a harumph of disappointment come from the student in the next
seat over.

Once settled, Lee ran a smoothing hand through her
hair, thinking to herself that she should just cut it the rest of
the way off. She looked over at her disgruntled neighbor. Lee was
startled to see the sparkling set of eyes that stared back at her.
She was afraid to breathe for fear that those eyes would look away.
It was her. Lee didn’t know her name, but she knew that for the
last four years, she had admired, from afar, the woman she called
Venus.

Venus had golden strawberry hair that reminded Lee of
Botticelli’s masterpiece, The Birth of Venus. It fell in
loose tendrils down her back, and Lee always imagined that it would
feel like spun silk in her hands. Venus didn’t have the striking
features of a Hollywood starlet, but she captivated Lee
nonetheless. Lee’s eyes remained focused on Venus’s, but she knew
from memory that those eyes were the center of the face that filled
her dreams and fantasies. Over the last four years, Lee has spent
an extraordinary amount of time studying the classic beauty of her
classmate instead of her actual coursework. After all, it wasn’t
like she actually needed the degree to advance in her career field
when the time came.

Lee had never really had any problems getting a woman
when she needed one, straight or gay. Most had pursued her, and she
always found that incredibly accommodating. Yet there was one woman
who never pursued her. As a matter of fact, she barely looked in
Lee’s direction except to roll her eyes or scowl in disapproval.
Venus never looked at anyone the way she looked at art, no matter
how often she caught Lee staring from across the room, or in this
case, right in front of her.

Just as Lee was about to speak, Venus blinked, and
the spell was broken. Venus’s attentions were just as quickly
refocused on Professor Buerdett and off of Lee. Lee felt the cold
creep in quickly as those warm eyes looked away. As Lee forced
herself to breathe, the scents of ocean spray and rain permeated
her senses. She felt herself growing weak with each inhale. Each
breath filled Lee with an intoxicating peacefulness. The anxiety
she’d had moments ago dissolved steadily with each breath she drew
in. Lee drifted into a daydream, as she had many times, while
studying this living masterpiece.

 


She pulled Venus from the ocean, wet and dripping
with the salty seawater. The ocean breeze flowed through her hair,
and the cool air teased her nipples into tight pink tips. Lee felt
a rush of heat between her thighs as she drew Venus into her arms,
melding the smooth body into her own. Holding her tightly, Lee
dipped her head to claim the warm, moist, and naturally pink lips
with her own.

 


Lee was jolted awake by the rustling of papers and
the loud chatter of students wrestling for the exit. She quickly
glanced at the seat next to her, and a surge of disappointment
rushed through her body as she realized it was no longer occupied.
As Lee gathered her things to leave, she remembered the sweet scent
of the woman who fueled her desires.

*

Morgan Blake didn’t even take the time to pack her
books into her bag when class was finally dismissed. The last hour
of class seemed to linger on endlessly as she listened to the soft,
slow breathing of the woman sleeping beside her. The rugged,
dark-haired woman pinched her nerves of both frustration and
yearning. When she first sat down, Morgan wanted to express her
disgust at the way she sauntered into class thirty minutes late
nearly every day. Yet, she only managed the sharp intake of breath
when their eyes met. Once her neighbor drifted off, Morgan couldn’t
keep herself from appraising the curves and angles of the hands
with long, slender fingers. Morgan imagined how those hands would
feel running through her hair, gripping her neck, and pulling her
in for a taste of those delicately parted lips.

Try as she might to focus on Byzantine architecture,
she found herself drawn back to the sharp features of the woman
beside her. The long, jean-clad legs that stretched out in front of
her, and the hint of a tight tee under an orange plaid vintage
button-up, complete with pearl snap buttons. As she brazenly
surveyed the remarkably relaxed and confident woman, Morgan
secretly wished she would open those deep soulful eyes and look at
her once again.

As soon as Morgan recognized the professor’s telltale
signs of lecture conclusion, she gathered her things and slipped
past the sleeping figure. Morgan did not have time for such
diversions in her final classes. She was leaving for Paris in three
months, and letting her grades slip because of some roguish
distraction was not an option. She didn’t get the Louvre internship
by frequent tardiness and sleeping through class. She wasn’t about
to let someone who did affect her future.

“Oh, I bet even an hour with her would be worth it,
somehow,” she said out loud to no one when she stopped at a park
bench to put her books away.

“Who would be worth it, gorgeous?” a man said
suggestively into her ear.

Morgan jerked up and spun around to see her best
friend and roommate, Freddy, smiling at her slyly.

“You know I hate when you do that! Why hasn’t it
gotten old for you yet?”

“Because it makes me laugh.”

“Yes, it’s very funny,” Morgan said with thick
sarcasm.

“So what would be worth it?”

“Ugh, nothing. I’m just telling myself that
daydreaming about the campus hottie is not benefiting my future
plans for greatness.”

Freddy poked Morgan in the ribs. “Ah, yes. However,
it would undoubtedly benefit your shriveling vagi—”

Morgan cut him off with a mocking punch to his
stomach. “Stop it! That’s almost as annoying as sneaking up on me.
And I would appreciate it if you would stop thinking about my
vagina. It’s…creepy.”

“Trust me, girlfriend, the less I think about your
vagina, the better I feel,” Freddy said in his exaggerated femme
voice.

“Speaking of that, shouldn’t you be off courting some
hot stud across campus right about now?”

“While it pains me to say it, for once, we will not
let this be about me.” He winked.

Morgan laid her head on his shoulder when he grabbed
her hand and laced their fingers together. “Let’s go home.” She was
going to miss Freddy very much when she left.

“So, is she really as hot as you say she is…while
you’re sleeping?” Freddy whispered.

Morgan chopped him in the gut for real this time.
“Shut up!” she screeched, laughing. “I hate you. And yes. Yes, she
is.”

*

From the steps of the auditorium, Lee watched the
banter between Venus and a handsome young man. Lee watched the
woman’s hair blow around her in the wind as the man poked at her
abdomen intimately, making Venus swirl away from him and return
with a jab in his stomach. The playful exchange reminded her of
siblings, and it was very likely that Venus was straight. Lee would
not have been surprised to see him sweep her into his arms and kiss
her. When he grabbed her hand and led Venus away, Lee couldn’t help
but feel a pang of jealousy. She wished she was the one Venus
looked at so adoringly. It was then that Lee promised herself that
the next time she had the chance, she would ask Venus out.

“What would it hurt?” Lee said despite the small
warning her heart offered at the thought of rejection.

On a day that seemed so full of potential, Lee
answered a call that changed her world forever. Lee listened numbly
as the caller told her that her father, her mentor, confidant, and
best friend, had suffered a fatal heart attack. She left for home
that night and never returned to finish her final semester or see
Venus again.


Chapter One

“Mother, you don’t need me there, you
want me there. There’s a difference. Hold on a sec…” Lee
paused the redundant conversation as she got into her Mercedes and
enabled the wireless Bluetooth feature. She didn’t want to be
having this discussion at all, but if she was going to while
driving, hands-free was not only safer, it was required by law.

“Okay, what was I…oh, right. What I need is
not to have to listen to another person offer sympathies for
our loss or receive congratulations for my ‘unfortunate
advancement’ to director of the gallery. And I certainly will not
be cornered by Bernard Aleurest and forced to listen to him tout
the benefits of ‘merging our houses,’ literally and figuratively.”
Even the mention of his name made her skin crawl and brought up a
knot of nausea in her throat. He was simply sleazy.

“I know, darling, but sometimes—”

“Mother, I’m not ready. And besides, what would I do
without you handling everything so perfectly?”

“One day, you are going to—”

Before her mother could finish her sentence, Lee cut
her off and merely informed her that she would call as soon as she
got there. There being Paris, France. It wasn’t that Lee was in
love with France; she was in love with the Musée du Louvre. It was
her home away from home and the only place in the world she could
go to get and be lost. The Louvre was 645,800 square feet of the
art and antiquities that most visitors spent hours or even days
wandering determinedly, seeking out the museum’s most celebrated
pieces. Lee’s goal, however, was to wander aimlessly, deep into its
heart to find something that offered answers to her questions and
soothed her turmoil.

Art speaks without words and loves without
prejudice. Listen and she will tell you all you need to know in
that moment. Lee’s eyes filled with tears as she remembered her
father’s words. “I miss you so much, Daddy.”

Before the tears could spill over onto her cheeks,
Lee composed herself. She really needed to get away, and she hoped
she was picking the right place to go. She hadn’t been back to
Paris since the week after her father’s funeral. Both events seemed
like a lifetime ago. A year and a half ago, two things in Lee’s
life were constant, fine art and her father, solid, stable, and
everlasting. She always believed they would be there for her
forever, whenever she needed them.

The thought of never being able to hear him tell her
that, “everything rights itself in the end,” made her gasp for air.
Lee could not think of a single time when her father hadn’t dropped
everything to listen to her latest dilemma and offer his sage
advice. She remembered the many times he had stopped a meeting,
ushered everyone out of his office, and asked her to “start from
the beginning.” She couldn’t recall a time when he wasn’t able to
resolve even her most personal dramas. Until this trip to Paris,
Lee had avoided any situation that required a decision short of her
daily wardrobe selection. In college, before her father’s death,
her life was carefree and uncomplicated.

That changed in the months afterward. Lee spent much
of her time organizing and managing the things in her life that she
could. Even her intimate encounters had become calculated. She left
nothing to chance. Doing so made her feel helpless, and she refused
to feel that way if she had the ability not to.

When she thought about it, she became very angry. She
was angry with him for always coddling her. She was angry that he
never said no, and he never made her learn anything on her own. She
never had to learn things the hard way. But mostly, she was angry
with him because he never prepared her for the day that he would no
longer be there for her. He taught her everything she knew about
the gallery, about art, about curating, fundraising, and managing
staff, but he never taught her how to do it without him—the one and
only reason why her mother did it all now.

By the time she reached Dulles International Airport,
she had herself worked into a pulsing knot of tension and was on
the brink of an emotional breakdown. As she pulled her car up to
the valet, she managed to subdue most of the physical symptoms. If
she was good at anything on her own it was putting on a pretty
face. She was looking forward to not being Ainsley Rae Dencourt,
daughter of the dearly departed Albert Randall Dencourt of the
prominent Dencourt Gallery.

*

The flight from D.C. to Paris was uneventful, just as
it always was. Lee wasn’t particularly fond of flying, but found it
to be a necessary evil to get anywhere worth being. When she
disembarked the plane, she was quickly thankful that she was
without luggage and hoped that the clothes she kept at the flat
would still fit. If anything, she thought they may be too large,
but Lee couldn’t honestly remember having lost or gained weight in
the previous year.

It was almost midnight in Paris when she arrived, and
although the City of Light didn’t lack for late-night
entertainment, Lee was exhausted. The twenty-five-minute cab ride
to her flat was almost enough to put her to sleep. As much as she
wanted to close her eyes for those few minutes, she took in the
sights of her favorite place on earth. They passed the Arc de
Triomphe, lit from all sides, making it shine like a beacon
welcoming her back. The Eiffel Tower sparkled in its random show of
artistry and light, and as they neared her apartment, she could see
the warm glow of the Pyramide du Louvre and heard it calling
her name. She answered its request with a silent promise to visit
the next day. She couldn’t wait to dive into the depths of the
mystery and wonder that was held in the palace, but more
importantly, she wanted to escape from the world outside its walls.
A world she didn’t have the power to contain.

Lee fished out her keys, knowing instinctively as she
fingered the few the key ring held which one she was after. She
tipped the driver generously and crawled out of the cab. Lee rode
up the elevator to her fifth-floor flat, and once inside, she
kicked off her shoes and placed them neatly in the foyer. She
scanned her surroundings. Lee was glad she paid someone to clean
and maintain the flat while she was away. It allowed her to make
these unexpected trips easily. She briefly glanced over the room.
It had been so long since her last stay. Lee moved slowly through
the rooms, absentmindedly straightening the already impeccably
placed items. They weren’t out of place, she knew that, but it made
her feel better knowing that everything was how it should be.
Content that nothing seemed particularly out of place, Lee padded
down the hall to her bedroom.

She stripped out of her clothes and placed them in
the hamper, then she took a quick shower to wash the eight-hour
plane ride from her body while she imagined the water washing the
world away. She wrapped herself in the robe she kept behind the
door, noticing the freshly washed scent and thanking Marguerite,
her housekeeper, for her attention to detail. Lee searched through
her wardrobe for something to wear and smiled when she came across
her favorite T-shirt, a well-worn, heather gray college tee that
transported her back to happier days.

The comfort of the shirt was both physical and
psychological. She slipped it on and hugged herself, welcoming the
distant sense of well-being. Before making her way to bed, she
stopped at the window to gaze down at the street and watch the few
late evening revelers make their way home. Lee’s gaze was drawn to
the couples walking arm in arm and holding tightly to each other as
they slowly strolled along the sidewalk. The sight made her feel
lonely.

Lee wasn’t sure what caused the memory of her
golden-haired Venus from college. Maybe it was the combination of
the memories from school and the comfort she saw between the
couples on the street that sparked a forgotten image of the day
Venus had walked out of her life forever. Lee stood at the window
for a while longer, replaying the lightheartedness she last
remembered feeling from so long ago. As she made her way to bed,
Lee wondered absently about where she would be had she ever had the
opportunity to introduce herself to Venus and where they would be,
if anywhere, now. Would they be one of the couples wrapped in each
other’s arms as they made their way through the romantic evening
streets of Paris? Or would she have received a polite but curt
brush-off the second Lee asked her out?

Lee slipped under the blankets, and for the few brief
moments before sleep claimed her, she wondered about where life had
taken the captivating young woman she called Venus.

“Where are you now?” Lee whispered before her eyes
fluttered closed.

*

When Lee woke the next morning, she was surprised to
see the bright midmorning sunlight trying to squeeze its way in
through the seams of the heavy drapes. She rolled to her side and
stared at the alarm clock. Eleven a.m., technically five a.m. in
D.C. Despite the time difference, she couldn’t recall the last time
she had slept so soundly or so comfortably since her father’s
passing. Most of her nights were spent staying out late, dozing for
a few hours, and then trying to find non gallery-related tasks to
occupy both her time and her mind. This morning, she was refreshed
and excited to make her way up the street and immerse herself in
the depths of the museum’s secrets.

Lee couldn’t count the number of times she had
visited the museum or stood at the base of the grand staircase
staring up at the breathtaking splendor of the Nike of
Samothrace. All Lee knew was that each time she visited, she
experienced an overwhelming sense of completeness and received the
unspoken answers to her heart’s unspoken questions. She only hoped
that this trip yielded similar results.

Lee was glad she was wrong about not fitting into any
of her clothes. She pulled on a pair of crisp, khaki cargo shorts,
an equally crisp black polo, and her favorite all-black Converse.
She thought to wear her usual jeans and pressed dress shirt, but
didn’t think it terribly sensible for spending the day being
invisible. She wet her short hair back, ran a couple dabs of wax
balm through it, and gave it a shaggy, sexy, just-from-bed style.
Lee couldn’t help but pop her collar up and stare at herself
flirtatiously in the mirror, giving the best imitation of suave she
could muster. She laughed at herself, smoothed her collar back
down, and ran a comb neatly through her hair giving it a much tamer
style. There was once a time when she would have left the house
without a second glance at herself in the mirror. She didn’t think
she could allow herself to relax enough to manage that anymore.

She stuffed her wallet in her back pocket, attached
the signature chain to her belt loop, dropped her lip balm into her
pocket, grabbed her keys and sunglasses off the counter, and made
her way out into the beautiful French afternoon sun.


Chapter Two

Morgan wandered purposefully from piece to piece
checking the alignment and placement of each frame. This exhibition
was a collection of painting and sculpture called Three Graces:
Charities of Time. The show was set to open in two days, and so
far, everything was on schedule except for the focal piece of the
exhibition, a newly acquired piece by Cranach. Currently, the
artwork was with Restoration for preservation, and it was taking
more time than anyone, including Morgan, had expected. She decided
it was most likely due to the multitudes of journalists, scholarly
magazines, art historians, and dignitaries that were coming from
all over Europe to see the piece. This was common whenever a
significant addition was obtained, especially when a large portion
of the cost was funded by the French citizens.

However, it was more than a little irritating to
Morgan that the director continued to give people exclusive access
to the piece before it was officially unveiled as part of the
museum’s extensive collection. She hoped that those visitors would
only spread the word among their colleagues and contacts, which
would inevitably increase viewing when the exhibition opened to the
public. In addition to being a great addition to the museum, it was
both a crowning achievement and a bittersweet end to Morgan’s time
in Paris.

She still had two more months remaining of her
eighteen-month position. Yet, the opening of this exhibit seemed
more like the end. She had been working on this project since
Director Peter Foillot and her mentor, Madame Adele Dautry had
worked to acquire the piece from a private collector. Madame Dautry
had hand selected her team of interns and curatorial staff to work
on the project, with Morgan being named the exhibition organizer
and responsible for selecting the other artwork that would
accompany the piece for the length of the show. Morgan had worked
day and night making sure that she showcased both the similarities
and differences of each artist’s interpretation of the Charities.
She arranged and rearranged pieces, swapped out one for another,
and even sat alone in the empty gallery for hours sketching and
visualizing the perfect presentation.

When Morgan was chosen as the lead on the project, it
certainly did not help her achieve acceptance among her French-born
peers. Many of them believed that Americans had no place in their
museum working with their masterpieces, regardless of the
art’s original country of origin.

As an American, Morgan was exceptionally privileged
to have been granted an opportunity to complete an internship in
Paris. A position at the museum was a coveted achievement, and only
the best of the best were afforded such a chance, and that was if
they were a French native. Regardless of her exceptional academic
standings or published master’s thesis on the women of eighteenth
century art, her application to the program would never have been
considered without a very influential French sponsorship.

Morgan’s friend, mentor, and college professor at
Yale, Dr. Jeanne Melbeau, made it clear to Morgan that she did not
give her recommendation to the Ecole du Louvre, lightly. She also
told Morgan several times that she had never before and may never
again go to these lengths for one of her students. However, Dr. Mel
also said that she had never had a student with as much passion,
knowledge, dedication, or talent as Morgan had. Dr. Mel and Morgan
spoke often since her acceptance to the program and subsequent
relocation to Paris. Morgan was eternally grateful not only for the
endorsement but for the moral and mental support that Dr. Mel had
given her during those early and difficult days of the program.

Since those days, Morgan had befriended many of her
peers and a number of other staff members at the Museum, but she
always knew that she would never be considered a substantial
contribution to the French art scene, at least by those she did not
work closely with. It was one of the many unfortunate side effects
of cultural prejudice. She was truly sad to be leaving France, but
more excited to be returning home to see her family and begin her
career in the U.S. Although, where that would be was still to be
determined.

*

Morgan looked up at the wall clock and realized she
had once again missed a normal lunch time. It wasn’t until she
noticed the time that she started to feel the pangs of hunger. She
didn’t normally leave the museum for lunch, and today was no
exception. She found it more convenient to just grab something from
the café than get caught up in the throngs of tourists crowding the
grounds and streets around the place.

Morgan always took the long way to the café from
wherever she happened to be during lunchtime. Even after sixteen
months, she still felt like a tourist seeing things for the first
time. She didn’t imagine that she would ever be able to make her
way through the place and not find herself enamored with some
particular painting or sculpture that she came across. She loved
when she could get so close to the art that she could see the
artist’s delicate brushstrokes on the canvas or the tool marks left
behind in the marble. Sometimes, if she got close enough to the
glass, she even thought she could smell the fresh 500-year-old old
paint DaVinci used on the Mona Lisa.

When she was in school, she took several classes on
art restoration and preservation. It was there that Morgan
developed a deep appreciation for the mechanical beauty of art. She
knew all there was to know about the techniques, history, and even
the science behind an artist’s creation. But more than that, she
wanted to see the desire in the colors and feel the hunger in each
stroke. She wanted to bask in the pleasure she got from being so
close to the painting, just as the artist had once been, like two
lovers basking in the afterglow. There were a few pieces that
Morgan knew more intimately than she even knew herself, more
intimately than she thought she could ever know anyone.

She got in line at the café and scanned the menu
board for something that appealed to her growing state of hunger.
Out of the corner of her eye, a dark-haired figure caught her
attention and brought a sense of familiarity and a memory of the
mysterious, dark-haired girl from college. Morgan watched the
figure until it disappeared around a corner, and only when she
heard the frustrated voice of the caissière did she snap out of her
trance. She quickly paid for her meal and then carried her tray to
a table within an unobstructed view of the corner. She spent the
next several minutes hoping for the figure to reappear. Morgan
intently observed each face that made its way from behind the wall.
The figure did not rematerialize, yet Morgan was still left with an
image of the stunning blue-eyed woman sleeping next to her. Her
racing heart slowly returned to its standard beat. For the first
time in months, she was once again plagued by the searing memory of
her secret desire.

Morgan told herself that it was highly improbable
that her tall dark stranger from Yale, the one that had haunted so
many of her dreams for years, could be in her museum, in Paris. She
remembered that she had spent nearly every day of her last semester
searching for the woman and waiting for her to stroll into yet
another lecture late looking ravishing and irresistible. Even after
Morgan convinced herself that she must have been expelled for poor
grades or simply dropped out because Daddy stopped her funding, she
still found a part of her hoping to see the woman again. It was
that part of Morgan that hoped the enigmatic figure she had seen
minutes ago was the beautiful woman from her past.

*

Just as she did every Wednesday, Morgan called her
parents right after she finished her lunch.

“Bonjour, Momma! How’s life down on the farm?”

“Heya, darlin’! How is my baby girl today?” Morgan’s
mother, Elizabeth Blake, was one-third owner and operator of
Will-Ridge Farms. The other owners being her father, John, and her
little brother, Jake. Will-Ridge was a small, family run organic
dairy and u-pick farm in eastern Virginia and Morgan’s childhood
home.

“I’m great, Momma. The exhibit opens in two days, and
it’s nearly as perfect as it is ever gonna get…if I can pry the
preservationists’ hands off the last piece.” Morgan loved talking
to her mother about her work, but she usually tried to sway
conversations so that her mother ended up talking about home
instead. She’d rather hear about what was going on back home
instead of wasting time talking about herself. Nothing but art ever
happened to Morgan.

“That’s wonderful, dear. So when are you coming
home?” Her mother asked Morgan the same question every time they
spoke.

“Ma! Really? You’ve had the date marked on the
calendar since before I graduated college.”

Her mother giggled. “I know, but every time I ask
you, it gets closer. It always stays in the same place on the silly
calendar.”

“You are too much, you know that?”

Morgan and her mother spent the next thirty minutes
discussing farm gossip, including her little brother, Jake’s, love
life. She certainly didn’t have one to share. They also discussed
her father’s suggestion that Morgan come home and stay with them in
Virginia until she found a suitable position. He didn’t want her
wasting her talent and education in a poor-paying, entry-level
museum position. He said his little girl was too extraordinary for
that. Although Morgan had hoped to go home to her dream job, she
knew that applying for positions and interviewing for them would be
impossible from Paris. She finally accepted the proposition and was
actually excited at the possibility of relaxing for the first time
since she’d graduated from high school.

“Okay, Momma, I’ve got to go harass the
conservationist for an ETA on ‘la pièce de résistance.’” Morgan
disconnected from the call and made her way to the curator’s
office.


Chapter Three

Lee knew that she didn’t have to wait in line with
everyone else. All it would take was a quick phone call and she’d
be escorted in like royalty. She actually enjoyed the anticipation
that built in her belly when she stood in the queue just like any
other awestruck tourist. It was nice to pretend, even for a moment,
that she wasn’t Ainsley Rae Dencourt, and it reminded her again of
how simple life had been in college.

While she waited patiently, Lee sipped on her bottled
water and watched the other people milling about around her. She
thought about how she’d left her mother in D.C to continue to look
after the responsibilities that Lee knew were her own. She knew it
wasn’t right, but she just couldn’t bring herself to step into her
father’s shoes. She still felt fragile and disheveled each time she
went into the office. The last thing Lee ever wanted to do was
disappoint him, in life or in death. She was simply not confident
in her ability to overcome the anxiety and manage the business he
had left to her.

Before she allowed the emotion to surface, the line
moved and she was finally inside, protected by the walls of the
palace. Once Lee made her way around the throngs of gawking
tourists that always managed to stop in awe inches from the
entrance, she paused in the open vestibule and closed her eyes
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