


	
	



    
CHRISTIE RIDGWAY

This Perfect Kiss





     

Friendship




How appropriate that the word implies a journey and being kept afloat. This book is for three wonderful women who are traveling through the writing world with me and who keep me buoyant with their enthusiasm, good sense, and undying support. My thanks and love to Teresa Hill, aka Sally Tyler Hayes; Barbara Samuel, aka Ruth Wind; and Elizabeth Bevarly.







    
Contents


THERE'S SOMETHING ABOUT RORY


Chapter 1

When a woman stands five feet two inches, a hundred




Chapter 2

Still brimming with excitement Jilly hurried through FreeWest, the small,




Chapter 3

The rattle of Jilly Skyes mode of transportationRory hesitated to




Chapter 4

Terrified of Iris? Rory managed not to dignify that question




Chapter 5

Two days after returning home, Greg Kincaid wandered into the




Chapter 6

Rory approached the gates at the bottom of the Caidwater




Chapter 7

Seated in a corner of the Bean & Leaves beverage bar,




Chapter 8

Greg leaned against one of the few unadorned patches of




Chapter 9

His mouth burned Jillys. She made a little sound and




Chapter 10

In the small office at Things Past, Kim frowned at




Chapter 11

Close to midnight, after too much talk with too many




Chapter 12

Rory prowled around the library, pausing at the windows to




Chapter 13

Jilly was able to duck any further discussion of their




Chapter 14

The door to Kims apartment was at the top of




Chapter 15

Rory strode in the direction of Things Past, moving quickly




Chapter 16

Trying to ignore the new bruises on her broken heart,




Chapter 17

Jilly battled a tumble of rising emotions. Shed fled the




Epilogue

The last lavish Kincaid party at the Caidwater estate took







About the Author




Other Books by Christie Ridgway




Copyright




About the Publisher










THERE'S SOMETHING ABOUT RORY




Thats focusing attention from San Francisco to Washington, D.C., on Rory Kincaid, the 32-year-old, gorgeous, self-made software millionaire and scion of southern California royalty. But youll have to wait until February 14 to find out what that something iswhen Kincaid hosts a fund-raising bash for the new Blue political party at his late grandfathers estate, Caidwater.

Expect thunderclaps and lightning bolts in the skies that night when the gods of responsibility battle the gods of revelry. After all, those on the A-list of this trendy political partythe party that promises centrist policies and candidates so clean they squeakwill be mingling at the house once reputed to supply champagne in the swimming pools and willing starlets in the cabanas. The goings-on at past Caidwater parties fed gossip columns throughout the world. Of all L.A.s magnificent estates, none tops this one for juicy scandals and never-quite-secret secrets.

Speaking of not-so-secret secrets, Celeb! cant resist whispering that the word is sexy and single Rory Kincaid will announce his candidacy for the U.S. Senate that night. When asked about Kincaids chances to win the seat, political pundit Lionel Urbin, the host of CNNs D.C. Dish, said, Pollsters are telling me that the Blue Party and Rory Kincaid are hot, hot, hot. Urbins wife, bi-coastal celebrity hostess Alana Urbin, added, He has Kennedy charisma and Hollywood looks. Beyond thattheres just something about Rory.

Still, Celeb! cant help but wonder how far the apple falls from the tree. After all, theres not a more unlikely family than Kincaids to produce a squeaky-clean politician. Is Rory truly respectable, or is he really more like those infamous Hollywood legends, his father, Daniel Kincaid (4 wives), and his grandfather Roderick Kincaid (7 wives), who passed away last month at the lusty age of 90? Wont it be fun to find out? Celeb! will be watching closely.



Dont forget, Celeb! is always seeking tips. If you catch Rory Kincaid, or any other celebrity, doing the naughty, we want to know! Call us at 1-900-555-0155. ($.99 per minute, average call 5 minutes.)

Celeb! magazine, Volume 26, Issue 1






    

Chapter 1




When a woman stands five feet two inches, a hundred and ahem pounds (the ahem mainly located below the neck and above the waist), its a bad idea to attend an afternoon business meeting in a low-cut, flesh-colored evening gown.

Throw in spaghetti straps and a few gold sequins, and the fact that it was the most crucial business meeting of said womans careermake that her lifeand the bad idea turned downright calamitous.

Jilly Skye realized this. But she also realized she didnt have a choice. Not if she wasnt going to be unforgivably late.

Still, she hesitated before pressing the intercom button this side of a pair of black, we-mean-business ironwork gates. They were the last in a long line of hurdles shed scrambled over since early this morning, when Rory Kincaid had agreed to meet with her. Thanks to a buddys tip, she knew Rory wanted to dispense with a house crammed full of old clothing and costumes. Jilly was a vintage-clothing dealer who wanted into that house. Badly.


Madly.

Despite tight-fitting chiffon, Jillys stomach executed several rabbit-worthy hops. Madness was the word, all right. Because even though the emcee of this mornings charity fashion show had rambled the event into an hour overrun; even though Jillys assistant had left with all the clothing that her shop, Things Past, had brought to the show, including the business suit Jilly had intended to change into, even though her frantic phone calls to Rory Kincaid to explain her holdup had resulted only in a disinterested busy signal, nothing was going to keep Jilly from this meeting with Rory. Too much was at stake.

Determination renewed, she reached through her car window to press the intercom button. But her whole hand was quaking so, she snatched it back. Calm down, calm down, she muttered to herself. This is no way to get a job. Take a deep breath. But her obedient inhale turned into a gasp when her ahems threatened to pop over the dresss deep dcolletage. Oh, my. Pinching the top of the bodice to pull it up, she wiggled all the strategic body parts back down. Her cheeks went hot. What had seemed fun and fanciful to model at a for-women-only fashion event now seemed almostscary.

Darn Rory Kincaid! Her predicament could be partially blamed on him, too. If shed been able to cut through those irritating busy signals and reach him this afternoon, she could have made time for a crucial wardrobe stop.

What the heck was he doing on the phone so long? The only thing that kept a number tied up that continuously was a long-distance romance or some heavy Internet surfing.

It was bound to be the Internet. This Rory Kincaid was supposed to be some kind of software mogul. Like Bill Gates, he was young, successful and rich.

Hey. Bill Gates! Jillys heartbeat slowed a smidgen. Bill Gates. She mouthed the name to herself again and her nervousness was reduced by a few more degrees.

When she pictured Rory Kincaid as someone like Bill Gatessomeone bespectacled, shaggy-haired, and more interested in floppy disks than fashion statementsshe could feel nearly confident. If clich could be believed, techie-nerds lost track of timewell, practically all the time. And certainly he wouldnt care what she wore. If she didnt say anything about the evening gown, he probably wouldnt even notice it.

The Bill Gates idea worked better than Alka-Seltzer. Stomach settling down and heart feeling light, Jilly stuck her arm out the car window and confidently jabbed the intercom with her forefinger. This job was hers. She lifted her chin and threw back her shoulders. As the gates slowly opened, she pressed down on the gas pedal, all the while mentally chanting her brand-new mantra, BillGatesBillGatesBillGates.

Her car slowly climbed past the empty gatehouse and up the steep, curving driveway. She shifted in her seat, trying to wiggle herself more securely into the almost-nude evening dress. Yes, she told herself, this meeting was going to be just fine, as long as she held onto that BillGatesian image of Rory Kincaid. BillGatesBillGatesBillGates, she whispered silently, willing the idea to take deep root.

Just fine, she assured herself once again. A guy like she was picturing probably wouldnt even notice she was a tad over, or rather, under dressed.



Alerted via the intercom at the front gates that his tardy afternoon appointment had finally arrived, Rory Kincaid walked out of the Spanish-style Caidwater mansion and into winter air hovering at an obscene eighty degrees.

He grimaced with distaste.

A dry breeze brushed over him, carrying with it the light scent of orange blossoms and the heavier sweetness of flowering jade plants.

He held his breath.

All around him, birds twittered mindlessly, joining the unceasing good cheer of water bubbling up and over the eight fountains in the eight themed gardens surrounding the forty-four-room house.

The noise grated against his nerves.

Another breath of overhot, too-sweet wind wafted past, and Rorys grimace deepened. It was as close to Paradise as January in southern California could get and Rory hated everything about it.

This was Super Bowl season, for Christs sake. If he must, hed forgo rain and snow, but surely a nip in the air wasnt too much to expect in the dead of winter? L.A. took its reputation as the land of fantasies and wishes-come-true much too seriously. It always had.

Shoving his hands in the pockets of his jeans, Rory moved away from the shadows beside the house. Immediately, diamond-hard sunlight assaulted his eyes and he automatically reached for the wraparound Ray-Bans in his shirt pocket.

The only decent thing growing up in Hollywood had ever given him was an appreciation for a good pair of sunglasses.

Descending the wide front steps, Rory mentally nudged the estates last owner, his grandfather Roderick Kincaid, a little closer to the devil-tended fires of what must be his current abode. The old man deserved to broil for foisting the executorship of his will on Rory. The surviving Kincaid men included Daniel, Rorys father, and Greg, Rorys brother. Had Grandfather passed the hassles on to them? No. For whatever reasons of his own, the old man had named Rory. Rory, who hated Caidwater and everything it represented.

Hed shaken Caidwater dirt off his shoes ten years ago, vowing to never pass through its gates again. But thanks to Rodericks demands, Rodericks insistent lawyers, and Rorys own unignorable sense of responsibility, here he was, weighed down by the opulent estate, all its contents, and a dependent aunt who was left under his protection as well.

The timing couldnt be worse. He should be at home in Athertonlocated in sensible, winter-cool northern Californiabasking in the Blue Partys gratifying interest in sponsoring his U.S. Senate candidacy. He should be capitalizing on the yet unpublicized endorsement of the states retiring senator.

Instead, he was stuck here, when the last thing an upcoming political campaign needed was to remind people that Rory was a member of the decadent Kincaid acting family. But thanks to his grandfather and the old mans pack-rat ways, Rory had to waste time waiting around for a woman who bought and sold ratty old clothes.

He glanced impatiently at his watch. The woman was forty-one minutes late.

That was southern California for you. The weather was unseasonable, the residents were unreliable, and the only predictable thing was that he wanted out of L.A. ASAP.

An ominous clatter echoed up the flagstone drive. The skin on the back of his neck crawled. Ignoring the sensation, Rory strode onto the wide curve of the driveway that swung past the house, even though the feeling of doom dogging him deepened.

The metallic death rattle assaulted his eardrums again. Either the woman, this Jilly Skye, drove the worlds crummiest car, or what she did drive was screaming for new struts and shocks. Then the vehicle rounded the last hairpin bend in the driveway.

Hed been right on both counts. He believed the vehicle had started life in the carefree 1960s as a woody station wagon, but now it was coughing up the incline like an aged three-pack-a-day smoker. The cars entire undercarriage shrieked at the abuse, the grating noise making Rory want to shriek, too.

To add insult to injury, someone had thought it a good idea to repaint the thingwood and allcherry red.

To get a glimpse of the driver, Rory squinted, but the tinted windows made a clear view impossible. Once the cars shuddering ceased, the drivers door swung open. An improbably high-heeled sandal hit the flagstone. Its straps imprisoned a very small foot, arched high by the shape of the shoe. Like the car, the foots toenails were painted the color of cherry popsicles.

Rory closed his eyes, biting back a groan. Damn, but he hated this crazy town. Expect a business meeting, find a foot fetish waiting to happen. But he had to look again, and for just an instant he considered throwing over a Senate seat for a position as sales clerk in a chichi shoe boutique on Rodeo Drive.

Then the sole of the second sandal hit the flagstone with a clack, bringing him back to reality. Its just a pair of shoes, he told himself. The rest of the woman had to get better.

And she did. Get better, that is, and worse, too. Because as he stood watching, from behind the curtain of the red woody door a woman emerged. A short, curvy woman who appeared to be clothed in nakedness. And sequins.

In resigned amazement, Rory closed his eyes again. Only in L.A., he thought, realizing he should have been prepared for this kind of thing all along. The last time hed been surprised by a woman in an unexpected place had been right here at Caidwater, nearly ten years ago. That was the night Rory had KOd his father, then torn out of the house to escape north.

The car door slammed, and he risked another look, just in case. Nope, every inch, every improbable inch remained the same, including the winking sequins and stiletto sandals.

As he watched, the woman took a deep breath.

His brain went numb.

Probably from all the blood rushing to the lower half of his body.

He knew he was staring, but then, so was she. He thought her mouth was moving, in some sort of soundless mantra. She stalked toward himif anyone in that kind of teetery shoe could actually stalkand for an unfathomable reason, he stepped back. Then back again.

But she kept coming and he finally stayed still, taking the time to realize she was clothed in a nude-colored evening dress that clung like packing tape to her small waist and spectacular breasts. Then she stopped before him, a courteous three feet away.

Her hand came out. Hello, sir. Im Jilly Skye.

He stared at her, his mind blank of everything but the spangly vision in front of him. Her hand inched closer and he looked at it dumbly, too. What did she expect him to do with it? He looked back at her face for a hint, and thought he detected her lips moving again.

Then her face cleared, her hand dropped. Youre not Rory Kincaid, she said, obviously relieved.


He blinked. No. I am Rory Kincaid. At least he was reasonably sure of that much.

She swallowed, her lips moved silently again, and then that hand whipped back out. Im sorry. Im Jilly KincaidI mean Jilly Skye, Mr. Kincaid, and Im pleased to meet you.

She had a face the shape of a cats and green eyes, and he finally realized he was supposed to take her hand. Her small, warm palm and fingers gave his a brisk, impersonal shake. Very quick. Very businesslike.

Businesslike. Jilly Skye. Oh, my God, he thought in disbelief, this truly is my afternoon appointment.

Her eyebrows rose. Well? She smiled uncertainly.

Well, hell. What was he supposed to do now?

He once more ran his gaze over the petite woman. She wiggled her toes in those hooker high heels and then adjusted a delicate beaded headband. Beneath it, coffee-brown hair squiggled to her shoulders in a mass of natural curls. Hed already noted the green eyes. Freckles splashed across her face. Her lips moved again, and he guessed she had an unfortunate nervous tic.

Rory mentally shook his head. Unfortunate nervous tic or no, this particular vintage-clothing dealer just wouldnt do. Nearly seventy years worth of clothes and costumes overflowed every nook and cranny of Caidwater, making the cataloging a daunting task. With the Blue Party fund-raiser to prepare for and his own wish to get out of L.A. as soon as possible, he wanted to work with someone professional and efficient.


His gaze flicked over her again and another rush of blood surged toward his groin. He ignored it. From the time he was much too young, hed witnessed every possible way sexual fascination went wrong. But unlike some of the Hollywood brats hed grown up with, hed learned from his famous familys bad examples and boogied out of L.A. after just one major mistake of his own. Now when it came to sex, he always used his brain first.

With the Senate candidacy in the offing, he had a reputation to protect and people counting on him to uphold it. As tempting as it might be, even thinking about dallying with this bosomy little darling spelled disaster in tall tabloid headlines for all the world to see.

A smart man like him would immediately hustle her back into her car and back out of his life.

Just as he was forming the right words to make that happen, her eyes rounded and she swallowed a surprised hiccup of sound. He pretended not to notice, thinking perhaps it was her unfortunate nervous tic in full flower. But then she stumbled backward until her curvy hips met the cherry-red side of her car. Something furry and gray dashed past Rory. With eager paws, it swiftly scaled the womans dress until it came to perch on her shoulder.

Oh, hell.

The woman froze, completely, except for her pretty green eyes, which slid in the direction of the big-eared, long-tailed thing. Which, of course, was an animal. A pet. But this was southern California, so the petbetween the size of a rabbit and a guinea pigwasnt a cat, a bird, or even a goldfish. No, not any form of animal life, domesticated or wild, that normal people living in a normal environment would expect to find in the normal course of their normal day.

He considered not laying claim to it, but everyone knew he took pride in being a responsible man. It wont hurt you, he said. Walking toward Jilly slowly, he mentally cursed his brother, whod been the one to bring the damn thing home. Its a chinchilla.

He came even closer as her brow crinkled. He gave her big points for bravery, because she kept her body ice-sculpture still. Youre sure? She was trying to keep everything still, apparently, because when she spoke, she hardly moved her mouth. Which, now that it wasnt moving so much, Rory noticed was soft and full. Youre familiar with the little thing? she asked.

Kiss, he said.

A pair of green eyes jumped to his. The pink color on her cheeks matched the pink of her mouth. What?

Its Auntiesmy auntspet. His name is Kiss. Ive suggested we rename him Houdini, but shes not going for it. Face it, his fathers sister didnt seem particularly taken with Rorys suggestions or with Rory himself. He kept telling himself it would get better once he had Auntie settled at his home near San Francisco.

As if hed been waiting for this moment all his rodenty life, Kiss the chinchilla gazed adoringly at Jilly, then snuggled closer to rub the top of his head against the underside of her jaw.


She jumped. Oh! Then blinked. His fur is really soft.

Kiss almost appeared to smile, then rubbed his head against that tender-looking skin once more. Rory figured it was only natural to envy an animal he was starting to despise. Cmon, Kiss. He reached out a hand to grab the beast, but it squealed in protest, then quickly squirmed across Jillys shoulder to burrow under her hair at the back of her neck.

Jilly squeaked too, and Rory was close enough to see the goose bumps that rushed from her throat toward her low neckline. Before he could start envying those as well, he set his teeth. Come out with your paws up, Kiss, or its chinchilla stew for dinner and chinchilla slippers for Christmas.

But instead of surrendering, the sneaky thing wiggled deeper, causing Jilly to gasp. A gasp which in turn caused oneno, make that two other spectacular things to happen.

But after a single incredible eyeful, Rory pretended he hadnt seen the sight of her miraculous breasts rising over the top of her dress, or experienced his natural masculine reaction.

Painfully aware that he wasnt going to talk the damn animal out, he sidled closer to the woman, then suddenly thrust his hand behind her, into the curly froth of her hair. Finding the wiggly body of his adversary, he hung on, ignoring Kisss squeaky complaints and tricky avoidance maneuvers as well as Jilly Skyes big eyes and the way that nervous tic moved her sweet, soft-looking mouth again.


But the warm sensation of Jillys hair wrapping around his wrist was unignorable. And unacceptable. So when Kiss made a last desperate bid to hang onto his new fascination, Rory set his teeth again and firmly pulled the animal free. With one final squeal, the chinchilla emerged from the new tangle of Jillys hair, a disgruntled loser.

There, Rory said triumphantly, stepping back to gauge the womans reaction.

But instead of being grateful, she was stunned. He couldnt blame her, because now there was even less of her dressed. Apparently the struggle between man and beast had resulted in the barely there gown being barely on. She clutched the bodice with one hand and the end of a broken shoulder strap with the other. Rory knew enough about the law of gravity to realize that her hands were the only thing saving them from transgressing the laws of decency.

Those tabloid headlines suddenly sprang to vivid, career-damaging life in Rorys mind.

I need to get you inside, he said urgently. It was bad enough when she was wearing the outrageous dress. But now that she was half wearing it! Reporters and photographers, eager to cash in on his rumored political aspirations, had been sniffing around for weeks, and telephoto lenses could be powerful, evil things. Forget about getting her back in her car. Until he had her paper-clipped or rubber-banded back together, no way could she be seen leaving Caidwater.

Holding Kiss against his chest with one hand, he grabbed Jillys elbow and started towing her toward the house. This way.


She came along willingly enough until they reached the bottom of the steps leading to the front door. Then she stopped, tilting her head to scan up, up, up the three stories of pinkish stucco walls. Its a Moorish castle, for goodness sake.

Rory urged her forward, uninterested in admiring the place. To him it looked just like it was, a self-indulgent, overly luxurious dream palace. Thirty-six thousand square feet, he said matter-of-factly. Forty-four rooms including an indoor swimming pool, not to mention the eight separate gardens and acres of undeveloped land. A one-hundred-foot waterfall drops to the canyon below, where theres a canoe pond, a tennis court, and a nine-hole golf course.

Crowning the highest ridge of hills ringing Hollywood, shielded by mature palms and eucalyptus trees from the eyes of the ordinary people who lived in the valley below, Caidwater was a rich mans playground tied with a hangmans noose around Rorys neck.

No wonder he felt like he was suffocating.

His hand on the front doorknob, Rory paused before ushering her through the main entrance. On second thought, it was probably better to avoid the household help, too.

Without explanation, he detoured from the front door and strode quickly through a gate leading to a side terrace, Jillys elbow still cupped in the palm of his hand. She trotted in his wake, doing okay despite those wacky high heels and the struggle to keep her dress up. He didnt risk letting her go until they reached a side door. When he turned the knob, cool air and the smell of lemon oil and expensive booze oozed over the threshold.

Still grasping the pieces of her dress, Jilly preceded him through the open door, her gaze mildly curious. Gee, swimming pools, canoe ponds, forty-four rooms, she said. Sounds like just about everything a despot could want.

Rory stripped off his sunglasses and narrowed his eyes. What it sounded like was that shed known his grandfather. But he dismissed the thought and followed her into the library hed taken over as his office. Built-in shelves hugged the walls, filled with miles of never-touched leather-bound books that had come with the house when Roderick bought the place in 1939.

Wait right here, Rory said, gesturing toward a chair. Ill be just a minute putting the animal back.

With Kiss safely locked in his cage, Rory could find a way to glue the woman together, thank her for her time, and then get on with finding another way to get rid of the clothes. A hundred bucks should make her happy enough to leave empty-handed.

Would you mind if I come along?

Rory paused, halfway out the door that led to the rest of the house. He looked over his shoulder.

And almost choked on his frustration. Thered been no need for such a panic. No need to bring her inside. She had the dress together already.

She apparently noticed the direction of his gaze and half smiled. An old friend of the family is an ex-Navy man. In no time flat, shed threaded the broken strap through something inside the top of the dress, then fashioned a knot. I think he called this one a bowline. She worried her lower lip. Um, so may I come along?

Rory dragged his gaze away from her knot, then away from her mouth, and checked the ornate-faced grandfather clock standing against the wall behind her. Aunties napping, he said. I dont want to disturb her. He suppressed a shudder at the very idea. She was cantankerous enough without his interrupting her sleep.

Id adore seeing more of the house, Jilly said quickly.

Rorys eyebrows rose. She hadnt seemed all that favorably impressed when hed described it a moment ago. Still, he wanted to get rid of her with as little fuss as he could, even though hed made the mistake of bringing her inside. Maybe if he gave her the dime tour, her curiosity would be satisfiedor disappointed.

Caidwater no longer lived up to its reputation. Unlike earlier times, decadent and half-drunk Hollywood brokers no longer lounged around the billiard tables or soaked their overpaid flesh in the steaming whirlpool. And the only deceitful and ambitious wannabe starlets wandering the halls were the bitter ghosts in Rorys own mind.

Come on, then, he said.

He led the way into the hall and gestured across the tiled expanse toward a massive sunken room. The cozy living area, he said ironically. There was a gold-leaf coffered ceiling, intricately carved paneling on the walls, and a stone fireplace that could house a small orchestra. If memory served, for one particularly overpacked party, it had.

He didnt stop to assess her response, but instead kept moving forward, pointing out the formal dining room and then the entrance to the hundred-seat private movie theater. Elevator, he said, indicating another set of elaborately carved doors, but he bypassed it for the curving oak staircase.

Holding the skirt of her dress in one hand, she mounted it beside him, step for step, keeping up with him until he stopped outside a closed door on the second floor. Aunties, he whispered. Ill just slip in and put Kiss in his cage.

She was worrying her lower lip again, but she nodded.

Holding his breath, Rory eased inside. His aunt had a two-room suite, this room and the bedroom beyond the closed connecting door. Picking his way through some of Aunties things left on the floora crocheted throw, two books, and a couple of musical instruments she liked to amuse herself withhe quietly crossed to Kisss cage. With careful, near-silent movements he inserted the now-squirming creature back inside and firmly latched the door. Damned if he knew how the chinchilla kept getting out. Auntie denied all knowledge.

Sending a furtive glance in the direction of her bedroomGod, he hoped he hadnt woken herhe spun back toward the hall door and walked quickly, silently, toward it.

Silently, until his hasty foot kicked a discarded tambourine. Though Rory froze, it rattled ominously forward, sliding across the Oriental carpet only to slam into the plaster wall with enough momentum and enough shivery, shattering noise to wake the dead.

Shit!

His shoulders tense, he waited for the expected repercussion. And on cue, it came. Hey, said a voice, querulous at first, then getting stronger. Hey!

When there was no response, the voice became even louder, even more plaintive. Whos there?

Rory grimaced, trying to ignore the light sweat that broke out on his skin. He pasted a conciliatory smile on his face and, gulping a breath, crossed toward his aunts bedroom. It didnt surprise him to suddenly find Jilly Skye standing at his shoulder. As he very well knew, that voice was impossible to ignore.

Taking another deep breath, he gently opened the bedroom door to confront his aunt. She was sitting up on a lacy confection of a canopied bed. A pillow mark creased her cheek and a cross expression turned down her mouth. He swallowed. Iris

Her cross expression mutated into something monsterish. I said to call me

Auntie, he supplied hastily, one hand lifting to ward off her displeasure. Im sorry I forgot.

Her small chin jutted imperiously and he saw her gaze move to the woman by his side. She pointed her finger. Who? she asked, like a queen contemplating beheadings.

With a resigned half smile, Rory shifted slightly. Jilly Skyes expression was curious, surprised, and something else he couldnt read. Ms. Skye, may I introduce you to my aunt, Iris Kincaid. Iris, this is Ms. Jilly Skye.

And as if it were every day that she greeted four-year-old little girls who were the crotchety and commanding aunts of thirty-two-year-old men, Jilly crossed the thick white carpet and shook Iriss hand.

He could hardly believe his eyes. When hed first met the child a month ago, hed suspected she might bite him, and that suspicion had yet to disappear. But Jilly didnt seem wary of Iris at all. As a matter of fact, she retrieved and presented an asked for glass of water without incident.

Rory hovered in the relative safety of the playroom doorway, his surprise turning to bemusement as Jilly settled the sleepy-again Iris back in her nest of light quilts. With a little wave of her hand that Iris drowsily returned, Jilly then led the way back into the hall.

Not taking any chances, Rory shut the playroom door with the lightest of clicks.

Jillys eyes were bright. Shes adorable.

Yeah, that was what hed thought at first. Iris was all long golden hair and the famous Kincaid blue eyes. But her personalityat least when it came to himwas more barracuda than baby beauty.

Were just getting acquainted, he said noncommittally, turning in the direction of the stairs. I never met her before her fathermy grandfatherpassed away. Im her guardian now.

Her guardian? Curiosity filled Jillys voice.


My grandfather left her in my custody, Rory answered. Shes my responsibility now, and believe me, Im still trying to get used to the idea myself. But a kid needed stability and Rory knew he was the bestand onlyKincaid to provide it.

Of course, his mentor, Senator Fitzpatrick, had rubbed his palms together at the news. Hed crowed that raising a daughter would only boost Rorys family-friendly image in the minds of the voters.

Which brought him back to all that needed to be done before the massive fund-raising party next month, including clearing the house of the damn costumes and clothes. That dark sense of shipwreck-in-the-offing resurged.

He slid his gaze to Jilly as he escorted her back to the library. Just one look at her glittery evening gown and the generous upper half that it barely concealed reminded him she was at best a flake and at worst a bad influence on Auntie.

Hed experienced enough of both types to last him a lifetime.

Knowing what he had to do, once in the library he shut the door and then hitched one hip on the corner of the desk. He gestured toward a facing chair and she perched there, her sequined skirt flowing like water over her pressed-together knees. She wore an expectant expression along with that porn-star dress and he shrugged off the feeling he was about to trod on a kitten.

Listen He hesitated, unsure how to begin. I dont think the arrangement we discussed on the phone will work out after all.


Her green eyes narrowed, a kitten sensing trouble. Is there a problem?

Not a problem, exactly.

She slid closer to the edge of the leather seat. Didnt my references check out?

Your references were fine. Glowing, actually. Shed given him a list. Professors at local universities, curators at two nearby museums, the president of a collectors organization.

Rory ran a hand over his short hair. Next month we move out. But before we leave Im hosting an important party here at the estate. I think it might be too much trouble and take too much time to sort, catalog, and clear everything away before then. One call and some local thrift store will send a few trucks and get it all out in a couple of days.

You cant do that! Jillys voice rose, and then she swallowed and started again, more quietly this time. Im sure its hard to understand the value of what you have, but believe me, its considerable. Some of your grandfathers thingsthe costumeshe promised to a museum. As I mentioned on the phone, Ill give you a bargain on my appraisal and cataloging services if youll let me purchase some of the other pieces from you.

He closed his eyes, rubbing at the headache building between his brows. Still

Its personal, isnt it?

His eyes popped open guiltily. Personal? he echoed. She looked at him, those pretty green eyes wide, her voluptuous breasts rising above the dress, her hair curling uncontrollably against her shoulders. No, he lied.


Then I want to do this, she said firmly.

Damn. Couldnt she just let it go? Itll take too much time

I have the time. You told me over the phone the extent of the collection, but still Im confident I can get it done by your deadline.

Rory felt like straws were sifting through his fingers. Your own shop, he said, grasping at the last one he could think of. How can you leave it unattended

I have a partner. Assistants. And anyway, a lot of our business is off the Web these days.

Before he could come up with another protest, she jumped out of her chair. Let me show you what Im talking about.

In a flash of winking sequins, she whipped around his desk and seated herself in the chair in front of his laptop computer. Her small hand cupped his mouse. May I?

What could he do but dumbly agree? He walked around the desk to stand behind her, nobly training his gaze on the computer instead of down her dress. She tilted the screen so he could see better, and then expertly point-and-clicked to log on to his Web browser. From there she almost instantly took him to a Web site titled Things Past, which listed its proprietor as Jilly Skye.

In his ten years in the Silicon Valley, Rory had seen thousands of Web sites and this one wasnt bad, not bad at all. Colorful, but not cluttered, it presented the customer with clear choices such as Womens Wear pre-1920 and Victorian Undergarments.


His eyebrows rose. Victorian undergarments? His curiosity piqued, he was disappointed when she clicked on a different button that displayed a page of well-photographed dresses from the 1940s. Below each photo, a caption listed the size and price.

How many user sessions do you get a month? he asked, referring to the number of cyberspace visitors who stopped by her site.

She named an impressive figure, then impressed him even more by confiding the dollar amount of Web business theyd collected in the last quarter of the previous year. Smiling somewhat smugly, she did a little more maneuvering with his mouse, and suddenly the screen presented the interior image of a clothing store.

His eyebrows rose again. A Web cam? he asked.

She nodded, her small smile reminding him of kittens again, and cream. A little bit of fluff, really, and, uh, my Webmistress is still working on it, but we thought it might attract more customers.

As he watched, the camera slowly panned the store, and he saw a few people browsing, a young woman behind a cash register, and attractive displays of clothing. Not bad, he admitted. And if someones fancy is taken by an item

She pointed a finger toward a box on the screen. Our toll-free number, or they can e-mail us.

He was still watching the monitor when Jilly Skye suddenly swung the chair around, its rotating seat whining in light protest. So? she said, her gaze suddenly intent on his. Do I get the job or not?


Hell. Rory had been so caught up in the Web site he hadnt been inventing new reasons to refuse. ILet me think a minute. He rubbed his hand over his hair, rubbed the back of his neck, rubbed his chin, all the while trying to look away from Jilly Skyes admirable assets and pretty little face with its serious green eyes and kissable pink mouth.

She lifted one hand to smooth the tangles from her hair, then glanced down to check the knot on her strap. Oh, sure, remind him that he and Aunties beast had mauled her less than thirty minutes ago. Then she used the mouse to swim the cursor around the Web cams image of her shop. Fine, so maybe her business practices werent as flaky as the rest of her. Finally, her fingertips drifted across the desk to idly touch the edges of the calendar he had opened there.

God, and then there was that. Who else was he going to get to do the job in a timely manner? Her references had assured him she was the best.

Jilly looked back up. Well?

Iyes, he found himself saying. Damn.

Instantly aware hed just screwed up, he wanted to thump his forehead against the wall. But he couldnt take it back because, as if shed guessed he wanted to, she was already out of the chair and smiling and pumping his hand.

She was grateful, she said. She would start the job first thing in the morning. With one more flash of sequins and one more flash of smile, she was out the library door and then out the front door of the house.

The sudden and energetic burst of activity made his head spin. That and the waft of too-warm, too-sweet-scented air that washed over him once he made it to the front door himself and opened it to watch Jilly Skye steer her junkyard car down the long, winding driveway.

She took it slowly, probably unwilling to push her battered vehicle too hard. Despite her care, the woody wagon popped and rattled, proclaiming, if its owner were willing to listenwhich Rory adamantly doubtedthat something this old and this odd should have been junked years before. As she rounded the first curve, the second-to-the-last thing Rory saw was a cherry-red roof and a hand lifted in a cheerful farewell.

Only when he saw the very last thing, a final wink of gold sequins, did he realize he should at least have suggested a more modest mode of dress.

Rory shook his head. Only in L.A. Now that hed involved himself with another of its kooks, something was bound to go wrong.

It was only a question of how wrong it would be.



Jillys heart was beating so fast she wondered if shed swallowed one of the hummingbirds that flitted about the flowering shrubs lining the Caidwater driveway. Squeezing the steering wheel tightly, she just managed to tamp down her excitement as she drove through the wrought-iron gates and turned in the direction of home.

But she wouldnt make it all the way back without stopping first, not with the news she had to share. Jilly guided the car to a wide, shaded shoulder of the road. With the engine off and the emergency brake on, she reached under the passenger seat for her cell phone. Her fingers shook so hard she couldnt press the buttons, so she held it against her thrumming heart for a moment.

Shed done it! Rory Kincaid had agreed.

Rory Kincaid. A funny knot in her belly blossomed, releasing heat that rose to kiss her skin.

Goose bumps broke out on her forearms even as she tried banishing the man from her mind. Whispering good ol Bills name at every opportunity hadnt transformed Rory from gorgeous to geeky, thats for sure. Hed turned out to be six lean feet of black hair, blue eyes, and unusual, almost exotic features.

Exotic features that instantly conjured up images of

No. Squirming against her seat, she willed the silliness away. The way the man ignited her imagination not only was unsettling, it was untimely. Hip-hopping hormones had no place in her plan.

StillShe sighed. For some unexplained reason, the instant shed seen Rory, and when she thought of him now, a daydream unfolded in her mind. A most peculiar daydream in which

Beep. Jilly jumped, then loosened her button-pushing clutch on the cell phone. She glanced around guiltily, slightly appalled by this entirely new and almost kinky turn of her mind.

Maybe she needed to eat more vegetables. Or switch to decaf coffee. Certainly she was suffering from some sort of deficiency, because she was mooning over a man when she had more vital things to do. Jilly had wrongs to right.

With her thumb, she flicked the phone on and pressed the first speed-dial entry. A familiar voice answered, reedy with nervousness. Jilly forgot her worrisome reaction to Rory Kincaid and smiled so wide her cheeks hurt. Im in! she said jubilantly. And I saw her.







    

Chapter 2




Still brimming with excitement Jilly hurried through FreeWest, the small, offbeat neighborhood where she lived and worked. Named for the two main cross streets of the eight-square-block sectionFreewood Drive and Westhill AvenueFreeWest was cool, it was hip, and if the crowded sidewalks were any indication, it was happening.

Winding around the shoppers, Jilly smiled to herself. In other parts of L.A., her appearance in bedraggled evening dress might cause people to walk the other way. But here it raised only a few curious eyebrows.

FreeWest was famous for its eccentricity and energy. What was one knotted-together sequined gown in the midst of boutiques, a small art-film theater, an astrologers parlor, and more than two dozen other to-the-left-of-mainstream-but-thriving businesses?

She passed Beans & Leaves, the beverage bar half a block from her store, then French Letters, the store next door to her own. As usual, people jammed its aisles, hovering beside shelves displaying condoms in every conceivable texture, style, color, and flavor. The manager stood behind a countertop, his fingertips drumming impatiently upon it. Jilly sent him a sympathetic look. He complained that most of the stores patrons were voyeuristic looky-loos, not paying customers, and the silent cash register seemed to prove him right.

Outside her own two-story building, Jilly halted. When under stress, some women baked cookies or scrubbed floors. Kim Sullivan, Jillys twenty-three-year-old partner, dressed the windows of their shop.

Jilly sighed. Her back to the street, Kim stood in the middle of the windows raised platform floor, props and pieces of clothing in disarray around her. At five-foot-eleven, she looked like an Amazon trapped in a jewelry box. As usual, she wore jeans and a T-shirt over her models body and had her long blond hair scraped back in a schoolmarmish bun held in place with two yellow Ticonderoga pencils, a style shed stuck to since beginning her computer studies over three years ago.

Kim draped two red dresses, their colors clashing painfully, over a rocking chair in the corner of the display. Jilly winced. Kim wasnt any better at decorating shop windows than she was at downplaying her beauty.

To put them both out of their misery, Jilly rapped loudly on the window. Kim whirled around, pantomiming surprise, then smiled giddily when she saw who it was. Jilly took a deep breath to clear her mind of any lingering, inappropriate Rory-effects, then grinned back. Shed report to Kim about the meeting, of course, but absolutely not start talking about him.

With the way her imagination was working overtime, who knew what might pop out?

Jilly hurried to enter the store. The bells on the door jangled and Kim was already there to meet her. She grabbed Jillys hands, her fingers cold, and Jilly grabbed back. Tell me everything, Kim demanded, her voice excited and her grip tight. Tell me everything now.

This was the moment theyd waited for since theyd seen the obituary in the newspaper a month ago. Scratch that. Theyd been waiting four years for this moment. Shes beautiful, Kim. Blond hair, blue eyes. I think shes going to be tall like you.

And did she seemhappy? Now that her father has died

Jilly wished she could reassure her friend with complete certainty. I dont know, Kim. She didnt appear unhappy. I only spoke with her for a couple minutes. She has lots of toys and a pretty room. Jilly went on to describe the lacy bedcovers, the rose-colored walls, and the kinds of dolls and books shed glimpsed.

Once she ran out of details, Kim dropped Jillys hands to press her fingertips against her eyes. I cant believe it, she said. I cant believe you were that close to her.

Blinking back her own tears, Jilly breathed in the delicate potpourri scent of the air. She scanned the store. Toward the back, one of the salesclerks was on tiptoes dusting a high shelf. Another clerk was helping a customer, and several more patrons happily browsed.

She gently propelled Kim away from the door toward the relative privacy of a corner by the window. Her chest tightened and she pitched her voice low. Its going to happen, Kim, she said. Were going to find a way to reunite you with your daughter.

Kim slid her hands away from her eyes. I never dared hope, she whispered.

No, Jilly corrected her fiercely. We always hoped. She stared up at her friend. Gone was the incredibly beautiful nineteen-year-old who had shown up at the shop Jilly had just inherited from her mother, toting a small suitcase and a soul-deep desperation. Kim was still unbelievably beautifulno matter how hard she tried to ignore itbut thanks to her success in college, she now exuded a new confidence.

Except when it came to counting on a future with Iris.

Jilly, maybe I dont des

No. Dont even go there. She knew Kim struggled against feeling that her choices of five years ago made her undeserving, even tainted in some way. Not now, when I have the opportunity to be at Caidwaterto see Irisevery day. The only thing you should be feeling is hopeful.

After another moment, Kims tight features relaxed. A small smile played around her mouth. Blue eyes, you said?

But with your blond hair, Jilly quickly added.


Kim gazed off into the distance. Roderick had blue eyes.

Rory Kincaid did, too. Cool, dark blue eyes that made her think ofNo! She didnt want to think of Rory Kincaid at all.

Kim was looking at her, her brow furrowed. What?

Jillys eyes widened and her face heated. Had she said something? Made some sound? She definitely needed to switch to decaf. Decaf and some big helpings of cauliflower.

She cleared her throat. I meant to say that Roderick Kincaid was a bastard, a cruel, steel-hearted bastard.

Only the cruelest, hardest of men would exercise the rights a naive teenage girl had signed away in prenuptial papers. Megarich and powerful, he and his legion of lawyers had drawn up a beyond-death agreement that couldnt be cracked. When he threw Kimhis seventh wifeout, hed left her with nothing and kept everything for himselfincluding their infant daughter.

Kim hugged herself, as if feeling a chill. I wouldnt have survived at the beginning if it hadnt been for you. Youve always been the one with the strength and determination.

Jilly shook her head. I just get mad better than you and stay mad longer. Anyway, we wouldnt have survived without each other.

The starkness of those times four years ago rushed back to her, too. Still in her black funeral dress, wrinkled and sticky from her furious but determined overnight drive from San Francisco to Los Angeles, Jilly had been wandering the floor of Things Past when Kim had walked in. Her suitcase was full of vintage wear she wanted to sell in order to buy a bus ticket out of L.A. But Jilly hadnt had the faintest idea what the clothing was worth, and was short on cash herself.

At that, Kim had collapsed onto her suitcase and started to cry. Exhausted and emotional, Jilly joined her. But then their tears dried up and their stories started flowing. Understanding followed. An understanding that was the cornerstone of their deep friendship.

And they both understood that Kims getting Iris back was going to help heal Jilly, too. Or at least bring her some peace.

Suddenly, Kims eyes rounded and she blinked. My goodness, I just noticed! What happened to you? Her gaze ran over Jillys disheveled evening gown.

Jilly half smiled. Woman meets chinchilla.

What?

Iris has a pet. She told me Greg gave it to her.

Kims face went completely blank. Greg? You mean Rorys brother?

I suppose. Jilly shrugged. I got the impression he lives at the house, too.

There was a moment of silence as Kim seemed once more to retreat into the past. Then she shook her head and her eyes refocused. I still cant believe you did it, Jilly. So tell me about Rory Kincaid. Do you think hell be reasonable?

At the mention of his name, Rorys image roared to life in Jillys mind. Oh, boy. She pasted an urgent but bright smile on her face. Give me a moment to run up and change, kay? Then Ill tell you all about him. Right. Just as soon as she could reduce him to reasonable proportions in her imagination.

In her tiny apartment upstairs, the one that was a mirror image of Kims, which lay on the other side of a matchstick-wide hallway, Jilly wriggled out of the evening gown. She reached for jeans and a vintage, pink bowling shirt embroidered with the name Angel. Then she slid her feet into bubble-gum-colored sneakers. There. Perfect fix-the-window-Kim-bungled clothing. Which was a perfect avoid-the-conversation-Kim-began occupation. Some instinct warned Jilly that if she started talking about Rory, her imagination might

Clamping down on the thought, she ran into the kitchen, grabbed three baby carrots, and crammed them into her mouth before going downstairs. Maybe Kim would forget the whole line of conversation if Jilly got busy.

As if. Nobody knew better than she that Kims brains were as awesome as her beauty.

So although Jilly had climbed into the display window while Kim was tied up on the phone, as soon as the receiver slid into its rest, Kim immediately came to hover. Jilly had already removed the horribly clashing red dresses. Her heart sinking and her hands on her hips, she avoided Kims gaze by pretending to be intently considering the placement of the propsa folding screen, a small hip bath, a narrow rocking chair, and a square-topped table.

Kim sighed. I shouldnt have tried to do the window for you. I did my best to follow your sketch, but She shrugged.

Relief waved over Jilly. Thats okay. She dragged the folding screen to one corner, adjusted the hip bath so it was nearly dead center, then set the small table beside it. The rocking chair she pushed into the opposite corner from the screen.

Good. Now the area looked ready for a ladys bath, especially with corkscrew streamers of iridescent packing material filling the tub to resemble bubbles. Jilly retrieved one of the garments shed decided to use. As if a woman had just disrobed, Jilly draped the white cotton-and-lace summer dress, circa 1910, over the top of the folding screen. Old-fashioned, white linen high-top boots went on the floor beneath the dress. Over one corner of the screen she balanced a straw, lace-trimmed hat.

Now tell me about Rory.

At Kims command, Jillys hand jerked, sending the pretty straw and lace tumbling. Biting her bottom lip, she retrieved, then carefully rebalanced, the hat before replying. You know, she said vaguely.

I dont. I told you, I never met him when I was married to Roderick. Whats he like?

Nothing like Bill Gates, mores the pity. No glasses, not even a teeny-weeny pocket protector! Instead, Rory reminded her ofJilly shivered, then halted her wayward mind from going in that strange new direction it had so recently discovered.

She folded a length of towel, edged with delicate tatting, over the lip of the tub. He was very, uh, businesslike.


Except when hed had his hands in her hair. Her scalp had prickled and tickled and shed almost felt her curly hair twisting in tighter coils. Closing her eyes against the remembered sensation, she dove her fingers into the packing material inside the tub, mindlessly fluffing the bubbles.

Businesslike? Well maybe that explains it, Kim said. The interest the Blue Party has in him, I mean.

What interest is that?

Rumor has it that Rory Kincaid is going to be the new political partys first candidate, Kim said. For the U.S. Senate.

Mmm. Jilly moved away from the tub and unfolded a square of ecru eyelet over the top of the little table. She didnt want to think about politics any more than she wanted to think about Rory
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