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Chapter One

 


 


 


Shavonne Lennox twirled once in the living
room, then stood with hands on hips. The wispy red dress slowly
tumbled back in place just above her knees.

“Tell me again why I’m going to this dinner?”
She cocked her head eyeing her brother Greg.

He looked up from his place on the sofa where
he swizzled a drink. Ice cubes clinked the glass. “You’re hoping to
make an impression on your real estate boss and get better
clients.”

“That is my goal. I’ve been at that agency
for two years. I think it’s time I handle a sale or a purchase from
someone with money. I do get paid by the percentage. And nowadays,
I could use a little more in my bank account.”

“Then you need to mingle with the money,
Sis.” Her brother gave her a cute, crooked smile.

Adorably handsome, sweetly kind, and generous
with his love, Greg worried her when it came to him settling down.
She’d love to see him married with children. Yet, it was nice
having him to herself. At least, until she herself found someone to
love forever.

“This party is being hosted by a client as a
thanks. It’s not like I can get his business.” A looming headache
gained momentum and she took two painkillers.

“If that’s the case, don’t go.” Greg tossed a
coin in the air and caught it. “Heads or tails. Heads you stay home
or tails you go.”

“Wish I could leave it to chance, but my boss
says it’s a requirement. He doesn’t want the client to think he’s
not worth our time. Can you imagine if only a few people showed up?
It would look bad on the agency.”

Greg slapped the coin on the back of his
hand. She looked on with curiosity about her luck.

“Then impress him with your beauty and charm.
Maybe he can steer some of his friends in your direction.”

“It’s worth a try, I suppose.” She frowned
when Greg put the coin back in his pocket without announcing the
outcome of the coin toss.

“Mention your contributions to his project.
You did say you spotted a few flaws in the land deeds he
wants.”

“I doubt he’d care about mineral rights. The
height maximums, however, are crucial. His one building comes close
to reaching it. If he decided to add a decorative spire, he
wouldn’t be able to.”

“There you go. That sounds important.” Greg
took a drink. “Sis, those people are stupid if they don’t see what
an asset you are to their company.”

“They won’t figure that out until the day I
open my agency. But it isn’t going to come too quickly with me
selling houses to the middle class. I need in on billion-dollar
land deals.” She glanced in the mirror again re-examining her
choice of outfit. “Are you sure this dress looks alright?”

“You look gorgeous.”

“Is it classy enough?”

“Classy and powerful is black, Sis. Red is
for seductive.”

“I should change.” She didn’t want to be sexy
for a business cocktail party.

“Keep the red dress on. You’ll stand out. No
one gets anywhere in business by being a wallflower.” Greg sat his
glass on the coffee table.

Shavonne hurried and picked it up. She placed
a cork-lined crystal coaster under it. “My apartment. No pigs
allowed. You want to get water spots on furniture, do it at your
own place.”

“You know you’re obsessed.” He picked up the
glass and took a drink.

When he held it over the polished burlwood
table, she narrowed her eyes on him until he put it on the
coaster.

“Look at this room.” He waved his arm around.
“I feel like I’m in a store and there are invisible little signs
that say don’t sit on the furniture. Don’t touch. You break, you
buy.”

“So, you do get the point of a coaster.” She
walked back to the bedroom and stood in front of the full-length
mirror on the closet door.

From the black stiletto heels all the way to
the top of her copper-haired French twist. She oozed femininity.
She didn’t care what Greg said, she looked sophisticated in the red
dress.

“Come on, Shavonne,” Greg groaned with
impatience. “You know it’s stylish to be late, but really. You
don’t want to be the last one in the door.”

She carried her short black jacket draped
over her bare arm and glanced about the room.

Greg tapped his wrist.

“What happened to your watch?” she asked, not
seeing it.

“Threw it away. The battery went dead.”

“I would have taken it to get a new battery
for you.” She turned, trying to remember where she laid her clutch.
“Have you seen my purse?”

Greg waggled it at her. He pulled his cell
phone from his pocket. “Nine o’clock. Times a ticking, Sis.”

“Please don’t tell anyone you’re my
brother.”

“And spoil a good set-up, hardly.”

For years, they had gone to functions as a
couple. Greg liked to pick up women. She hoped to run into someone
needing her services as a real estate agent. What better place to
find a wealthy, house seeking client than during intermission at
the opera, ballet, or social events. But she’d manage on her own if
brother found a good match with a sweet single lady.

“Good for you.” She laughed. “Our last outing
was that pricy thousand-dollar-a-plate dinner for charity at a
beach club. I spent two grand for you to hook up with some
millionaire’s daughter and I came home without a single real estate
prospect.”

“It was a good charity, Shavonne.”

“I know. I did like it went to protecting the
dolphins.”

Greg took her arm and escorted her down to
the parking garage.

“What’s wrong with having a car I can
remember the make of,” she sighed, and slid onto the black leather
seat of Greg’s flashy new red, foreign sport vehicle.

“Ah, but where is the intrigue, the
adventure, and don’t complain, it runs. Yours… well, we’ll not
mention your broke-down lemon.” He jogged around the front of the
car and got in.

“Ride share and taxis are easier.” She
sighed.

Greg was full of life. It
scared her sometimes that he’d bore from keeping her company. They
were so different. It made her envious. She sometimes played
the what if game,
and wondered what she would do if he found a real girlfriend, got
married, and had a normal life to go with his job as the city
financial manager. She’d be left to drift in a tedious world.
Without him, who would drag her off to galas and charity events?
Who would she complain to, or complain about? Who would be there to
put a smile on her face when she needed to feel happy about
anything?

Slinking down in the seat to rest her
throbbing head, she waited for the pain reliever to work its
miracle. She’d need one if she were going to get though an evening
with people she didn’t particularly like. A big real estate agency
harbored a lot of cutthroat competitors.

Greg gave her an immediate glare of
disapproval when they entered the apartment with a party in full
swing.

She took off her jacket and handed it to him.
“Put this and my purse in whatever room is serving as a coat
closet.

“You know I hate to be late,” he grumbled.
“What if all the pretty girls have already found a man?”

“We’re not late. No one’s late to this sort
of thing. People come. People go.”

She looked around at the posh surroundings of
one of the company’s biggest clients.

“This fellow is loaded,” Greg whispered as he
rejoined her. “He has a room back there complete with coat
racks.

“Oh yes, the wealth of any man is determined
by the fact he has rented some hangers.” Shavonne sarcastically
remarked looking at the nice, but not extravagant furnishings. It
was possible he was one of those men that had his wealth tied up in
so many projects, he lived a step away from bankruptcy. It would
explain the modest décor.

“No, that’s not it. The room has expensive
artwork on the walls. Maybe you should try stealing him as a
client.”

“Sorry, I’m just not that ruthless.”

“Then I think you got into the wrong
business.”

Shavonne shook her head and tried to focus on
the other people while her brother scanned the room. He’d do his
usual searching for a woman that he’d charm to go right out the
door with him.

“I doubt you’ll find anyone. These are mostly
people from the real estate agency. Though, I do see some people I
don’t recognize. I can imagine their dates. I did bring you.”

“Shavonne, isn’t this just a wonderful
gathering? Everyone is here.” One of the top female agents, Cloris
Manning hurried toward them, her gaze raking over Greg.

“Yes, Cloris. Very nice. Then it was implied
in the office memo that everyone should attend unless… I believe
the words were ‘terminally ill or dead’.”

Shavonne thought the message a little over
the top.

“Is Richard here with you?” she inquired
about Cloris’ husband.

The woman salivated over Greg. Shavonne saw
she would just have to introduce her.

“Yes, somewhere.” She flapped her hand to
indicate somewhere back where she came from.

“Cloris, I don’t think you’ve ever met Greg.
Greg, this is Cloris.” She gave no last names mostly to keep secret
Greg was her brother.

“How you doing, beautiful?” Greg winked one
flirtatious hazel eye at the woman. “I’ll go get us a drink,
Shavonne. Anything I can get for you, Cloris?”

“What I’d like is forbidden. So, no. I’m good
for now.” She left a heavy languished breath out. It did not keep
her from ogling Greg as he turned and churned his way through the
crowd to the open bar. “He’s cute. Didn’t I see him with you at
that banquet last month?”

“Yes.” Shavonne smiled.

“The two of you had a little spat and he left
with some little tart with her fake boobs if I recall.” She swept a
heavy, ring-clad hand to a stray lock of hair.

“You have too good a memory.” Shavonne looked
for help to steer Cloris’ to another subject.

“Is it serious between you two? Will we be
hearing the nuptial bells tolling in the office soon?” Cloris
teased and prodded for information to spread on her route of nosy
gossip junkies.

“No, it’s not serious. We’re just friends.”
It wasn’t a lie. They were friends. They’d always been close. Only,
she wished that she’d meet someone else to be closer to. A brother
was nice, but it wasn’t the same as a boyfriend to cuddle in
bed.

Unfortunately, it was always Greg with the
trysts. She didn’t remember the last time she went on a date.
Though, that was all her fault. As much as she’d like to have a
significant other, she had her focus steadfast on her career
goals.

“If you do decide to kick him to the curb,
I’m sure the she-cats will take him off your hands,” Cloris told
her.

“Yes. I’ve already seen that happen.”

That was the setup. At least one person now
had a hint that Greg might stray from her. Uncomfortable discussing
him as her beau, she picked another place to direct Cloris’
attention.

“I understand Benson has been looking to take
over the Bradley accounts. He’s probably hoping to go it alone and
take all the glory.”

Cloris lifted a brow. “You know, I did hear
rumor to that affect. Maybe I should just ask him to explain where
he gets the nerve to try to steal my client. I’ll talk to
later.”

Shavonne took a relieved breath as Cloris
headed for their unsuspecting colleague.

Now she had to do her own mingling.

Warren Shaw was the owner of the agency. He
dealt with many wealthy clients. Maybe he’d share some insights on
how he got them.

Smoothing over her dress, she took slow
cautious steps, and then stopped. He was not an easily approachable
man. Their agency was big with over five hundred agents and dozens
of offices. He’d not know her, would he? They had talked a few
times, but did he even know her name?

Oh, what if I flub this
up? Ambition had become a way of life for
her. Aggressiveness had to be a merit Warren Shaw would
appreciate.

She took another step. What to say. How to
say it. No, maybe she should try conversing with someone not as
high up the ladder, she decided.

“You don’t have a drink,” a deep, masculine
voice said from behind her.

Shavonne jumped. She turned too sharply at
the warm breath across her cheek and her shoe caught on the edge of
the carpet. She saw her collapse as a stunning display of
clumsiness as her foot popped out of the black stiletto.

“I’m sorry, for startling you.” He caught her
in the framework of his strong arms.

“Thank you.” Her insides fluttered when she
looked into his blue eyes. “Someone is getting me a drink.”

His tempered grip on her waist steadied her
as she tried wiggling her foot back into the shoe.

“Here, let me.” He lowered to one knee.

She put a hand on his shoulder to balance
herself. Poised on one foot proved awkward as she trembled from the
glide of his fingers along her calf.

He slipped her shoe into place and rose.

His scent permeated the air around her,
drawing her to him. “Thank you.”

Adorable dimples punctuated his smile.

“Oh,” she gasped, seeing where her hand she
had used to steady herself, now lay against his lapel.

Her face heated and she jerked her hand
back.

His gaze held her captive, a magnetic force
that pulled her deeper into a mesmerizing whirlpool. Her heart
pounded a frantic rhythm against her ribs as his gaze seemed to
burn right through her. She imagined the blue flames of his irises
consuming her scarlet dress, thread by thread, a slow, seductive
cremation. Each flicker of his stare was a brand, searing a mark
upon her soul. The air between them crackled with unspoken desire,
a tangible current that electrified her skin. She yearned for the
touch of his fingers, a phantom sensation that sent shivers down
her spine. She could almost feel their warmth, their exploratory
caress, igniting a blaze within her.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” he
asked.

The screams of her heart looked to be
silenced by his powerful embrace, while the moistness of his lips
meshed with hers.

She shivered from the gaze of his devouring
eyes.

“Shavonne,” Greg pushed a glass in her hand
and broke her trance. “They didn’t have any Amaretto. I brought you
back a white wine.”

“Enjoy the evening and make yourself at
home.” The captivating man backed away with a bit of a frown.

Greg tugged on her arm. “You’re gawking,
Sis.”

“Yes.” She watched the man fold into the
crowd.

“Is he to your liking or did he say something
nasty to you? I can’t tell with that strange look on your face.”
Greg poked her in the side.

“Stop that.” She turned and smacked his arm
when he poked her again.

“Someone needs their PMS pills.” He
teased.

“Why did you have to come back? Couldn’t you
see I was talking to someone?”

“That’s not the deal. You have to pick a
fight. Make a small scene. And then I tell you to go to hell and
find your own ride home.” He draped an arm around her and gave her
a squeeze. “You just have to follow along with the rules of
engagement, Sis.”

“This isn’t war,” she grumbled.

“No. This is an offensive maneuver to hook
up. The first conflict is to stay in contact. Go for the jugular.
You know… his lower extremity. Lay seize to his plans by dropping a
persuasive bomb on his thoughts.”

“You play too many video games. And just what
would this bomb be?” His plan did interest her.

“Tell the man he’s hot, and that you want him
to strip you naked and do the naughty dance.” Greg chuckled.

“That’s the most asinine advice you’ve ever
given me. Not to mention the most embarrassing.” She lowered her
voice and hoped no one was listening in on their conversation.

“Ah, women. If they’d only learn a way to a
man’s heart is straight to what we want. We’d be a happy lot.” He
kissed her cheek. “Okay, we do it the other way.”

His plan was always so childish. Why she ever
went along with it, was beyond her reasoning anymore. Yet, strange
as their playacting was, she did want to be a free agent at the
moment.

“It’s too early to do that. Besides, I’m
always the one that leaves you without a ride. You know, so you get
the girl.” She reminded him and kept her eye out for the sexy
stud.

“Yeah, right. Well, you’ve been in the play
enough times to know the lines. Go on, call me a name, and tell me
how you don’t ever want to speak to me again.” He snickered.

“I can’t. It’s embarrassing enough when you
do it.” She whined. “I have to work with these people. It’s not
like doing it in front of strangers at some charity event.”

“All right. I’ll do it. It still leaves you
single for the night.” He took his arm off her. He raked his
fingers through his hair once and then put his hands on his
hips.

“But what if…” she started.

“You can find your own way home!” Greg raised
his voice so everyone in the room heard him.

He stormed away without giving her a chance
to say anything.

Now what was she to do? With her luck, she’d
have some toady hop on over and offer her a ride. They had a lot of
not so good-looking men work in the agency. This was not how things
went for everyone, was it?

“Is there a problem?” It sounded like her
dream guy. But was it?

Not a toady. Not a toady.
Not a toady. She repeated over and over in
her head as she turned slowly to what she hoped wasn’t her
imagination. It had to be him. The resonance was distinctive, and
the scent of him and his cologne seemed unmistakable.

“No.” She turned and smiled at the devilishly
handsome man she wanted.

Nervous and determined, she plowed a field
she’d never stepped in before. Greg always bummed the ride home and
she took the car. “No problem at all. I just lost my ride. It’s all
right. I can call a rideshare.”

“Nonsense. I’ll take you home. I do hope
you’ll stay a little while. Enjoy the party. I understand the bar
has been instructed to produce Amaretto.” The corners of his mouth
lifted, and his cute dimples appeared again.

“How did they know?” A whirlwind of nervous
happiness had her drumming her fingers against the side of her leg.
“You?”

Flirting was not her area of expertise. Greg
did it so naturally. A wink, a smile, a chortle of humor, and he
had any girl he wanted.

“Comes with being the host. I can’t allow one
of my guests to feel slighted by the lack of their favorite drink.”
He held a hand out to her. “Lucien Hart, at your service.”

“Sha…Shavonne Lennox,” she stammered.

Any other words failed her. This was her
moment to shine, and Lucien Hart had turned her thoughts to
mush.

She had been cheated at work. When people
mentioned she had missed meeting Lucien Hart at the real estate
office, she didn’t care. She had thought he was some middle-aged
man. Afterall, they talked about him having a twelve-year-old and
seven-year-old daughter.

“Let me get you that drink you wanted.” The
warmth of his hand on her back number her brain as he guided her to
the bar.

She watched him give a nod to the
bartender.

“There you go.” He picked up the drink and
handed it to her.

Her exhale caught in her throat as his
fingers folded around hers to steady the glass.

“Thank you, but you really didn’t have to go
to this trouble.”

“Ah, but I did. Beautiful ladies are meant to
be pampered. Your friend, well he’s a bit of a clod. He can’t help
it. I have found many real estate agents are like that. They get
involved in their projects and forget how to interact with the
world, or women.”

Shavonne felt a spark rub up against her
feminist blood. He had just put down her brother, thinking he was
the real estate agent, thereby making her the eye candy he brought
to the party.

Lucien directed her toward a set of French
doors. People parted for him like royalty.

“There are women here that are also real
estate agents.” She reminded him.

“And God’s gift to man. Women are the epitome
of showpieces to be seen, cherished, and catered to. They should be
showered with lavishness befitting a princess and pampered beyond
the necessity of labor, with the exception of childbearing of
course.” He was a poet with words, but the meaning was all too
condescending.

“In other words, dumb, barefoot, and pregnant
pretty much fits the bill with you.”

Other than his looks, his personality was not
desired.

“Do you think you might like to be my
treasure?” He touched her bare shoulder as he opened the balcony
door for them to go outside.

As much as Shavonne wanted to fall into his
strong arms and bathe in his scent, his archaic behavior steamed
her.

“What do you say?” His smile threatened to
knock her values aside.

“Absolutely not, you male chauvinist. I don’t
believe I have met anyone more arrogant than you are Mr. Hart.”

“You don’t want to be taken care of? Have no
worries over money? Live a life of pleasuring me.”

Shavonne’s blood pressure spiked. “You’re
an…. Oh!” At a loss to whip a feverish slew of eloquent words to
chastise the sexist, she stormed away.

She trudged through the gasps and stares of
colleagues.

Warren Shaw’s wide-eyed gaze said the devil
was due a soul for her debacle and it would be hers. She had just
carelessly put her job on the line.

She slunk through the whispers and moved
furtively in the direction of the room that had her jacket and
purse. Her dagger-heeled shoes clicked on the hardwood floor.

Before vanishing down the hallway, she
glanced back.

The wake of her departure
remained open by the people gawking in shock. Lucien Hart stood in
the same place she had left him. He had neither a smile nor a frown
on his handsome face. He stared at her so hard, she felt another
flutter inside her belly. How humiliating
to still find him attractive.

She forced her thoughts back on track. Jacket
and purse. Get out of the posh penthouse of Lucien Hart. Go home
and pray that everyone at the party forgot she had been there.

She sat the glass of
Amaretto in her hand on a table, then picked it up, retrieved a
magazine from the shelf beneath. She laid it on the table and
placed the glass on it. Even in her state of enragement, she was
neat, and considerate. Angry at Lucien for ruining her desire for
him, she slid the glass off the magazine onto the table.
A watermark on the wood surface serves him
right. Annoyance at herself bubbled into a
barely audible squeal.

Greg had said a room.

Which one?

In hushed tones, horrified whispers, and
happy surmises that suggested she was on her way out at the real
estate agency, she opened a door and rushed inside with a need to
be away from the drone of conversations.
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Lucien watched for Shavonne’s return. He had
done his part in belittling her profession and women in general.
Had he gone too far? It was only because of his wealth he had to be
a jerk. From the moment he saw her photograph hanging in the real
estate agency’s office several weeks ago, he wanted her.

His wealth required him to look deeper than a
pretty face. Too many women he met overlooked his cutting remarks
for a chance at living the easy life.

“Nice party, Lucien. Thank you.” Warren Shaw
blocked his view of the direction Shavonne had gone. “I think
everyone is here that you requested.”

“She is.”

“She? I thought Benson was handling your
account.” Warren looked confused.

“He was.” Lucien moved to the left, keeping
his eye out for the red-haired beauty.

“Problems?”

“Oh, no problem. But I have a special project
I’m interested in starting and I need a feminine perspective.”

“I have just the woman. She’s one of our top
agents.” Warren turned away from him and called, “Cloris, come join
us.”

Lucien’s distraction broke.

“Hello, gentlemen. How are you, Mr. Hart.”
Cloris offered her bejeweled hand.

This was not a woman he wanted to be around.
He knew enough people that flaunted their extravagant tastes.

He shook her hand. “It’s nice to see you
again. I hope you’re enjoying yourself tonight.”

“Absolutely. You have an impressive
penthouse. Should you ever decide to sell, I know I can get you
double it’s worth.”

“Thank you. But I have two ladies that adore
this place.”

“Two?”

Lucien let the mystery hang without
elaboration.

“What can you tell me about Shavonne Lennox?”
He looked around the room.

“She’s a darling girl. Helpful, smart, and
resourceful,” Cloris answered.

“Lucien is interested in the female
perspective for his next project.” Warren stated.

“You’re dumping Benson?”

“No. I just prefer to expand my holdings and
it’s easier to have different people focusing on the direction for
my particular needs.”

“I’d be happy to help in whatever area you
are venturing.”

Cloris was ambitious. He might have even
considered her for a different project if she hadn’t unknowingly
let it slip her goals were too personally motivated. Offering to
sell his penthouse for twice it’s worth said she’d not work hard at
negotiating a lower price on any land he wanted to buy to keep her
percentage of the sale higher.

“We were talking about Miss Lennox.” Lucien
steered the conversation back to his interest.

“I’ve seen her. More so tonight,” Warren
said. “And I have to apologize for her behavior.”

“No apology is necessary. Her upset was all
my fault. And I’m sure we’ll be able to work out our differences
for my new project.”

“You want to work with her after what she
said?” Surprise lifted Warren’s brow.

“Absolutely. Her fierce, no-nonsense
temperament is what I’ve looked for. What I need.”

“It’s the first time I’ve see her lose her
cool.” Cloris commented. “But she’s more of a middle-class level
agent. I don’t know that she has ever handled anything of the
caliber you’d require.”

“I think Shavonne Hart is everything I’ve
dreamed her to be. Besides, she did nicely with an input on my
project with Benson. She suggested mineral rights and caught a
mistake in the high limits.”

“I’m surprised Benson gave her credit.”

“He tried not to, but I pressed for details.
Warren, tomorrow I’ll stop in at that branch to talk to Miss Lennox
to see if she’s agreeable to my offer. It might help if you are
there as an incentive?”

“I don’t understand?”

“Just be there.” Lucien never faulted in
throwing around his importance when need be.

“Certainly, Lucien. Whatever I can do to
help.”

“Good. Now please, enjoy the rest of the
party.” He headed for the balcony doors.

Outside, he took a deep breath of the sea
air.

He went to cocktail parties, dinner parties,
and social events. This was the first time his penthouse had so
many people in it. Cloris mentioned him selling his home. While he
had put her off with his two ladies loving the place, it was for
his sanity he’d never sell. The view and the spacious balcony gave
him a peaceful place to breathe.

 


*

 


Shavonne stared, surprised by the dark-haired
girl sitting on the bed in a bubblegum pink room with the younger
girl.

“Britt, I told you to lock the door.” The
girl hopped off a bed.

“The bathroom is across the hall, ma’am,” the
girl said.

“I’m sorry. I was looking for my jacket and
purse.” Shavonne turned to go, embarrassed for barging into the
child’s room.

She brushed the tears from her face.

“Wait.” The girl grabbed a cloth-covered
tissue box from the nightstand. “You better fix your makeup.”

Shavonne went to the mirror over a dresser
and looked at the black streaks on her cheeks.

“Thank you.” She took a tissue from the
box.

The girl shut the door. It silenced the
voices of the party.

“I am a mess.” Shavonne wiped the mascara
from under her eyes. She would have worn the waterproof kind if
she’d known someone was going to vex her to the point of tears.

“Who made you cry?” the girl asked. “Dad will
throw them out.”

Dad. Lucien Hart was called Dad.

There was something wrong
with that. Shavonne didn’t answer right away. She needed a moment
of quiet deliberation. It would have been so easy to say
why it was your father that upset
me. Except these were little girls. No
matter how beastly his view of women, his girls didn’t deserve to
hear anything nasty about him.

“Daddy says you’re not supposed to talk to
strangers, Ariel,” the girl called Britt stayed on the
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