
Chapter One

			Julia Westgate drew the damp towel away from her hair and lifted it to the mirror. Slowly, she rubbed the towel against the surface of the steam-covered glass until her image began to materialize.

			Unsmiling, she brought the towel back and rubbed her hair vigorously before dropping it on the floor.

			Not bad, she thought, leaning forward to eye the results in the mirror. Color in a bottle. Washes out in twenty days. She pushed slender fingers through the damp curls, liking the way the light caught it. She’d never gone this dark before. Her hair was nearly black, the perfect color for the short cut she’d sat through only an hour earlier.

			Next she examined the color of her near-perfect brows. Her eyes darted from the brows to the top of her head. She nodded, satisfied.

			She picked up a bottle of styling lotion and poured a dollop the size of a quarter in the palm of her left hand. She rubbed the lotion between her palms before running her fingers along her scalp and letting her fingertips slip through the curls, lifting them into place. She would let her hair dry just like that, she decided, then grinned as she thought of Raymond.

			He would be furious. She could hear the sound of his tsk-tsking, as if as he were standing right behind her. He would be so exasperated with what she’d done to her long curls that he would punish her mercilessly by making her wear wigs until long after her hair and its color had grown out.

			A high price to pay, she knew, but she’d weighed it out heavily before keeping her appointment at the salon on Newbury Street. The shoot had run much longer than expected, and she’d nearly had to cancel. But seeing the results of the cut and color, she was glad that she’d encouraged the driver to drive like a maniac to get her to the appointment. It had definitely been worth it. She only hoped she’d feel the same way at the end of the evening.

			How long had it been, anyway? Nearly two years, she was certain. Oh, there had been the night in France about eight months ago that had turned into a complete fiasco. She’d been recognized before she got inside the door of the club. She’d lied, of course, and told the admirer that she didn’t know who Julia Westgate was. But the encounter had left her too shaken to even step inside the bar.

			It was different here, in the states, she told herself. No one here gave a hoot about European fashion models. People were all too bloody wrapped up in their Washington politics and Hollywood movie stars to give two shakes about what was going on across the ocean. Especially about some fashion model. Not like in Europe, where they treated their models like celebrities. Like royalty.

			She inspected her features, satisfied with her new look. Without makeup, the sprinkle of freckles that crossed the bridge of her nose and spilled onto her high cheekbones stood out. They were the light reddish-brown color often found on the features of someone with Irish blood. Her mother’s genes. Natural auburn hair and milk-white skin.

			She stared into the reflection of her dark amethyst eyes before allowing her gaze to wander over her other features.

			She wasn’t certain, but she didn’t think anyone could possibly recognize her. She smiled a bit, then scoffed when she caught sight of the creases around her eyes.

			Damn, I’m getting old. Not that thirty-eight was really old. She rather liked knowing that her twenties were well behind her, and she didn’t really mind the new wrinkles. But Raymond minded. The camera minded. There were all kinds of tricks played with photographs to brush away the signs of age. But there was no way to hide the lines under the harsh lights of the modeling runways in the light of day.

			“Don’t smile,” Raymond barked. “Show no facial expression.”

			It exhausted her to think about Raymond now, and of the career that was fading. Too old. You look too old. Advertisers want fresh, young faces.

			She clamped her mind shut to the thoughts. “Not tonight,” she told her reflection. “I won’t let you in tonight.” She tilted her head to one side and thought about the evening ahead. “Tonight is for me.” She allowed a quick smile and stepped over the discarded towel on her way to the bedroom.

			She already knew what she would wear. Tight black jeans tucked into slender boots. Not those heavy, chunky boots that the young ones were wearing these days. These were sleek. Fashionable. Tasteful. A simple cotton sweater. A cream-color creation that gave away the angles of her shoulders without clinging. And a leather jacket. Simple. Straight lines. She looked tall. Angular. Slender.

			




Chapter Ten

			It didn’t take long for word to get around the office that Cory was hiding a secret under her desk. Soon everyone was stopping by to greet Sophie, and Cory was beaming like a proud parent. But mindful of Edgar’s watchful eye, she made a point of keeping Sophie hidden whenever possible. She didn’t want to risk Edgar’s wrath for even a moment.

			During the regular Monday morning staff meeting, Edgar didn’t mention her promotion directly. He sat behind his desk as usual, doling out story assignments to each of the staff writers. As he read off the list of stories to investigate, assigning them as he went, he glanced pointedly at Cory as he rattled off the fourth lead on his list.

			“Channel eight got hold of a story about some kind of mail fraud with some elderly folks up in Somerville. I want you to follow up and see what you can find out.” He held out a piece of paper with notes scribbled all over it, and Cory took it from his outstretched hand.

			Without a beat, Edgar moved on. But Cory sensed the stares from her coworkers, and she felt her ears grow hot. She dared a quick glance around the room and was met with a number of guarded grins and even a couple of thumbs-up, though a couple of reporters were staring at her as if she had grown two heads.

			She didn’t care. She was finally getting her chance.

			By midafternoon she’d been on the phone for hours, checking out leads and setting up interviews for the morning. At four o’clock, satisfied that she had everything in order and under control for the next day, she flipped on her computer and began sifting through the real estate section of the want ads. She was going to have to get very serious about finding a bigger place as soon as possible.

			The phone on her desk began ringing, and she picked it up and put it to her ear.

			“Cory Hayes.”

			“Did you survive the weekend?” Evelyn purred in her ear.

			It took a moment for Cory to place the voice, and another moment to follow Evelyn’s meaning. Jules. So far, she’d been able to push thoughts of her away through most of the day.

			“Hi, Evelyn.”

			“So? Did you spend the weekend with her?”

			Cory’s cheeks grew hot with embarrassment. She glanced around quickly until she was certain that no one was paying any attention to her or to her conversation.

			“Yeah,” she said simply.

			Evelyn responded with a shriek. “My god, she was so hot, Cory! How was it?”

			For the first time that day, Cory let her thoughts drift back over the weekend. She sighed as she felt the stirring in her chest.

			“Wonderful. She was just wonderful.”

			“Oh my god. She must have been so good in bed. I envied you all weekend.”

			“Don’t be a pig, Ev,” she snipped, knowing she defensive about the fact that she and Jules hadn’t actually made love. She regretted that now more than ever.

			Evelyn lowered her voice. “Pretty touchy about her already, aren’t you? This sounds serious.”

			Cory sighed, unable to explain, unable to fill the silence.

			“Wow, Cory. You didn’t fall for her, did you?”

			Although Cory hadn’t allowed herself to really analyze her feelings, she knew that Evelyn was dead on the mark.

			“I might have,” she mumbled.

			Evelyn’s tone grew cautious. “Well, tell me about the weekend, sweetie. What happened?”

			Cory didn’t know where to start. Her eyes fell to the crate beneath her desk and found a pair of big brown eyes staring up at her.

			She blurted out the first words that came to mind. “I got a puppy.”

			“A puppy?” Evelyn laughed. “Shit, woman. You must have been awfully busy. How did that happen?”

			Cory told her about how she and Jules had gone to the shelter on Saturday. Then, with a few nudges from her friend, she told Evelyn some of what she and Jules had shared over the weekend.

			“It sounds like you had a wonderful time. That’s great Cory.” Evelyn paused. “So how did you leave it? When are you going to see her again?”

			Foolishly, she chose not to tell her friend the complete truth. How could she admit that they had never even talked about it? That she had no idea when she would ever see Jules again?

			“I’m not sure, actually. She had to leave this morning before I got up. Then I was running late and didn’t have time to look for a note or anything. I guess I’ll figure something out when I get home.” She almost believed what she was saying.

			“Why don’t you just call her?”

			Cory froze. Then she swallowed hard and began fidgeting in her chair.

			“Um. I don’t have her phone number,” she admitted.

			“What?”

			“She probably left it for me at the apartment. Like I said, I’ll check when I get home.” Growing more and more uncomfortable, Cory just wanted to hang up the phone. She didn’t want to think about this now. Not while she was at work.

			“But she has your number, right?”

			When Cory didn’t answer, Evelyn groaned.

			“Did you give her your number?” she demanded.

			“Well, no.” Now she was irritated and defensive.

			“We were going to do all that stuff this morning.”

			“But you said she left before you got up.”

			Cory didn’t like the protective warning tone in Evelyn’s voice. Or maybe she just didn’t like the logical conclusions that she knew Evelyn was drawing. She decided to keep her teeth tightly clamped together.

			“I’m coming over,” Evelyn was saying. “I’ll pick up a pizza and meet you at your place.”

			“No,” Cory practically shouted, her head beginning to pound. She quieted her voice. “No, Ev. I’ve got to take care of Sophie. And I really think I just need to be alone tonight. A lot’s happened the last couple of days. I just need to think.”

			There was silence on Evelyn’s end of the line.

			“How about if we get together this weekend?” Cory spent another few minutes attempting to ease Evelyn’s fears, and she finally convinced her that she was okay.

			By the time they’d finished making arrangements for the weekend, Cory was hanging up the phone and noting that it was nearly four-thirty. She reached a hand down and slid two fingers inside Sophie’s cage, giving her a quick scratch on the head. Then she buried her head in the crook of her arm and closed her eyes for a brief moment.

			She must have overlooked something that morning, she was certain. She just knew that Jules had left her a note and that she had just missed it somehow. She reached for her car keys with one hand while she carefully lifted the handle of the crate with the other. She had to get home and search the apartment. Now.

			By eight o’clock that night, Cory was sitting on the floor of the living room with Sophie at her side. She had combed the apartment. Once. Twice. Then one more time to make sure, searching everywhere for some kind of note, but she had found none. And no matter how many times she checked for voicemail messages, there was nothing there from a number she didn’t recognize. 

			Now she was mindlessly stroking Sophie’s back while she stared at all of the evidence she’d gathered that proved Jules had in fact just been there.

			The overnight bag that Jules had grabbed from her hotel room on Saturday was still stuffed with a few things. A pair of jeans. Underwear, socks, and a bra. Two pairs of shoes, and a sweater. The linen suit still hung where Jules had placed it in Cory’s closet. And the black leather jacket still lay on the overstuffed chair where Jules had carelessly flung it on Saturday.

			Cory had turned every pocket inside out and had found nothing even close to personal in nature.

			Now she stared at what was left of the weekend in front of her and felt the pressure in her chest begin to tighten. It made no sense. Why would Jules just leave without even taking her clothes? Had she been in that great of a hurry? Maybe there had been an emergency.

			She’ll call.

			No she won’t. She doesn’t even have my number.

			She tried to piece together what she did know about Jules and was amazed at how little she could actually come up with. She had spent over forty-eight hours with the woman and barely knew a damn thing about her.

			“Let’s see,” she began to speak out loud, directing her comments to Sophie. But the sarcasm and recrimination were pointed squarely at herself. “You know that she works for British Airways. You have no idea when she’ll be back. You don’t know her phone number and don’t even have a clue about where she lives. Bright, Cory. Very sharp. Some reporter you are.”

			It occurred to her that she should be able to find her by doing some online searches. She grabbed her phone and quickly pulled up a search engine when another truth struck her hard. She closed her eyes and lifted both hands to rub them. I don’t even know her fucking last name.

			She wanted to cry. She wanted to let the hot tears escape and roll down her cheeks. She wanted to let loose all of the hurt and frustration. But she was too angry. Angry at herself for being such a fool. For being duped and taken in. For believing that their time together had been something more than just a fling.

			Somewhere inside she felt an unreasonable rush of satisfaction. At least they hadn’t made love. At least she had that much. Then her mind quickly went to how it felt to have Jules’s skin against hers. The way their mouths had melded so perfectly and the way her breath quickened under Jules’s touch. Tears began burning her eyes. Not for the first time, she chided herself for holding back, for not giving in to the passion and desire that they had both pushed aside. If she could do it all over again…

			




Chapter Eleven

			“Fuck you, Raymond.” Julia lifted her chin and stared at her reflection in the mirror while she carefully applied red lipstick.

			“Don’t play that game with me, Julia. You knew we had a show next week. I can’t believe you went and fucking did that to your hair.” He stomped a foot for emphasis.

			So far she was keeping her cool. Refusing to let him rattle her. She shrugged nonchalantly, continuing to apply the makeup.

			“So I’ll wear a wig for the show. I’ve done it before.”

			“Damn right, you will.” He ran a thumb and forefinger over his goatee, then pointed a finger at her reflection. “But I’m warning you now. If it doesn’t look right for the fall fashions, I’m pulling you from the show.’

			Julia rolled her eyes but kept her temper in check. The fall show was an empty threat. It was still over a month away. Plenty of time for her hair to grow out a bit and for the color to return.

			When he didn’t get a response from her, he grew more irritated. Standing directly behind her now, he placed both palms on her shoulders and squatted down until their faces were side by side in the mirror.

			“I certainly hope she was worth it.” He hissed the words against her ear.

			She could have slapped him, but she refused to give him the satisfaction. Instead, she smiled sweetly.

			“I enjoyed a perfectly lovely weekend, Raymond. Thank you for asking.” She blinked twice, punctuating her words.

			Raymond scowled. “Just don’t get yourself into another mess, my dear. I warned you about your personal life interfering before.”

			Julia was losing her patience. She raised a single brow as she spoke.

			“Isn’t it a shame that the same rules don’t apply to you and all of the little weekend fucks that you’ve had over the years.”

			Now he smiled, grabbing the upper hand.

			“Ah, but we both know the difference, sweet Julia.” He stretched and brought himself up to full height. “I’m not the product. You are.”

			She was sick of being referred to as the product.

			“Yes. But this product is thirty-eight years old. And getting awfully tired of being stuck under your thumb.”

			Raymond’s smile was anything but humorous. “Thirty-nine next month, I believe.” He crossed his arms in a familiar pose, raising one finger to his lips as he spoke. “Getting too old for a modeling career, and you know it. The designers really don’t want women your age, Julia. They only take you on and let you do their shows as a courtesy to me.”

			Ouch. Julia tried not to cringe, but Raymond could see that he had scored a direct hit.

			“Be careful, Julia,” he whispered with menace, “I can finish you like that.” He snapped his fingers for emphasis.

			As she stared at the satisfied smirk on his face, she realized that for the first time in her life she was no longer afraid of what Raymond could do to her. What’s the worst that can happen? I have enough money to live the rest of my life comfortably. The realization washed over her and gave her strength and a feeling of freedom. She wanted to laugh out loud with the joy of it.

			She tilted her head to one side and flashed him a well-practiced, charming smile. “And would that really be so bad, Raymond? To lose all of this?”

			He threw back his head and guffawed. “You’d have nothing without this, Julia.” He swept out both arms, stepping away from her. “You have no life. No family. No friends.” He reached for the door to the dressing room. “You only have me and this career.” He smiled while making his exit. “And we both know it, don’t we?”

			He slammed the door behind him, and Julia continued to stare into the reflection of the mirror for some time.

			He was right, of course. Her family was long gone, scattered across Europe and barely speaking. The only friends she had were the fake friends in the business, who offered air kisses at the various events she attended.

			She stared hard into the mirror, watching the muscle in her jaw flex as she tried to calm her anger and frustration. The truth was that if she wanted to pick up the phone that very moment, she wouldn’t even know whom to call. She was completely alone. How the hell did this happen? She had been so focused on making it, being the best, being in demand. She had never taken the time to build a life outside of work. And now she was paying the price. She had no one.

			Her mind drifted to Cory, and she tried to calculate the time difference. Cory would still be in bed, she was sure. Julia found herself wondering if Sophie would be tucked in beside her. A smile tugged on her lips. She would be willing to bet money that the two of them were curled up together side by side.

			She held the image in her mind for several moments, enjoying it, trying not to think about how much she wished she were sharing that bed with them both. And avoiding the cringe-worthy thought of how she had snuck out in the dark. She felt the quick stab of hurt, knowing she had lost something she hadn’t even known she had wanted until it was too late.

			




Chapter Twelve

			“All right. Let me see if I’ve got all this right.” Evelyn leaned forward on the couch, toning down her usual animation.

			She began counting off on her fingers. “She told you her name is Jules. But you don’t know if that’s her real name.”

			Cory shook her head. “She said it’s what her friends call her.”

			“So her real name could be anything.”

			Cory groaned.

			“You don’t know her last name.”

			This is hopeless.

			“You don’t know where she lives. Only that it’s somewhere in England.”

			“Pretty much. Although I don’t think she even specifically said England. I just assumed that because of her accent.”

			“So she could live in East Africa for all we know.”

			Cory cringed. “Bingo.”

			“Well, she must have a lot of money.” Evelyn settled back against the cushions and crossed her legs. “She picked up Sophie’s tab, and those clothes are not exactly Wal-Mart’s house brand.”

			Cory felt Sophie pawing at her hand, and she smiled, lifting both hands to caress the puppy’s face. Both casts had come off Sophie’s legs the day before. So far Sophie didn’t quite seem to know what to do with herself whenever Cory picked her up and placed her back down on all fours. Right now, she was sitting up, brown eyes intent on getting as much attention as possible.

			“She said she worked for which airline?”

			“British Airways.”

			“We might be able to find
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