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Dedication

For Dr. Ronald Childs and Dr. Kathleen French, for keeping me on my toes while I wrote this book. And for my on-line and real-time friends, my fellow Avon Ladies—thanks for answering questions of any sort at any time, day or night!


Epigraph

“God, I’m on fire for you ...”

Liza turned the key in the lock and pushed open the door. Eli wasted no time.

She had the briefest of moments to observe his expression before he shoved the door with his foot, braced his back against it, and pulled her into his arms.

Liza managed a slight gasp, then found herself engulfed in a storm. His kiss stole her breath. Nothing had prepared her for the intensity of it. The electricity that shimmered between them had never seemed this overwhelming. The actualization of that energy and the sensation of having his lips on hers, she realized before she lost the ability to think anything at all, swallowed her whole ...
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At least she should be thankful for missing the tornado.

Only Eli Liontakis, Liza mused, as she watched him wrap up a lecture to the World Health Congress, had sufficient charisma to convince the board of visitors at Breeland to allow her absence during the orientation for the summer program. That afternoon, while she sat in the cool confines of the ballroom of the Marriott Marquis, five hundred girls, ages 10 to 18, were arriving at Breeland Academy in the small town of Terrance, Georgia. The temperature there, she knew, topped 100 degrees. The humidity made it feel like 110. For years, the staff at Breeland had referred to the harrowing business of getting the students settled and oriented as the tornado. And here she was, the assistant administrator of the summer program, in the plush surroundings of a hotel ballroom, listening to the current superstar of medical research charm an international audience of health professionals.

He was expounding on a point, explaining in riveting terms the strides he was making in the lab. She studied him through narrowed eyes and pushed aside a sliver of trepidation. Charisma didn’t begin to describe the man’s impact. Every eye in the room studied him with avid attention. Not, she admitted, that she could blame them. He was positively mesmerizing. Despite the pictures she’d seen of him, he still looked taller than she’d expected. Too tall. His hair—shoulder length and kept in a neat queue at his nape—was too black. His shoulders were too broad, his face too angularly attractive. The suit he wore emphasized a lean torso and slim hips that tapered to long legs. Despite his size, however, he moved with a grace that her dancer’s eye admired. With a sweep of a tanned, elegant hand, or the intense look in his leonine eyes, he had hypnotized his audience. Was it any wonder the press had taken to calling him The King of the Jungle?

Over the past year, Eli had rocketed to relative stardom when his research on cell-life and chemical alteration began to attract global notice. If preliminary reports proved true, Liontakis’ research would likely lead to the first major breakthrough in cancer treatment and prevention since the advent of radiation.

With his good looks, his personable speaking style, and his incredible facility of framing extremely complex scientific ideas in everyday language, his name had become a household word. Interest in science, chemistry, and pharmaceutical research was peaking in his wake. His style and energy had breathed new life into a languishing field, and his specialty, biochemical research, had started the hottest academic trend since Freud’s ego and id. One well-known critic had said, “Liontakis has done for chemistry what Elvis did for the back beat.”

Almost overnight, Eli and test tubes full of potential miracles had become icons. When his picture appeared on the cover of a magazine, it was a guaranteed runaway sell-out. Women everywhere seemed to adore his slight accent, his cultured manners, and the edge of barbarism that said all the attention had tamed him merely for a moment. Every talk show, news magazine, and network in America was clamoring for a piece of him. A Nobel prize nomination, and eventual award, seemed a foregone conclusion.

Liza had persuaded Breeland to invite him months before the media firestorm had begun. At the time, she’d believed that his relative youth—he was just 34—and his energetic lecture style would appeal to the students. She’d once heard him speak at a national teacher’s symposium. Impressed with his accessibility and creative approach to a normally dry subject, Liza had felt he’d make an excellent addition to the summer teaching staff.

The students, she knew, would benefit from exposure to a scientist so versatile and talented. But, and this was surprising, he accepted the invitation after his meteoric rise to fame had him gracing the cover of Time magazine.

For personal reasons he’d discussed only with Anna, he’d agreed to spend the summer at Breeland and delayed responding to offers from several major research facilities. Anna had told Liza that Liontakis’ ten-year-old daughter had played a major role in the choice he’d made. He’d also insisted that Liza fly to New York to accompany him and the girl on their trip to Breeland.

As she watched him now, Liza decided it was an unqualified blessing that he’d chosen not to arrive at Breeland on orientation day. The last thing the staff or students needed during the tornado was another element of chaos. And Eli Liontakis, she’d learned, spread chaos like Jack Frost spread ice.

As he wrapped up his speech, Liza mentally chided herself to get a grip. She had a job to do. Eli Liontakis was Breeland’s star attraction for this year’s summer program. And Liza cared too much about the program, its students, and Breeland to let her personal feelings stand in the way of making him feel welcome.

The audience began to applaud, and Liza slipped out the back door for their scheduled rendezvous. She pressed a hand to her stomach as a coil of tension began to tighten. Soon, she reminded herself, he’d be at Breeland. He’d be on her territory. Then she’d feel in control again.

She waited in the impressive atrium while he made his way through a crowd of admirers. He stopped occasionally to extend a hand in greeting, or answer a proffered question, but he made his way steadily, inexorably toward her. When he finally reached her, he didn’t even stop walking. His long fingers linked beneath her elbow and he steered her toward the door. “Ms. Kincaid?”

“Yes.” She resisted the urge to wrench her elbow free of his imprisoning grip.

“Forgive me,” he muttered, as he eased her into the revolving door. She stepped onto the sidewalk, where the blast of humidity shocked her skin after the chill of the hotel. He emerged behind her. “I’m not trying to hustle you.”

“No?” A bellman jerked open the door of a limo, and Eli ushered her inside. She heard someone call his name from the hotel entrance, but he dived in after her.

When the door slammed shut, the bellman slapped the hood with the flat of his hand. The car glided into traffic, and Eli leaned back against the leather seat across from her with a soft sigh. “No. I’m not. But if we didn’t get out of there before the crowd really broke, it would have taken the rest of the afternoon.”

She felt a little disarmed by his easy grace. In the confines of the car, she was unprepared for the impact of his undivided attention. “I understand,” she said quietly.

That made him laugh. “No, you don’t. You think I’m a pompous ass for making you come up here.”

That voice, with its slight Greek accent, Liza thought, ought to be registered as a lethal weapon, and the way he purred his “r’s” lent the rich timbre of his tone a certain sensuality that women seemed to find irresistible. “Are you?” she finally blurted out.

“A pompous ass? Lord, I hope not. Maybe you’ll forgive me once you’ve met my daughter.”

Probably, she thought. “Her name is Grace,” Liza said.

His smile was disarming. “Yes. You’ll like her and she’ll like you.” He jerked at his tie until the elegant silk unknotted. “I’m counting on that.”

Liza watched his fingers coil the tie and drop it into his suit pocket. He’d be a lot easier to handle if he’d wear a lab jacket and a pocket protector like any good nerd. “What makes you so sure?”

His broad shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Call it a hunch. The same kind of hunch that sends me off to the lab looking for answers.” He’d opened the top two buttons of his shirt. “How much has Anna Forian told you about Grace?”

“Enough to make me agree to come here in the midst of orientation.”

He had the grace to wince. “The timing was lousy, wasn’t it?”

“The worst. At Breeland, we call orientation the tornado,” she described. “Did Anna explain the difference between the summer program and our academic year schedules?”

“Yes.” He rested a tanned hand on the snow white front of his shirt. “You have residential students during the usual school year, and a full-time faculty. Breeland is one of the most highly acclaimed private girls’ schools in the country.”

Liza nodded. “Yes.”

“And during the summer, you run an enrichment program of sorts. You accept girls from different social and economic backgrounds for an academic program designed to expose them to a variety of different disciplines. It’s like camp for smart kids.”

“Sort of.” She couldn’t keep the pride from her voice. Breeland’s summer program tradition spanned decades. Liza always felt the weight and significance of being a part of something incredibly meaningful whenever she discussed it. “Our goal is to give students who may never have had this kind of opportunity an introduction to a large variety of disciplines. Because of the tight transition we have between the end of our regular term and the start of the summer program, all our summer students and faculty arrive at the same time. That’s why we call it the tornado. We have two days to get them settled into the dorms and into the program. All the stuff the girls think they can’t live without goes in, and all the furniture in the dorms gets rearranged and reassigned to accommodate them. Two opposing forces collide on one hot day, and—”

“Tornado.” His lips twitched into a near smile.

And at the first glimpse of it, her irritation began to evaporate. Who in the world could resist that damnably sensual smile and—did she dare call it a dimple—the slight slash at the corner of his mouth? She nodded.

A couple of seconds of silence ticked between them. Liza gazed out the window of the limo as it inched its way along Park Avenue. She sensed him watching her but didn’t dare meet his gaze. Finally he combed long fingers through his dark hair and broke the spell. “I’m sure you had a thousand things demanding your attention today. I hope you understand that I would never have requested that you come here had it not been for Grace.”

That, she supposed, was probably as close to an apology as she was going to get. His ten-year-old daughter, she knew from her discussions with Anna, was the center of his life. Eli hoped, or so he’d told Anna, that a few months on the relatively secluded campus would help her recover from the recent death of her mother.

The raw note in his voice swayed her as little else could. She looked at him again, and saw the pain in his gaze. “Anna told me about Grace,” she informed him gently. “I hope you’ll find what you’re looking for at Breeland.”

After a brief pause, he nodded. “So do I.”

He continued to watch her with disarming intensity. Liza found herself wishing she’d worn something other than the orange and red linen sundress that protected her from the heat, but not from his inspection. A full suit of armor might have been a good choice. “To tell you the truth,” she said, when she could no longer stand the silence, “I’m not exactly sure what you want me to do now that I’m here.”

“We won’t need much of your time,” he assured her. “I just want you to meet Grace and let her get the feel of you. It’s going to be crucial that she trust you.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

He inclined his head in a slight nod, worthy, she thought, of The King of the Jungle. “She has to trust you if this is going to work. Grace will be studying dance with you.”

Her breath returned in a gulp. “Oh. Dance. Yes, Anna told me.”

“My daughter likes to dance. You’ll be her teacher while she’s at Breeland.”

“I’m not sure you understand, Dr. Liontakis. During the regular school year, I teach several classes, but my responsibilities are different for the summer program. Because I work with Anna as the assistant administrator, I have more general interaction with the girls.”

“But you teach one class.”

“Sometimes.”

“This year you’re going to.”

She was beginning to understand why his critics called him tenacious. “It’s currently on the schedule, yes, but—”

“And Grace is going to be in it.”

She drew a steadying breath. “Not necessarily. I’m teaching this particular class because it gives me a more hands-on role with the students. When I took this job for the summer program, I told the board that my first love was teaching. I didn’t want to spend so much time filling out state-mandated paperwork that I lost my contact with our students.”

His mouth quirked up at the corner. “I feel the same way about funding applications for research. I’d rather handle the chemicals. Let someone else find the money.”

The limo, she noted, had wedged itself into an impossibly tight space between a delivery truck and a taxicab. The late afternoon congestion meant their laborious trip toward Eli’s apartment on Central Park could take an hour. By the time they got there, her nerves would be stripped raw. She folded her hands in her lap and continued. “But as much as I love the classroom, I do have other responsibilities. That’s why there are six teachers in the department besides me. Depending on your daughter’s experience, her skill level—”

He shook his head, any sign of benevolence in his expression gone. “You,” he said with implacable calm. “I want you.”

Oh dear. Liza swallowed. This wasn’t going to be easy. This powerfully intelligent man was very used to having his own way. As was she. When two opposing forces collide, she mused ... “We’ll have to see,” she said evasively.

He’d been idly playing with an air-conditioning vent, but turned the full force of his attention on her. “We’ll do more than see, Ms. Kincaid. I want to be very clear on this point. I want you to teach Grace.”

Liza frowned. “I’m flattered, but—”

“Don’t be.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “What?”

“Don’t be. I didn’t say it to flatter you. I said it because it’s true. Grace needs you.”

“I wasn’t aware that—”

“I’m not going to argue about this. I’m sorry if Anna Forian didn’t make this clear to you before you left Breeland, but this is an all-or-nothing deal. I want you.”

“It’s good to want things,” she quipped. “Builds character.”

Something dangerously seductive flared in his gaze—something that reminded her why women went wild over him. “You know, I’ve always admired women with quick tongues.”

At the deliberately suggestive comment, she ground her teeth. “And I’ve never admired arrogant men.”

“I’m not arrogant, I’m determined.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. Aren’t you the man who said, ‘I will be the Albert Einstein of the twenty-first century’?”

His full lips curved in a tantalizing arc. Why in the hell, she wondered, couldn’t she manage to keep her gaze from the firm contours of that mouth? “Absolutely not,” he denied.

“You did too. I saw the interview where you flaunted yourself in front of sixteen million viewers.”

“I said ‘Louis Pasteur.’ Einstein was a physicist.” Abruptly, he shifted positions on the seat so his knee pressed against her thigh. “And I never flaunt.”

He never flaunted. There should have been something funny about that comment. All he had to do was walk across a room to flaunt. “If you say so.”

“Despite what you might think, Ms. Kincaid, I don’t enjoy the media attention that comes with my job. It’s necessary, but not particularly entertaining.” He sounded bitter.

She had a brief memory of the chaos in the hotel lobby and felt a wince of regret. His ex-wife had died recently, leaving his daughter in a state of emotional trauma. Liza had learned most of the details, as had the rest of the country, from tabloid newspapers. She could well imagine the toll that had taken on him. “Sorry. That was uncalled for.”

He shook his head. “No, it wasn’t. I know my assistant, Martin Wilkins, has been in touch with you about some of my requests.”

Requests, she thought wryly, was a gentle word for the list of demands Martin had faxed her. “Yes.”

“He’s not the most accommodating guy in the world.”

“You could say that.”

“It’s his job to look after me—and he’d die for Grace. He can be a little demanding, but he does it because he cares about us.”

That much was obvious. Even in her most heated conversations with the irascible Martin Wilkins, the man’s devotion to his employer and Grace was unmistakable. “I know that.”

“Still, I’m sure he’s made your life difficult.”

“Some.”

“And I don’t suppose,” Eli continued, “that after months of dealing with Martin, and then having me practically summon you up here, that I’ve given you any reason to think of me as anything but a scientific prima donna.”

“Well, the thought did enter my mind.”

He studied her for a moment. “But you suspended judgment?” he guessed.

“You had one thing in your favor.”

“Only one?”

“For the moment. I got a call last night from Jennifer Conyers.” She let the name register.

“The student newspaper editor,” he said, his smile warm.

“Yes. She interviewed you on the phone last week.”

“Bright girl.”

“One of the brightest. You were very gracious with her.”

“She asked great questions.”

“Maybe.” Liza glanced out the window at the busy avenue. “Still, I’m sure it wasn’t like giving an interview to the New York Times science editor.”

“I’ll let you in on something. I’ve been interviewed by the New York Times science editor. The experience is highly overrated.”

She met his gaze again. “The reporter seemed impressed enough with you.”

His eyes twinkled. “Thanks for reading the article.”

Liza ground her teeth. “It’s part of my job to keep up with the publicity our faculty receives. You’ve had me up to my eyeballs in old newspaper clippings and videos since March.”

“And you didn’t like what you saw.”

She chose to ignore that. “All I’m trying to say is that not everyone of your stature would have been so generous with their time and attention to a high-school student from a school paper.”

“I enjoyed it.”

“So did Jennifer. She called me last night and asked me to thank you again.”

“Duly noted. I’m looking forward to meeting her.”

“She also wanted me to tell you,” Liza continued, unable to resist baiting him, “that she’d decided to headline the article: KING OF THE JUNGLE IS THE PRIDE OF BREELAND.”

He groaned and dropped his head back against the seat. “Oh, Lord.”

“Don’t worry. I talked her out of it.”

“Thanks for that at least.”

“I told her to call it THE EGO HAS LANDED.”

His eyes popped open, and he stared at her for a long second. Then he laughed. The sound did funny things to her insides. This man was danger, but that laugh still took the edge off his presence. It made her hesitate.

And in that hesitation, she lost the game.

Amusement danced in his eyes. “Has it been that bad?”

“I don’t know. Not really. It’s very good for Breeland to have such a high-profile person on our faculty.”

“But you’d rather it was someone else?” he guessed.

“I didn’t say that.” She forcibly stopped the rapid retreat of her patience. “I think that you are a brilliant scientist who may find that the educational environment we have here is a little, er, restrictive to your style.”

He laughed again, blast his eyes. “You think I’m a pompous jerk who won’t be able to communicate with your students.”

She refused to back down. “As a matter of fact, yes, I do.”

“Do I have any prayer at all of convincing you that I pontificate in interviews just to cover my insecurities?”

“Oh, give me a break. You’re not just an egomaniac. You’re nuts.”

His expression turned suddenly serious. “Then will you at least believe that I’m a concerned father who’s willing to go to great lengths to help his child?”

Liza hesitated a second longer. “That I’ll buy. You wouldn’t have agreed to come to Breeland, and you certainly wouldn’t have asked me to meet you in New York, if it weren’t true.”

She felt the tension drain out of him. “And for what it’s worth, I really didn’t ask you here today to disrupt your schedule.”

“No?”

He shook his head and leaned forward in the car. They’d turned into a gated parking garage, she noted. “No. I’m desperate, Liza.” His hand reached for hers. “Please help me.” 
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He was going to kill Martin Wilkins.

It was as simple as that.

The minute he got him alone, he was going to kill him. Martin, Eli’s personal assistant and the manager of his often out-of-control universe, had deliberately allowed him to believe that Liza Kincaid was some prudish dance teacher he could simply intimidate into giving him what he wanted. So he’d commanded her to New York like some eastern potentate summoning a minion, and promptly been caught with his pants down. Figuratively.

He should have trusted his instincts. He’d seen her dance, after all. And the woman he’d watched moving across a dimly lit stage bore no resemblance to the woman Martin had described.

Eli’s driver glided to a stop near the sheltered entrance of his apartment building. Eli was out the door before the driver had rounded the car. Charlie shot him a dry look. “You’re never going to get used to this, Doc, are you? I’m supposed to open the door.”

Eli extended a hand to Liza and helped her out of the car. “No way, Charlie. I’m more than happy to let you worry about the traffic, but I can still open my own doors.”

“Whatever you say,” Charlie told him. He tipped his hat to Liza. “Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

“It’s Liza,” she said, in the same natural, straightforward way in which she said everything. “Nice to meet you, too.”

“Do you want to come upstairs, Charlie?” Eli asked. “You want a soda or something before you head home?”

“No thanks, boss. If you’re done with me for now, I’d like to get going. My kid’s got a soccer game tonight.”

“Of course. Go. You don’t want to hit the bridge traffic at rush hour.”

Charlie glanced at Liza. “You’re sure you won’t be needing me later tonight.”

Liza shook her head. “My hotel is a block and a half down the street. I’ll walk.”

“I’ll walk with her,” Eli said, before Charlie could interrupt. “And please don’t forget to pick up Grace tomorrow morning at seven-thirty. You know how her grandparents are about schedules.”

“Not a chance I’d forget, Doc. All right, then, see you in the morning.” Charlie rounded the car again, slid behind the driver’s seat, and eased it toward the exit.

Liza gave Eli a puzzled look. “Your daughter’s not home?”

“She’s spending the night with her grandparents. It’s a chance to say good-bye before Grace and I fly down to Georgia with you tomorrow.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “I thought I would be spending time with her tonight.”

He’d thought so too, until his in-laws had started putting pressure on Grace. Against his better judgment, Eli had given in to their demands to spend more time with her. He’d consoled himself with the knowledge that he had the entire summer to find out what about the Paschells made his daughter so nervous, and to get her out from under the looming shadow of his ex-wife’s parents. “Her grandparents wanted to say good-bye. I figured we could talk before you met Grace.” He indicated the glass doors to his left. “The elevator’s in there.”

Liza gave him a final, slightly quelling look—the kind he suspected she gave recalcitrant students, before turning on a sandled foot to stroll toward the elevators. Eli remained several steps behind her to afford himself the best possible view of this woman he’d pinned his hopes on. In the past twenty minutes, he’d learned many things. Not the least of which was that this sexy blonde with her dancer’s legs—the kind fantasies were made of—was as smart as he’d guessed. Another point scored for instincts, and another strike against poor Martin.

The soft tone of her voice had hooked him. He liked the warmth he heard, the underlying generosity and humor. He’d stolen a few appreciative glances at the way her wildly colored dress hugged her generous curves. She had the kind of figure meant for a man’s hands. Her dress, an outrageous combination of red, orange, and blue, was practical, loose-fitting, and sexy as hell.

She moved with a certain unself-conscious grace that fascinated him. She didn’t seem to know that her braided hair begged to be mussed, her tanned limbs asked for his hands, and her full mouth tempted. Occasionally, she’d toss her thick blond braid over her shoulder, but she had seemed unaware of his scrutiny.

Most of all, he liked the way her eyes lit when she talked about the school, its history, its summer program, and its students. Liza loved Breeland. So would Grace.

He slipped into the elevator behind her and hit the button for the penthouse. It embarrassed him somehow, this overt display of success. The car, Charlie, Martin, and now his penthouse apartment—they were concessions to the life he now led. Charlie and Martin allowed him more time for research and, more important, more time for Grace. He’d agreed to the penthouse only after his in-laws had persuaded him that asking Grace to adjust from her mother’s lifestyle to his so soon after her mother’s death would add undue stress to the child’s already overburdened shoulders.

Still, it made him uneasy. He didn’t like feeling out of place in his own home, and he couldn’t shake the sensation that Liza Kincaid didn’t quite approve of him. It shouldn’t matter, he thought, as he watched the elevator numbers slide by. But it did.

There was an earthiness to her, a simplicity that beckoned him. He’d spent too long in the brittle artificiality of New York and its media culture. The decision to accept the offer from Breeland, to uproot Grace—especially now, when she still seemed so fragile—hadn’t been easy, but he was certain he was doing the right thing.

Any doubts he’d still harbored had slipped away the instant he’d watched Liza Kincaid glide across the darkened stage of Breeland’s auditorium.

Liza didn’t know, of course, that he’d watched her dance. She had no idea that three weeks ago, he’d sat unnoticed among the parents and friends of her students, and watched the final recital. Nor did she know that he’d stayed within the shadows of the large room until Liza alone remained. With only the dull glow from the emergency lights to illuminate the stage, Liza had switched on a portable CD player and seduced him.

Anna had told him that the dance, always performed within the empty walls of the auditorium, was one of Liza’s personal rituals. She’d done it every year since her return to teach at the academy. In those few moments when she believed no one watched, that there were no critics to answer to, and no audience to please, Liza Morland Kincaid allowed herself to let go. The sight had thoroughly bewitched him—and left him hungering for a clearer glimpse of what caused the passion and the pain he sensed in her.

A resurgence of that hunger strengthened Eli’s resolve. This vibrant woman, who danced on air and felt such deep emotions, would bring his daughter back to him. She would share that passion with Grace, and Grace would heal. And lately, he’d begun to suspect that perhaps Grace wasn’t the only one who needed a transfusion. The dust in his veins was beginning to choke him. Liza, he somehow knew, with her vitality, could bring him and his daughter back to life. Most people would think he was crazy if he even hinted at the depth of her effect on him. This was the first time he’d even met the woman, but he had learned long ago to trust this sense of connection. The same instinct that had led him to outrageous scientific hypotheses, and eventually to discovery, told him that he needed Liza.

The elevator finally reached the 47th floor. The well-oiled door slid soundlessly open. Eli hesitated a final time, then walked down the short hall to his apartment, leading Liza into his life. No turning back now, a voice told him.

She stood in the marble tiled foyer, taking in the opulent environment with a placid expression.

Eli dropped his keys on the small table near the door. “Home sweet home,” he said, feeling like an ass.

“I’m afraid you’re going to feel a little out of place at Breeland.”

Damn, he thought. “I assure you, whatever you’ve worked out for us is fine.”

“Martin was very specific about your needs,” she said, following him toward the sparsely furnished living room. He’d had several of his personal pieces of furniture and art shipped to Terrance for his apartment there. Only the sterile, decorator–selected furnishings remained.

“Have a seat,” he suggested.

She selected the leather wing chair. “We painted your living room to match the color here.”

He shook his head at that as he dropped onto the sofa across from her. “That’s the one thing in this apartment I actually like. It’s calming. Grace likes the color.”

“Willow,” Liza said softly.

“What?”

“The color. It’s Willow. I had to have it brought in from Atlanta. Sunny’s Hardware in Terrance doesn’t stock it.”

Eli studied her for a moment, not sure if the teasing glint had returned to her gaze or not. He decided not to risk it. “It’s Martin’s job to make sure I get everything I want. He can be overzealous.”

She searched his gaze with intelligent green eyes. “Like his boss?”

His lips twitched. “I feel strongly about things. It makes me good at what I do.”

“I’ve heard that.”

He sensed the reticence in her. “Do you want to tell me what’s bothering you, or do you want to make me guess?”

She blinked. “Are you always so blunt?”

“Yes. Thank you for not denying that you find me irritating.”

“I’m not trying to be rude. I didn’t think I was being obvious.”

“You probably aren’t. I have excellent instincts.”

She tipped her head to one side. “When did you decide that?”

He shrugged. “Lots of practice.” He ran a hand through his hair. Lord, he felt weary. “I’d like to know, Liza,” he pressed, “if we’re getting off to a bad start here.”

She hesitated a second longer, then drew a deep breath. “I’m—concerned. Not irritated. I think Breeland did the right thing when we decided to invite you to participate in our summer program. And I’m pleased that you decided to accept. I’m just not sure that you really understand the realities of our environment.”

“Realities?”

“Our students. Anna told me she spoke with you at length about how we select them.”

“Yes.”

“So you know that talent and aptitude aren’t the only reasons we accept students in the summer program. There are other considerations.”

“It’s one of the things I found most attractive about the opportunity.”

She glanced around the apartment. He sensed her disapproval, and tamped down on his irritation. When Liza met his gaze again, he saw the passion in her eyes. “Breeland,” she said, “has a long commitment to using the summer program to build confidence and esteem in girls who might not get many breaks in life.”

“Girls like you?” he said quietly.

Her expression didn’t flicker. “I see Anna told you how I came to Breeland.”

“Your mother arranged for you to spend a summer there. You excelled in the dance program, and Breeland offered you a scholarship. Your mother didn’t come back for you.”

Liza nodded. “That’s right. That’s one of the reasons I have such a strong passion for the program. I was helped. I like to help others.”

Satisfaction poured through him. She was everything he’d hoped she would be. “I understand why you’d feel that way.”

“Do you?” She seemed to be searching his soul for something.

“Believe it or not, I haven’t completely forgotten my roots.” He indicated the apartment with a sweep of his hand. “My parents didn’t live on Park Avenue, you know. I grew up in a struggling Greek neighborhood in South Queens. The lab at my school—if you want to call it that—consisted of a Mr. Wizard chemistry set and a plastic anatomy skeleton. My mentor was a retired pharmacist who volunteered at the YMCA.”

“I read that,” she admitted.

“So I have a certain commitment to fostering the development of young minds.”

“That was one of the reasons I first pursued the idea of inviting you to Breeland.”

“But now?” he prompted.

She searched his face. “You’re used to a very high standard of academic achievement. I’m not sure how you’re going to adjust to our instructional environment.”

Eli smiled. Lord, he liked this woman. Like a mother hen, she was diligently wary of a fox. He leaned forward and reached for her hand. Her fingers stiffened, but she didn’t pull away from him. Deliberately he stroked his thumb over the rough texture of her knuckles. “You believe that I can’t?”

“Did you really fire a lab assistant for filing a late report?”

His fingers tightened, then released her hand. He leaned back against the sofa. “Yes.”

She frowned at him. “I see.”

Eli shook his head. “I doubt it.” Sunlight filtered through the wooden blinds of the large plate-glass windows overlooking Central Park. Particles of dust danced on the broken light beams. He tilted his head to study her in the wedge of light. “That assistant was also part of a previous project I’d directed where he’d consistently failed to document his research. The other three members of the development team had expressed their concern to me that he might not be up to the task. When he told me the report would be late, I asked him to come see me the next day. He sat in my office, nearly in tears, and explained that he couldn’t grasp the complexities of my current research. He was smart, but not very experienced. Pharmaceuticals and biochemistry are extremely high-pressure fields. I arranged for him to work with a friend of mine who conducts product safety research. It’s just as exacting, but not nearly as stressful. And then I released him according to the terms of his contract.”

Liza blinked. “Oh.”

“Did you believe I actually hurled a microscope at him?”

“No. That hardly seems your style.”

“No?”

She shook her head. “Uh uh. I preferred the story where you ripped the hard drive out of his computer with your bare hands, and tossed it—and him—through a third-story window.”

Eli laughed. “And I suppose your interactions with poor Martin have only fueled your reservations over the past few weeks.”

She hesitated, then nodded. “He’s aggressive about getting you what you want.”

“I pay him to be.” Eli shrugged. “And as I said, he cares deeply about Grace. He’d do anything for her.”

“Oh, yes. Grace.” Liza settled back in her chair. When she crossed her legs, he got a tantalizing glimpse of smooth, tanned thighs. “We might as well discuss that before I meet her. I really can’t commit to you that I’ll teach her until I’ve seen—”

Eli didn’t let her finish. Instead, he leaned forward to balance his elbows on his knees. “Liza.” He liked the way her name sounded on his lips. “Please, do one thing for me before you decide.”

Her eyes widened. “One thing? It seems like I’ve spent the last two weeks doing things for you. I’m here, aren’t I?”

The quip warmed him. “All right, one more thing.”

“I’m not saying that I won’t teach her, you know.” She frowned at him. “It’s just that I teach only the one class in the summer. It’s selective, and I have to evaluate her skill level first. We want her to have the teacher who can meet her needs, and I may not be the best choice.”

“You are,” he told her.

“Why do you think so?”

He didn’t dare tell her. Not so soon. What would she say if he admitted that he’d begun to fear there was no life left in his body until he’d watched her dance? He drew a deep, calming breath. “I told you earlier. I’ve just got a feeling about it. I know my daughter, and I know what she needs right now. You’re it.”

“Look, Eli.” She stared at him. “You can’t just go through life bullying everyone into giving you your way, you know.”

He ignored that. “After you meet her, I don’t think this will be an issue anymore.”

“We’ll see.”

He pressed the only advantage he had. “Can we just agree to let nature take its course? It’s going to be very difficult for Grace to leave New York. She’s spent her entire life here. Her memories of her mother are here. That’s why I insisted you come. I thought if she met you, if you met her—” He shrugged. “I hoped it would be easier.”

Liza was searching his face with a probing intensity that made him nervous. “You haven’t told her, have you?”

He hesitated, then shook his head. “No. Grace doesn’t know we’re going to Terrance—at least, not to stay.”

She looked around the apartment. “What does she think you did with the furniture?”

“She hasn’t asked.”

“And you haven’t offered. Very cowardly, Eli.”

He winced as the accusation struck a nerve. “It’s such a big change. I wasn’t sure how to approach it.”

She shook her head as she smoothed the fabric of her dress over her legs. “So you want me to break it to her? Have you always been this much of a wimp?”

“I don’t think so. Since Grace came to live with me—” he shrugged—“I’m afraid of everything most of the time.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Except of making absurd propositions to women you hardly know?”

She had no idea how really absurd he’d like this particular proposition to be, he thought. He decided to play his final card. “Look, I want Grace to meet you because I know she’ll love the idea of dancing with you.”

“Why are you so certain?”

“I’ve seen you dance.”

Liza went perfectly still. He felt the cessation of movement, almost as if her heart had stopped beating. “I haven’t danced professionally in ten years.” Her voice was dangerously quiet.

“Three weeks ago. I saw you then.”

“Three weeks—” She stared at him. “The recital.”

“I waited. I was in the auditorium.”

“You watched me.”

He couldn’t decipher the note in her voice, but suspected a hint of accusation. “Yes.”

“No one was supposed to be there.”

“That’s what made it beautiful.”

She ignored the compliment. “I don’t dance in public anymore.”

“You should.”

Her jaw squared. “That’s my choice, though, isn’t it? You shouldn’t have spied on me.”

“Probably not, but I did, and I knew.” He leaned in, so close she could feel him speak. “I knew you could bring Grace back to me.”

Three hours later, he slanted a look at Liza’s profile. She sat across from him at an Italian restaurant down the street from his apartment. She studied the patrons with avid interest as she studiously avoided looking at him. After agreeing to meet him for dinner, she’d returned to her hotel that afternoon, where she’d changed into a pair of yellow and green trousers and a red cotton short-sleeved sweater. The outfit should have clashed. His former wife, he knew, would have looked at it with utter disdain. Liza made it work, though. It seemed to echo the current of energy that ran just beneath the surface of her skin.

Silently, he acknowledged that that energy was just one of the things that drew him to her. Her love of color—in her external and, he was beginning to believe, internal life—seemed almost incongruous to his increasingly bleak existence. That transfusion he was hoping for might not be so very far away. He had a pressing feeling that if he could simply touch her—deeply—some of that energy would flow through him.

After all, she’d come to New York. She’d agreed to meet his daughter and help her make the transition tomorrow. She’d even agreed to have dinner with him tonight. He was beginning to believe almost anything was possible.

He’d handled things badly this afternoon. Demanding that she teach Grace, struggling to impress her with his life and his success had made him look like a fool. Even the thought made his lips twitch. He probably hadn’t bungled anything quite so thoroughly as this since he’d tried to ask Gloria Stefano to the seventh-grade dance. For the last few years, as his research had begun to attain international recognition, his employers had spent thousands of dollars on PR consultants who were supposed to have taught him the finer points of interpersonal communication. In his mind, he’d spent too much time out of the lab wooing potential financial backers, and not enough time conducting research. Big discoveries demanded big dollars, however, and as the pressures of his job had increased, so had his skill at playing to a crowd.

If they’d seen him in action today, they’d have concluded that he was a lost cause. He was fairly certain he couldn’t have made any more mistakes had he tried.

Still, through some miraculous twist of divine intervention, Liza hadn’t told him no. For the first time since that awful day three months ago when his former mother-in-law had called to tell him that Mara was dead, he felt like he’d survive this. With unshakable conviction, he knew that the woman across from him was going to help him, and his daughter, put their lives back together. When he’d seen her dance, he’d sensed a deep reservoir of pain in her—she’d experienced something, seen something, that had left deep wounds on her soul. Yet somehow she’d managed to embrace that pain and turn it into a passion for life. While he—he had simply allowed his own grief and guilt to render him emotionally distant. She’d help him find his way back—if he studied her, worked hard enough to unravel her secrets, Liza would show him the way.

Liza seemed to sense his watchful gaze on her face. She glanced at him over the top of her menu. “Do I have something in my hair?”

“No,” he said, wondering what she’d do if he confessed that he was analyzing her like a lab specimen. “I was trying to figure out why you’re still here.”

Her lips lifted in an ironic smile. “That makes two of us.”

“I didn’t handle things very well this afternoon.”

“You could say that.”

“I should have explained weeks ago why I wanted you to come here today. I should have asked you directly if you were willing to help us. I’m sorry I pressured you.”

“You should have asked me weeks ago if you could watch me dance, too. That didn’t stop you.”

“It was an indescribable experience.” She had, he thought, the most alluring way of looking at him. “I wish you wouldn’t let it make you uncomfortable.”

“I can’t help it. It embarrasses me to know that you were watching me.”

There it was again, that unabashed honesty that seemed so rare in the world where he lived. “I understand that.”

“How can you?”

He shrugged. “It’s a personal thing. Science isn’t so very different from art, you know? I know there are some things I do, risks I take in the lab, that I’d prefer to keep to myself. What I saw—it was intimate. Had you known I was there, you wouldn’t have shown it to me.”

“No. I wouldn’t have.”

“I’m not sorry I watched,” he admitted.

“That’s part of the problem.” She frowned. “I’m not sure how to take that. I think you should be sorry, but it’s hard to say when I’m not so certain that I’m sorry you watched. It’s weird.”

Eli searched her face, her eyes, for any clue that might tell him what she was thinking. She couldn’t know, could she, that he’d decided that night that he wanted to have an affair with this woman? Yet—he probed the heightened flush on her cheeks—she must have known the sensual pace of the dance, the sheer pulse of the music, could have that effect. What he’d seen that night had been a vision of Liza Kincaid’s
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