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Chapter One

SHELLY SWIPED THE lip gloss wand across her lips, rolled them in and out to smooth out the color, and grinned at herself in the mirror, satisfied with the results. She pushed up her boobs, exposing just enough flesh to draw a man’s attention—and keep it—but still not look too obvious.

“Perfect. He’ll love it.”

Ah, Cameron Shaw. Rich and powerful, sexy as hell, and kind in a way that made it easy to get what she wanted. Exactly the kind of husband she always dreamed about marrying.

Shelly grew up in a nice, middle-class family. Ordinary. She desperately wanted to be anything but ordinary.

She’d grown up a plump youngster and a fat teenager. At fifteen, she resorted to bingeing and purging and starved herself thin. Skinny and beautiful, boys took notice. You can get a guy to do just about anything when you offer them hot sex. By the time she graduated high school, she’d transformed herself into the most popular girl in the class.

Destined to live a glamorous life in a big house with servants and fancy cars and clothes, meeting Cameron in the restaurant had been a coup. Executives and wealthy businessmen frequented the upscale restaurant. She’d gone fishing and landed her perfect catch. Now she needed to hold on and reel in a marriage proposal.


Chapter Two

NIGHT FELL OUTSIDE Cameron’s thirty-sixth floor office window. Tired, he’d spent all day in meetings. As president of Merrick International, long hours were the norm and sleepless nights were a frequent occurrence.

The sky darkened and beckoned the stars to come to life. If he were out on the water and away from the glow of the city lights, he’d see them better, twinkling in all their brilliant glory.

He couldn’t remember the last time he took out the sailboat. He’d promised Emma he’d take her fishing. Every time he planned to go, something came up at work. More and more often, he put her off in favor of some deal or problem that couldn’t wait. He needed to realign his priorities. His daughter deserved better.

He stared at the picture of his golden girl. Emma was five now and the image of her mother. Long, wavy, golden hair and deep blue eyes, she always looked at him with such love. He remembered Caroline looking at him the same way.

They’d been so happy when they discovered Caroline was pregnant. In the beginning, things had been so sweet. They’d lay awake at night talking about whether it would be a boy or a girl, what they’d name their child, and what they thought he or she would grow up to be.

He never thought he’d watch his daughter grow up without Caroline beside him.

The pregnancy took a turn in the sixth month when Caroline began having contractions. They gave her medication to stop them and put her on bed rest for the rest of the pregnancy.

One night he’d come home to find her pale and hurting. He rushed her to the hospital. Her blood pressure spiked and the contractions started again. No amount of medication could stop them. Two hours later, when the contractions were really bad, the doctor came in to tell him Caroline’s body was failing. Her liver and kidneys were shutting down.

Caroline was a wreck. He still heard her pleading for him to save the baby. She delivered their daughter six weeks early, and Caroline suffered a massive stroke and died without ever holding their daughter.

Cameron picked up the photograph and traced his daughter’s face, the past haunting his thoughts. He spent three weeks in the neonatal intensive care unit grieving for his wife and begging his daughter to live. Week four had been a turning point. He felt she’d spent three weeks grieving the loss of her mother and decided to live for her father. She began eating on her own and gained weight quickly. Ten days later, Cameron finally took his daughter home. From then on, it had been the two of them.

Almost a year ago, he decided enough was enough. Emma needed a mother. He’d dated several women since Caroline’s death. More so, he took a few women to bed and felt no emotional connection to any of them. They provided a physical release. Nothing more than empty encounters between two consenting adults. Perhaps that’s what made him feel emptier each time. He didn’t want to examine it too closely. It hurt too much, this loneliness.

He didn’t know if he was capable of giving anything more than his body to any woman anymore. It hurt too much to have his heart ripped out of his chest when Caroline died. He figured there was literally nothing left of it.

The women knew it, understood it, and took what they could get from him. No shortage of women who wanted to be seen with him, sleep with him, enjoy the money he had, and casually slip away when the time came. The problem with that was none of them would make a good mother to Emma.

He hadn’t lost his head over a woman since Caroline until a month ago. He’d had a hard day and ended up right here, sitting in his office looking out at the night and thinking about Caroline and how much he missed her. He’d drowned himself in her memory and what it felt like to be her husband and to love her and be loved.

He’d gone downstairs to Decadence to have dinner alone at his reserved table. When he’d entered the restaurant, he’d seen a woman at the bar who reminded him so much of Caroline that he almost believed it was her. He struck up a conversation, and they’d ended up going at it on the sofa in his office. It had been the one and only time he’d lost his head that way.

When it was over and he’d realized what he’d done, he apologized to the woman and offered to drive her home. She’d made things easy and asked him to dinner.

So began his relationship with the blond beauty, Shelly Ramsey. They’d been seeing each other regularly for a month. He took her to several charity benefits and social functions he attended for business purposes. So far, they enjoyed each other’s company.

He scheduled dinner with Shelly and Emma downstairs at Decadence and awaited his daughter’s arrival. He stared at the picture of Emma again and wondered if it was too soon to introduce her to a woman he was seeing.

He thought about Shelly. Nice, well spoken, and beautiful, if not too made up at times. Caroline often made jokes about herself to make others feel comfortable around her. Shelly didn’t have a sense of humor about herself. She took things too personally.

The more Cameron thought about Shelly, the more he realized his interest in her ran more to her resemblance of Caroline. The longer he spent with her, the more he realized her looks weren’t enough to keep him interested.

Always nice to him, but not necessarily to others. That was a problem for Cameron. At every business function they attended, Caroline went out of her way to befriend everyone. She was a warm fire on a cold night. Everyone wanted to gather around and feel her warmth. He missed that about her. He’d bask in the praise and compliments about what a wonderful woman he’d snagged. They’d tell him how lucky he was and how they thought she was great. He hadn’t needed anyone to tell him he was lucky. He knew it.

So far, Shelly hadn’t shown that side of herself. If she even had it in her. He sometimes suspected some sort of hidden agenda.

Cameron sighed and put the picture of his daughter back on the corner of his desk and considered himself a royal jackass. Yeah, the sex was good, but he spent the whole time pretending Shelly was his wife. After the first time, he hadn’t lost his head quite so completely. In fact, now he could take it or leave it. He chalked Shelly up to supreme stupidity and a deep longing for his dead wife.

He wished he’d realized Shelly was just a substitute for Caroline before he’d agreed to introduce her to his daughter. Emma would arrive any second, and he couldn’t cancel now.

He continued to stare out the window at the ocean in the far distance. A row of lights appeared very small on the water. A ship, lights lining the mast. He imagined a sailboat and wished he were aboard right now.

MARTI STARED OUT across the water and sighed. She loved the ocean, the sound, the smell, the solitude, and most of all, the sheer size of it. You could lose yourself out here on the wide-open sea. She had for the past year, and now it was time to find herself back on land.

The saltwater spray swept up from the bow and misted her face. Her last day on the ship; tomorrow she arrived in nearby San Francisco.

She’d seen the world from the ocean and from port to port. She’d explored every wonderful place she’d ever dreamed of visiting: England, Ireland, France, Greece, Italy, Egypt, Fiji, Brazil, Chile, Australia, Japan, China. Everywhere her heart desired, she’d gone and explored.

Some people dreamed of a trip around the world and never did because they couldn’t afford to, or just didn’t take the time. Three hundred and sixty-five days at sea. On day three hundred and sixty-six, she’d dock in San Francisco, sign the estate papers at the lawyer’s office, and make a life on dry land—alone. Her heart ached over the loss of her grandmother, and soon the sea.

She’d rather not go back to the city, but the year was up and she’d fulfilled her grandmother’s last wishes. How could she refuse such a wonderful request? But she couldn’t spend the rest of her life sailing from port to port. She wanted to, but needed to get back to her life. Actually, she had to start her life. She was ready to stay in one place for a while and make some friends.

“Marti, we’ve dropped sail and anchored for the night. The fog’s rolling in and we should get settled. What time do you want to get underway and drop anchor in the bay in the morning?”

“Let’s not make it early,” she said over her shoulder to her trusted captain. “How about eleven? I can watch the sun come up and spend a quiet morning with you and the crew. It’ll be our last breakfast together for a while.”

“You look sad. It’s been quite an adventure, wouldn’t you say?”

Captain Finn understood her reluctance to leave the ship and begin an unfamiliar life.

“A grand adventure. I’m going to miss it as much as you salty dogs.”

“I think we can call you a salty dog after a year of sailing. You handle this ship as well as anyone. You make a great mate.”

“I learned from the best.” She smiled to let him know how much she appreciated him for treating her like a part of the crew and not keeping some sort of boundary between them because she was technically the boss. “How long until dinner?”

“A few minutes. We’re set up on the back deck.”

“Perfect. We’ll watch the fog roll in and play our last poker game.”

“Will the men keep their money for shore leave?”

“They may just leave with a bonus tonight.” She winked and he laughed.

An experienced card sharp, she’d make sure all the men left with her money.

Captain Finn caught her looking longingly at the water. “She’ll still be here come tomorrow night when you’re tucked into some hotel room. Stay aboard.”

“I have things to do. I need to find a place to live on dry land. If I stay on the ship, I’ll only want to sail away again.”

“I understand and know just how you feel.” He belonged to the sea and she was cut from the same cloth. “The ocean, she calls to you, but you have to find your way now that Sofia is gone. She gave you a gift, Marti. She would be proud to see you embraced it with your whole heart. I’ve never seen anyone take to the open water like you, or enjoy the adventure of exploring a new land with such enthusiasm. She understood your spirit.”

“Yes. She did. She left me in good hands too. You and the crew have been wonderful to me. I couldn’t have gotten through the first few weeks without your kindness.”

“Kindness was easy to give to someone like you. You earned my respect, and that of the crew, when you insisted on becoming a sailor. Your Uncle Anthony doesn’t deserve either kindness or respect from you. Remember that tomorrow and all the days after that. He’ll come after you. He wants what Sofia gave you.”

“Did he call?”

“This morning. We told him you went diving and couldn’t be reached.” He gave her one of his lopsided smiles.

“You tell him that every time he calls.”

“It’s been true a time or two.” Captain Finn’s mouth tilted up in an unapologetic grin.

“Thank you, Captain Finn, for everything.”

“I loved your grandmother. I’ve taken her all over the world and watched her create some of her masterpieces. And now I’ve had the pleasure to take you around the world and watch you do the same in your own way.”

Marti thought fondly of her grandmother, the world-famous painter. Her paintings hung in galleries and museums all over the world. She’d taught Marti how to paint from the time she was old enough to hold a brush. A smile touched her mouth at the sweet memories. How she’d loved painting with her grandmother.

Marti was an accomplished artist in her own right, but the public wouldn’t know it. She’d never shown one of her paintings to anyone. To her grandmother’s frustration, Marti painted for herself. Truth be told, she was scared to death to let anyone see her paintings and compare them to her grandmother’s masterpieces.

Marti kept her talents on an anonymous level, writing and illustrating her own series of children’s books. She wrote the series under a pen name. No one except her publisher knew the author was the granddaughter of one of the greatest painters in the world. Marti hoped she’d get to keep the secret. A hope she knew wouldn’t come true. No secret stayed hidden forever.

“I only wish she could have made this journey with you,” the captain said.

“I’ve wished the same since we left. She watched over us. I know she did.” Marti gazed up at the darkening sky, the stars beginning to wink and twinkle to life.

Captain Finn walked back across the deck behind her.

Tomorrow would be a new beginning and facing it alone scared her. Instead of looking out at the ocean and the fog about to envelope them, she turned to the land and the city by the bay. San Francisco was lit up in the distance. She stared at those lights and wondered what all those people were doing right then. Working in their offices, going out for a night on the town, spending an evening with someone they loved, their family and friends. Maybe they were lonely like her and wishing to have something more in their lives.

Tomorrow she’d become a part of that world. Tonight, she belonged to the sea.

She stared out across the water to one of the tall buildings reaching up to the stars. For the first time, she felt as if something, or someone, was drawing her back.

CAMERON WAITED FOR his daughter to arrive, dreading the evening ahead. He watched the ship on the water, drawn to it like a beacon.


Chapter Three

“DADDY, DADDY, JIMMY let me put the window up and down in the car and have a soda while we drove here.”

Jimmy walked in behind his little munchkin and put his hands on his hips and glared down at her. “You weren’t supposed to tell.”

“You didn’t say not to.” Emma beamed the big man a smile and threw her arms around his leg and gazed up at him. “It was so cool. I pretended I was a movie star.”

She struck a pose and Jimmy and Cameron both laughed.

“How’s my golden girl today?” Cameron turned his thoughts away from the sailboat out his window and the lost dreams of his beloved wife.

“I’m hungry. Can we go see Aunt Elizabeth now? Maybe she’ll let me make something in the kitchen.”

Aunt Elizabeth was married to his boss’s brother-in-law. Cameron had become close with Jenna when she took over as CEO of Merrick International several years ago and made him president. Emma was just a baby. He and Emma had moved into a penthouse next door to Jenna and her husband, Jack.

Jack’s brother, Sam, lived with Jenna and Jack at the time and they all spent many evenings together, especially after Jenna gave birth to her twin sons. Emma and the boys were close. They were all like one big happy family now. Emma thought of all of them as her aunts and uncles and cousins.

After marrying Sam, Elizabeth opened her restaurant on the first floor of the Merrick International building. Elizabeth was like a little sister who nagged him to eat right and “Don’t forget dessert”. He loved her like a sister and loved her more for treating Emma like her own.

Emma especially loved playing with Elizabeth and Sam’s daughter, Grace. Emma thought the baby was as close to a little sister as she’d ever have. He wanted a mother, a complete family for Emma, but realized she had a close family of sorts.

“Aunt Elizabeth is expecting you and mentioned something about brownies tonight.”

“Really?” Emma bounced up and down on her toes, her hands held in front of her like a prayer. “She’ll let me make the brownies?”

“You’ll have to eat all your dinner. But yes, you get to make the brownies.”

“Awesome.” Emma ran and jumped into his lap. She gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“I wondered how long I’d have to wait for you to give your old man some love.”

“You aren’t old.” She stared at his face. “Not really. You’re just tired. You should take a nap.”

“A nap, huh. You think it will make me look younger?”

“No, I think it will make you not be grumpy.”

Jimmy smiled. “She’s got you there. Um, your guest is downstairs and she isn’t happy about waiting. Elizabeth said you better come down or she’s going to put Super Glue in her martini to shut her up.”

Cameron frowned over his daughter’s head. Why the hell was Shelly downstairs drinking when she was having dinner with him and Emma?

“Emma, remember I told you we’re having dinner with my friend?”

“Yes.” She dragged out the word with melodramatic exasperation, like only a five-year-old (or teenager) could do. “You told me last night and two times this morning. I’m five, not three. I can remember what you said.”

Cameron held back the laugh. His shoulders shook with the effort.

“Of course you can, sweetheart. I want you on your very best behavior. Shelly has been looking forward to meeting you and ...”

And he didn’t want to introduce them, but couldn’t get out of it now. He’d just have to do it and see how Emma responded. He’d cooled toward Shelly, but maybe she’d redeem herself and show an interest in Emma.

Maybe one day he’d stop looking for Caroline in every woman he met.

He let his thoughts run away. Back to the past, and here and now, where every woman was dull and flat and never sparked anything more than a quick flash. This meeting had better turn out well. He didn’t want to disappoint his daughter or upset her in any way.

He wasn’t sure what her expectations might be in meeting a woman he dated. She might think it meant more than it did. His fault. He’d spent last night and this morning telling Emma all about Shelly and her many good qualities.

He might have embellished a bit and told a few white lies. Again, he felt like a supreme jackass.

Irritable, he clipped out, “Let’s go.”

“Maybe we should go home, so you can take a nap. You’re grumpier than normal.”

He scooped up his daughter and headed for the elevator.

“I’m just hungry. Maybe I’ll have you for an appetizer.” He lifted her, pressed his mouth to her belly and blew on her stomach to make her laugh. Just being with her made him feel lighter and overshadowed his dark thoughts.


Chapter Four

“AUNT ELIZABETH, I want to make the brownies now.” Emma tugged on her skirt.

Elizabeth stood beside the table of one of her most prominent guests. The restaurant was popular with the well-to-do, executives, and the office workers in and around the Merrick International building. Elizabeth had a very popular—and often very overrun—bakery several blocks away. Brides-to-be stalked her in hopes of having her make their wedding cakes.

Cameron was like a brother. She loved Emma as much as her own daughter, Grace. Since Emma didn’t have a mother, she and Jenna often took over some of the more motherly duties, like baking with the child and sharing girl talk. Elizabeth often wished Cameron would find a nice woman to settle down with so that Emma would have a mother.

Until that day, Elizabeth and Jenna were surrogate mothers. They couldn’t be happier to fill the position until Cameron found someone to share his life with, someone who also loved Emma the way they all did.

Elizabeth looked down at the little girl with the grown-up eyes and the wisdom of an eighty-year-old trapped in a five-year-old’s body.

“Emma, I’d like to introduce you to Mr. and Mrs. Stanford.”

Emma turned to the two older people at the table. She held tight to Elizabeth’s hand and said, “Hello. I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Pleased to meet you too.” Mrs. Stanford smiled warmly.

“You should have the chicken and pasta Florentine with garlic and butter sauce. It’s my favorite. Aunt Elizabeth makes the best dessert. You should have some pie with ice cream. I haven’t made the brownies yet, but maybe they’ll be done before it’s time for your dessert.”

Mr. and Mrs. Stanford turned to Elizabeth. “We’ll have Emma’s recommendation.”

Emma beamed a smile. “I’m supposed to eat dinner with my daddy and his friend, but she’s boring. She’s only being nice to him because he’s the president. I think you should be nice to people no matter what, don’t you?”

The couple smiled at the little girl with the insight of an adult. “Yes, dear. It shouldn’t matter if he’s president.”

Elizabeth explained, “Her father is the president of Merrick.”

The couple nodded their understanding.

Elizabeth smiled at her guests in a silent thank you for humoring the little girl. “Dinner will be out soon. Enjoy your meal.”

She led Emma toward the kitchen. “You handled that like a master hostess. I might hire you.”

Emma beamed. “I like it here.”

“I like having you here. Let’s stop at your dad’s table and get his order before we make the brownies. Everything is ready in the back.”

“The lady keeps touching Daddy and smiling at him, but she doesn’t do it like you touch Uncle Sam. Do you know what I mean?”

“Yes, honey. I know what you mean.”

Emma knew what love looked like between a man and a woman. She’d watched her and Sam together and Jenna and Jack together. It spoke volumes she didn’t see those kinds of feelings between Cameron and Shelly.

Sharp, nothing got past Emma. Elizabeth had often admired the little girl’s ability to sum up a person upon meeting them.

Elizabeth might have to talk to Cameron about Shelly and Emma’s reaction to her. Cameron should know his daughter had Shelly’s number. Elizabeth hoped Cameron had it too.

“Daddy, I found Aunt Elizabeth and I got to be a hostess.”

“Darlin’, I’m speaking with your father. It’s not polite to interrupt,” Shelly insisted meeting Cameron’s daughter. She wanted to make a good impression. Cameron seemed so devoted to the little girl, so Shelly figured if she showed an interest in her too, he’d keep his interest in her.

She might have miscalculated, thinking Emma would stay out of the way and be quiet. Instead, she’d been rude and tried to dominate her father’s attention. Shelly wasn’t going to play second fiddle to a five-year-old.

Cameron heard the reprimand for his daughter’s interruption. She didn’t raise her voice, even sounded like a mother teaching her child a lesson, but still something bothered him. He let it slide and scooped Emma onto his lap and kissed her cheek.

“Hi, Elizabeth.”

“I’m taking Emma in the back to make brownies. What would you like for dinner? Your usual, Cameron?”

“Sounds great.”

“I’ll have the filet and lobster dinner.” Shelly cocked her head to one side and asked, “Are you sure you should take Emma into the kitchen? She could get into a lot of trouble back there. It’s a lot of work keeping your eye on kids. At least that’s what I’m told.”

Not the kind of work Shelly was interested in performing. Elizabeth imagined the only work Shelly performed happened on her back, conniving to extract money from whatever male was on top of her at the time.

Shelly ordered the most expensive items on the menu and took little interest in Emma, except to criticize her. Elizabeth felt sorry for Cameron. He had the worst taste in women or, more accurately, he chose women who didn’t make him feel anything besides lust. Shelly was the worst possible choice for him.

Cameron had gone too long without being loved. Elizabeth wondered if he remembered what it felt like to have someone love you above all else. Sure he had Emma, but it wasn’t the same as being loved by a partner. She sighed and felt sorry for him. He had everything going for him, and yet he hadn’t found someone who saw beyond the trappings of his life to the man who loved his daughter and wanted to be loved by a woman. Maybe the right person would show up before Shelly sunk in her claws and made Cameron’s life worse.

She looked at Shelly and remembered her comment about Emma being in the kitchen. She’d just bet Shelly was happy to have Cameron to herself and Emma out of the way, no matter what she said to the contrary.

“Emma will be just fine with me. I’ll get your dinners ready. How about some fresh drinks? Another martini, Shelly? Ice tea, Cameron?”

“That would be lovely. It’s been such a trying day.” Shelly did her best to look overwhelmed. Elizabeth held back the roll of her eyes at the melodramatic tone.

Elizabeth made a show of looking at Shelly’s empty martini glass and back at Cameron. Shelly already finished two martinis; the next would be her third in an hour. “I’m sure it has been. I’ll have your drinks sent over. Emma and I will be in the kitchen if you need us.”

Alone again, Shelly confronted Cameron. “You seem close to her. She’s very beautiful. Every time we come in here she treats you ... special.”

Shelly didn’t want to say Elizabeth treated Cameron like they’d once shared a bed; maybe they still did, and that’s why Elizabeth was so close to Cameron. She knew what he liked to eat. She talked to him like they had a history, and she treated Emma like she was her own daughter. Maybe they had a relationship and that’s why Emma called her “Aunt”.

“Elizabeth is like a sister to me. She’s Jenna Turner’s sister-in-law. Jenna and Elizabeth are married to twin brothers, Jack and Sam.”

“Jenna the CEO. Wow.” She scanned the expensive and lavishly decorated restaurant. “It must be nice to have an in with the owner of the Merrick International building. Elizabeth didn’t do too bad for herself marrying into the Turner family and the Merrick wealth.”

Cameron took exception. Elizabeth worked hard and was a great restaurant owner. Her bakery alone was renowned. The fact that Shelly assumed Elizabeth would use her marriage to Sam to get something from Jenna just showed how shallow she really was.

Cameron had made a huge mistake. It kept getting thrown in his face what a jackass he’d been for a piece of ass who reminded him of Caroline. Maybe he was just as shallow as Shelly, since he’d obviously looked past her mind and used her solely for the purpose of a face and body that looked like his former wife’s.

“Elizabeth is Judge Hamilton’s daughter. She runs this business and Decadence Bakery because she likes to, and because she’s good at it. She didn’t need Jenna’s help to start this restaurant. She already had the bakery. She did it as a favor to Jenna. It’s part of my perks that I get to eat here whenever I want. A few of the other executives have a standing table too.”

“Well, you do know some interesting, wealthy, and influential people. Never hurts to be friends with a judge’s daughter. Not to mention the Hamilton fortune. Wow. I completely misjudged Elizabeth.”

The misjudgment was in how wealthy and influential Elizabeth was and had nothing to do with how nice and kind she was. He ran his hand over the back of his neck and tried to work out some of the tension.

“Listen, Shelly, we need to talk.”

Shelly didn’t like Cameron’s definite brush-off tone.

“Cameron, darling. This night hasn’t turned out like you hoped. I want so much to spend time with your Emma. She’s such a pretty and smart girl. Too bad she had her heart set on helping in the kitchen. I’m sure if we spend some time together, we’ll be fast friends.” Cameron gave her a skeptical look and she went on quickly, “How about dinner again tomorrow? She can’t possibly get to know me in just one night. She probably sees me as a rival for your affections and doesn’t want to give me a chance. Let’s try again tomorrow and see how it goes.”

Cameron didn’t want to put his daughter through another dinner, but Shelly seemed so intent on getting to know Emma. He didn’t know what to do. He rubbed his hand over the back of his neck again.

“Come to my place tonight. I’ll wear the pink negligee you like so much. We’ll have a wonderful evening together and it’ll take the tension right out of your neck,” she said and cocked her head, indicating his action.

He dropped his hand and grabbed his ice tea. He liked the pink negligee. It was exactly like one Caroline had worn for him. The color made her skin look like porcelain and her golden hair glow. The pink made her eyes look deeper blue, the blue of the greatest depths of the ocean.

Cameron thought about the sailboat he’d seen in the distance from his office window earlier and wished again to be onboard, putting out to sea.

“Fine, we’ll have dinner again tomorrow. If I know Emma, she’ll be in the kitchen through the rest of dinner.”

“That’s wonderful, darling.” She brightened her words with excitement, even though she could care less about another dinner with the child. It was the man she wanted, and a proposal. The sooner the better.

“You know how important you are to me. I want a chance to show you Emma and I can be close.”

She almost choked on the word. The only person she wanted close to her was Cameron. Well, Cameron and his bank account and big penthouse, and the lovely limo and driver, and all the other perks she’d have at her disposal when she became his wife. He was having second thoughts about their relationship. Even the sex had tapered off. They hadn’t made love in over a week. She needed to keep him interested. He liked that damn negligee because it reminded him of his dead wife. She didn’t care so much, as long as she ended up with the ring in the end.

She needed to come up with a plan, because if tomorrow night didn’t go well, she’d lose her ticket to easy street, and that would not do.


Chapter Five

MARTI CONSIDERED THE rain fitting for her last morning onboard her beloved ship. She felt as gloomy as the day.

Captain Finn would see to it her packed bags arrived at the Four Seasons. She had her backpack ready with all the folders and papers she needed for her meeting with her grandmother’s attorney. She didn’t want to go to the meeting, but she didn’t have a choice. She’d fulfilled her grandmother’s last request, and now she’d have to sit through the reading of her will.

The terms of the will dictated Marti take the yearlong trip before the final settlement of the estate. Although her grandmother requested the trip be for one year, Marti could end the trip at any time for whatever reason. She designated the ports of call and stayed in any one place as long as she liked. Her grandmother simply asked she take a year to see the world. Marti did just that and saw everything she possibly could in that short time. Everywhere she wanted to visit, she went with an eager heart. Many times the ship had sat in dock for weeks while she traveled inland by train or plane. She had the experience of a lifetime. Exactly what her grandmother wanted for her only grandchild.

Marti understood the trip was to repay her for being virtually trapped in San Francisco with an ailing grandmother. She’d taken care of Sofia for five years, since the time she was seventeen. Her grandmother took ill and become very frail. She spent much of her time in bed due to a bad heart. Any strain could set off another attack and leave her in bed for months.

Raised privileged, they employed a maid and cook, but Marti had been taught from an early age that her grandparents expected her to learn to take care of herself.

Her grandfather had been a hard man. She learned to get around him and his cantankerous ways. In the end, he loved her without having to say he did. She knew she was loved, even when he was ranting about a paper she’d written for school, or a position she’d taken on an issue. He loved to discuss business and politics over dinner and, ornery kid that she was, she often took up the opposing side just to set him off. He knew it, she knew it, and they enjoyed the exchanges. Her grandmother often joined in—on Marti’s side, of course—and the two of them would drive her grandfather nuts for an hour.

Her grandmother spent a great deal of her good days painting and teaching Marti to paint. They’d often set up their easels in the solarium and paint for hours.

She’d attended college through correspondence courses. When her grandmother was well, she’d attended classes at the University of San Francisco and Stanford.

A promise fulfilled for her grandfather, she graduated with a double major in business management and finance. Not her first choice, even if she did have an aptitude for it. She’d finished it because her grandfather had wanted her to have a secure future.

Her grandmother had taken care of her art education and her grandfather her business education. She’d used what she’d learned from both and found an outlet for her varied skills.

She sat on the board of her grandfather’s company along with her uncle. Often in direct opposition to her uncle’s agenda. More often than not, when she really took a stand against a business decision, the board backed her and let her take the brunt of her uncle’s displeasure. She didn’t mind. She was usually right, and when she was wrong, the other board members let her know it and why. She’d learned a lot serving on the board. Many of her classmates had been jealous she had such a prominent position even before she graduated.

Her grandfather appointed her to the board upon his death. The board had approved her grandfather’s appointment because of her inheritance of his shares in the company. Actually, she inherited half the shares and the other half went to her uncle. Together they held controlling interest.

Although her uncle inherited part of the company, he wasn’t happy she controlled the rest of the estate. Sofia’s paintings alone were worth millions, and Uncle Anthony wanted them. He’d sell them for easy cash when his penchant for gambling got out of hand.

The other assets were property and trusts and financial accounts her grandfather amassed over his seventy years on this earth. Her grandparents had left her in charge of everything, knowing their oldest son would either squander it away or mismanage it until nothing was left. The only thing he had control over was the company. Because he answered to the board, and the other executives did the majority of the work, her uncle sat back and collected his sizeable paycheck and did as he pleased.

Most of the time he just liked to make her life miserable, because he felt like she’d stolen his birthright. After all, she was just a woman. What did she know about running a company and managing an estate the size of the one her grandparents left behind?

She didn’t care about the money. She cared that it allowed her to have nice things and the education she’d promised her grandfather. She had the money left to her by her parents. She didn’t need to have her grandparents’ estate too. In fulfilling their wishes, she’d managed to find her own way of making money that allowed her to dabble in the business world and use her artistic ability. She loved creating her books and getting them published. It was her way of honoring both her grandparents and her parents.

She stood on deck and surveyed all the boats in the harbor. Her ship was so large it had to remain anchored away from the docks. Captain Finn finished launching the zodiac and hollered for her to hurry up. She looked around the deck one last time and out to sea and silently said her goodbye.

She’d take short trips, but it wouldn’t be the same as living on board and being out to sea for months. She promised herself she wouldn’t let time slip away before she set sail again. She realized that was her grandmother’s intention for the trip. Marti had let five years slip away. It was for a good reason, taking care of her grandmother, but life had gone on for others while hers stood still.

She wouldn’t let it happen again. She had plans. Unfortunately, those plans couldn’t begin until she met with the lawyers.


Chapter Six

MARTI MADE HER way past all the boats and down the branching docks. The rain pelted her head and shoulders, soaking through her overcoat and drenching her hair. Water slid down her neck from the hair plastered to her face. Not the day to forget her umbrella on the dining table and remember it halfway to shore when the sky opened up. Too late now.

She caught a glimpse of something down the long pier and turned to investigate the strange sight. Suspicious, she wondered what a man dressed in a suit was doing out in this storm.

Without a second thought, she walked down the pier and casually leaned her back against the railing while she stood next to the obviously distressed man. The wind sent sheets of rain down upon her head and against her back. She braced herself against the wind and looked up over her shoulder at the man standing on the second bar of the railing, leaning over into the wind.

“Nice day, don’t you think? Personally, I love a good storm. The rain washes away the grime. Makes the day seem fresh. I’m Marti, by the way,” she shouted over the storm to the old man.

In his seventies, pale and frail, his suit was expensive, like he worked in an executive office. A definite distinguished look about him, he reminded her of her grandfather with his air of superiority, strength, and wisdom. She sensed he also had a kind heart beneath the disillusioned look on his face and in his eyes.

“You shouldn’t be out in the rain like this, young lady.”

The reprimand surprised her, as did his no-nonsense tone.

“I don’t suppose it’s a good idea, but I do love a good storm. I just got back from a long trip and I have a meeting to get to, but I thought I’d join you. You look like a fellow storm enthusiast.”

“I’m just ... Oh hell, I’m being stupid.” With a deep frown, he continued to watch the wild, white-capped waves raging by. Despite the cold, a flush of color brightened his cheeks. “I don’t know what I was thinking coming out here. I didn’t really think anything through, to tell you the truth. Do you have any idea what it’s like to have a family who only wants to get what you have? They have no respect for a man’s life’s work. They just want to take the things and the money and use it to make their lives better. They don’t realize without being happy in the first place and on their own, the money and the things will only cause them more trouble.”

He shook his head and stared out across the bay. “And who says I have to leave it to them. They think just because I’m sick they can come in and take over. I’m old. I’m not dead yet.”

She smiled and held back a laugh at his disgruntled tirade. He climbed down from the railing and stood facing the water. She turned and put her arms up on the railing, matching him, hoping he continued to open up about his problems instead of solving them in the worst way.

“I have an idea of what you’re talking about. My uncle would like nothing better than to turn my grandparents’ estate into his personal money pool he can squander away in the hopes of becoming a happy person. Since he can’t get his hands on it, he’s made it his mission to make my life hell.”

“Do you think I did something wrong in raising my son and daughter in a way they can’t see past the money to find a life for themselves? They’re obsessed with having things. The easier it is for them to have it, the more they want.”

“I think it’s the double-edged sword of being a part of a wealthy family,” she agreed. “There are those who are selfish and can only want for more, and then there are the few who see wealth and privilege as a responsibility and a kind of challenge to keep what’s been passed down. Those few want to put their mark on the family history and the world. For them, it isn’t about the money.”

“You’re an interesting woman. I didn’t think another living soul understood my circumstances. So, which are you?”

“Definitely one of the few. My grandmother said I was unique. In a world where I was surrounded by wealth and privilege, I was more concerned about people than possession. They raised me as they did my uncle and father. My father was like me, one of the few, and my uncle was one of the many, who believe being born privileged gives them the right to the wealth. Even if they’ve never worked for it or done anything more than be born, they think they’re entitled.

“Sorry.” She frowned and stared across the swelling waves and into nothing. “You caught me on a day when I have to face my uncle across a conference-room table and listen to the reading of my grandmother’s will. I’ll have to spend the rest of the afternoon listening to my uncle argue every point.”

“She left everything to you, I take it.”

“No. But it won’t matter to my uncle. He believes just because he was born of her flesh, he should have it all. I’m just the granddaughter, after all. Even more heinous, I’m just a woman.” Sarcasm dripped from every word, and she rolled her eyes. “In his mind, I’ve already gotten much more than I deserve from my parents’ estate and from my grandfather.”

“Have you gotten more than you deserve?” he asked, genuine interest in his tone.

She cocked her head and thought about it. “Hard to say. I have more than I’ll ever spend.” She shrugged and let her thoughts roll off her tongue. “I look at it in a different way. I got what I have because I don’t have my parents. They were killed when I was three. I’d give it all back to have them. I got more because my grandfather died. I’d give it back to have that grumpy old man fight with me over dinner about the latest business coup or political race. Whatever my grandmother left me will never take the place of the hours I spent painting with her, or the intangible gifts she’s given to me that can’t be quantified.”

He heard the words, but more importantly he heard the love. She loved her parents and her grandparents and he had no doubt what she was saying was true. She’d give it all back to have them with her again. His children probably couldn’t, wouldn’t say the same.

“You know, I came out here because the doctors all say I don’t have much time left. The family has been up in arms and making life miserable. I thought I’d just go for a sail on my friend’s boat and sleep with the fishes. It would serve them right to wonder what happened to me and have to wait for my body to wash up somewhere, if it ever did. The lawyers would tie up my estate for a long time if I did.”

He looked out over the water again. “The storm kept me from one fate and brought me another. The captain I hired said he wouldn’t take me out. Too dangerous. Can you imagine what I thought about that? It’s too dangerous to sail an old man out to sea so he can kill himself.

“I figured the waves here at the pier were rough enough they’d either carry me out to sea, or I’d just drown right here in the harbor. You came along and made me think maybe I should rethink my troubles. You’re an interesting woman, Marti. You’re a woman I’d like to get to know better. Would you consider having dinner with an old man like me? I’ll even argue with you about politics and business deals if it pleases you.”

“Nothing would please me more, mister ...”

“Knight, George Knight.”

She smiled and leaned up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “We have a lot to talk about, Mr. Knight, for you are my grandfather’s most worthy adversary. I’m Martina Fairchild, granddaughter to Sofia and Martin Fairchild, founder and once CEO of Fairchild Industries. How fares Knight Enterprises?”

Fate had a way of working in mysterious ways. He hadn’t been able to sail on Cameron’s boat, and none other than his old enemy’s granddaughter had saved him. Granted he and Marty Fairchild were long-time business rivals and had spent a great deal of time and energy pretending to dislike one another. In actuality, they had been reluctant friends because they’d admired each other’s determination and business prowess.

“Marti, you must call me George. Your grandfather told me stories about you from the time you were born. I saw you grow up through his eyes, and whenever I’d see you at a function. He was so proud of you. I think he talked about you more than he talked about your father or uncle combined.”

“He was an amazing man. I think we argued strategy against Knight Enterprises over many a meal.”

“You were named for him?”

She smiled. A funny story, one only appreciated fully by someone who knew her grandfather well. To say he was proud to have sired two boys was an understatement. Ending up with a granddaughter instead of a grandson was unthinkable. Even more unthinkable, him raising that girl child.

The man born to a family of eight boys had no idea how to raise a girl. The thought never occurred to him that he’d ever have a daughter or granddaughter. And yet she, Marti, had become both to him.

“I was somewhat jokingly named after him. When he arrived at the hospital to see my mother after I was born, he came into the room and asked to see his grandson. It never occurred to him he’d be cursed with a granddaughter.”

“He would think that, wouldn’t he? He was a man among men. Everything about him was male, right down to his chauvinism.”

George thought he had some old-fashioned values, but he thought children were a blessing, no matter what their gender.

Disappointing, when the blessing of children turned sour and they grew to be their own people. His children had proven it. Well, except for one. But he didn’t even know George was his father.

“Yes, he was very much like that. My mother was very much a woman and she had learned not to let my grandfather get away with his cantankerous ways. I’m told my mother was very much like my grandmother, a woman who could stand on her own and go toe-to-toe with any man, including my grandfather.”

She smiled warmly. It was nice to talk about her grandparents and parents with someone who had known them. “Anyway, my grandfather saw my mother holding a pink-blanketed bundle. He looked at my father and said, ‘Well, that’s a disappointment. What are we supposed to do with a girl?’

“My mother was tired and not about to stand for my grandfather’s disappointment in the daughter she’d just brought into the world. She got out of bed with me in her arms and walked to my grandfather. She unceremoniously dumped me into his arms, wrapped in my pink blanket, and told him, ‘This is your namesake, Martina Fairchild, and you are to take care of her until I get back.’

“My father and grandmother erupted into laughter. My mother marched into the bathroom to take a shower. My grandfather stood there, frowning, holding his namesake, a girl.

“He took it in stride, I’m told. He sat in a chair with me in his arms and began reading the financial page to me. My grandmother told me I promptly burped and went to sleep after my grandfather told me Fairchild Industries’ stock was up two points. Apparently, I wasn’t impressed.

“I’m just thankful my mother thought better than to name me Martin, as my grandfather expected of his first grandchild,” she joked and rolled her eyes expressively.

George laughed so hard he held his sides and coughed. She patted his back and laughed with him.

“I haven’t laughed like this in a long time. I can just imagine him holding you and wondering what to do with a little girl. You are good for me, Marti. Dinner tonight at seven?”

“Perfect. I have my meeting downtown, but I should make it by seven.”

“Let’s meet at Decadence in the Merrick International building. Do you know where it is?”

“I’ll find it.” She swept her hands from her head down her body. “I’ll even dry off and be presentable when I arrive. Do you think the lawyers will mind my appearance?” She combed her fingers through her long, wet hair, feeling like a wet rag.

“For as much money as they charge, they should offer to buy you a new dress just to keep your business.”

He walked her to the parking lot, her arm entwined with his. She worried about his shivers and hoped he went straight home and got warm.

She smiled at the Bentley, complete with driver, waiting nearby.

“You had your driver bring you here so you could throw yourself into the sea?”

“I hate traffic.” He gave her a lopsided grin and shrugged. Humor danced in his now bright eyes, letting her know the despair of moments ago had passed.

“I didn’t really have a plan beyond my initial thought it was time to end it all and let the others fight it out. I have a better idea of what to do now, thanks to you. I’ll take some time and make the appropriate decisions. I think your grandfather would say I was a man who fought for every inch I gained. Over the last several years, my family has worn me down to the point where I just didn’t care what happened to my estate. I think I’d rather go out the man your grandfather and you remember.”

“Will you be all right? I hate to leave you if you’re still considering doing something supremely stupid.”

“Supremely stupid.” His lopsided grin turned to a contemplative frown. “I guess you’re right. I’m fine now, thanks to you. Promise you’ll come to dinner.”

“It’s a promise. If I’m a few minutes late, I hope you’ll wait for me. My uncle can sometimes be long-winded.”

“Dinner is more than seven hours away.”

“I’ll use it as an excuse to get out of there,” she said, exasperated. “How long can he talk without having dinner? Right?”

George smiled, feeling lighter and younger than he had in years. He thought about some of the things he knew about her from Marty’s stories. Something stuck out.

“Your grandfather once told me you were extremely private. He said you prefer to keep things to yourself.”

Marti smiled. Her grandfather’s way of saying his granddaughter didn’t like to advertise she was heir to the Fairchild empire. Too many people held preconceived ideas when they heard someone belonged to a wealthy family. Her grandmother was a famous artist. When they found out she was her granddaughter, they automatically made assumptions about whether she painted or had artistic ability. She’d rather people looked at her for who she was, and not what they thought she was based on her family ties.

“I’d prefer it if you just thought of me as Marti. I’m sure you’d agree, when you add on a family name like Fairchild or Knight, people automatically have a picture of who they think you are. I like to be myself.”

“Your grandmother was right about you, you’re unique. Most people, my children and family included, would use the name to their advantage. Like you, I prefer to earn respect and friendship on my own merits.”

She gave him a firm nod. “I’ll see you tonight at seven. Decadence at the Merrick International building,” she repeated to help her remember.

“Can I drop you somewhere?”

“I’ll be fine, but thank you.”

She waited while George drove away before heading for the street and hailing a cab. Soaking wet and cold, she didn’t have time to go to the Four Seasons and change. Already fifteen minutes late for her meeting, she didn’t care. George Knight was still alive.


Chapter Seven

CAMERON SAT IN his office looking out the window at the night sky and the ocean beyond. The ship from the night before had disappeared. He felt as lonely and desolate as the ocean looked without the ship.

He had to meet Shelly and Emma downstairs for dinner again. Emma never said much about Shelly on the car ride home last night and it worried Cameron. She usually talked about the people she met.

He needed to put a stop to this fiasco, and soon.

With one last look toward the sea, he rose from his desk. Still no ship. He didn’t understand why he longed to see the boat on the horizon, to know it was out there waiting for him.

MARTI WAS RUNNING late. Her uncle had indeed been long-winded and prepared to do battle over her grandmother’s estate. To his frustration and increasing anger, Marti sat through the meeting quietly refusing to rise to the bait and argue with him. Her grandmother’s will was straightforward and spelled out her wishes in her usual meticulous manner.

Uncle Anthony was given the large estate property in Marin and a cash settlement. He would continue at the company per her grandfather’s previous wishes. Marti received the sailboat and a cash settlement. Of course, there were stocks and bonds and trusts to be split between them and all kinds of other small treasures.

The icing on the cake went to Marti. To her uncle’s angry protests, Marti received all of her grandmother’s paintings. She and the lawyers would manage the pieces displayed around the world in museums and galleries, but she would also receive the entire private collection. Hundreds of paintings were stored in a special climate-controlled warehouse. Marti would be in charge of her grandmother’s legacy.

She grabbed a dress from her suitcase. Not entirely wrinkled, made of a good fabric, with a little steam it would look great. She turned on the shower in the elegant bathroom and hung the dress so it would catch the steam.

No time for her to actually take a shower. Her hair hung limp past her shoulders after her stint standing in the storm talking to George. She thought about the man and smiled. She’d missed having an elder for company.

She used the dryer to fluff her hair. She pulled the sides away from her face, clipped them, and let the rest fall down her back. She’d been at sea for a year and her hair had grown out considerably. She took a critical look at herself in the mirror. Her hair, usually a rich brown, now showed streaks of gold from the sun. The color made her tanned skin and soft green eyes glow with warmth. Five feet seven and lean, maybe a little too thin. Climbing rigging and working on the boat had made her strong. Not to mention her long swims in the ocean waves. She had a
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