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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Client is a twenty-six year old female in excellent health other than a history of migraines since the age of eight. No records indicating medical attention for same, nor any prescriptions for pain relief. Client uses OTC standard pain blockers. Client also has no memories of her life before going to live with her aunt and uncle after the death of her parents in a car crash when she was eight.”

      Edgar Bainbridge, worldwide renowned neurologist, clicked off the recorder and stared at the large black and white photo of K2 hanging on the wall opposite his desk. Although not as high as Everest, serious climbers considered K2 a more difficult climb. In his younger, cockier days, he had assumed that he could conquer any mountain–no matter the level of difficulty.

      He knew better now. Failures in life were inevitable. Just ask his ex. He had loved Hillary with all the passion of a young, idealistic man, but no amount of love could prevent the implosion of their marriage. The photo of K2 served as a reminder that not all of his goals were achievable.

      The photo also helped to keep him grounded and reminded him not to grow too full of himself.

      Drumming his fingers on the smooth, green quartz that topped his desk, he frowned at the words on his screen. He was afraid that repairing the damage done to Harriet Monroe’s brain might be one of those unachievable goals. Without a doubt, she could well turn out to be the most challenging case of his career.

      His biggest fear was that in trying to repair the damage to the young woman’s brain, there was a good chance that he would make matters worse. If that happened and word got out he would be ruined. No one would ever trust him again. Such was the power of messing with people’s heads.

      Damn Payson Douglas. His old friend would have to dump an impossible puzzle in his lap and expect miracles. Heaving a heavy sigh, Edgar shoved up from his chair and walked to the large tinted window that overlooked a broad canal. A white sail boat carrying a young, smiling family powered slowly down the canal, headed out to sea.

      He’d like to spend the day on the water himself. No responsibilities. No worries.

      Maybe it was time to retire.

      “Balderdash.”

      He owed Payson big time. If it wasn’t for Payson’s encouragement and seed money decades ago, he wouldn’t be the world-renowned doctor he was today. Besides, he thought he understood why Payson wanted to help Harriet Monroe. She was not only lovely to look at, she was lovely on the inside as well. She deserved a better quality of life.

      Pursing his lips, Edgar considered what he knew. According to the info Payson had provided, Harriet’s aunt had hired someone to intentionally wipe Harriet’s early memories–an irresponsible and unethical procedure that only a handful of doctors were capable of performing. Because of the illegality of the procedure, Harriet’s aunt had kept no records that would help him track down the doctor she had used.

      Still, there were only a handful of doctors capable and twisted enough to destroy a young girl’s memory, and Edgar had a good idea for where to begin his search. He had attended med school with three of the five possibles and knew the other two by reputation.

      Two were long dead. The remaining three had eventually been stripped of their licenses to practice medicine. Given their total disregard for the law and ethics however, he’d be willing to bet the three were still messing with people’s minds without the blessing of the International Board of Medicine.

      The IBM simply didn’t have enough personnel to monitor every small town, village, or crowded borough where anyone could hang out a shingle and tack an MD after their name.

      Edgar turned away from the view of the canal and returned to his desk. Harriet Monroe might turn out to be his K2, but he was determined to succeed–for both their sakes. He couldn’t let Payson down.

      Sitting at his desk again, he began to run a search on the three remaining doctors.

      Miles Sutcliffe had been one of his classmates. Brilliant, charismatic, considered dashingly handsome–this last according to Edgar’s ex-wife Hillary who had dated Miles for a short while. Miles had made a big splash in the media with his use of sound and aversion therapy to influence neural pathways. The media had turned on Miles when he treated a western diplomat’s son and something went wrong.

      Edgar pulled up several old articles on the incident. It all came back to him as he read. The diplomat’s son had been a kleptomaniac. When he was caught with a bag full of jewelry stolen while the family attended a dinner party at the Swedish ambassador’s residence, the father decided it was time to do something about his son. He hired Miles, and Miles turned the son into a milksop, unfit for any career path.

      Despite the wrongness of employing untested remedies on people’s brains, Edgar remembered being fascinated by Miles’ work at the time. Edgar felt that sound therapy had great potential, but thanks to Miles the IBM shut down any further research on that particular branch of therapy.

      That didn’t mean that Miles had stopped pursuing it.

      He put a question mark next to Miles’ name and moved to the next name on his short list.

      Audra Stinson had been a couple years ahead of him in grad school. She specialized in brain mapping and the use of a single electron-wide laser beam to destroy precise areas of the brain. A problem with drink had derailed a hot career after shaking hands had left a wealthy female client with stuttering speech.

      Audra had disappeared after her very public humiliation.

      The last name on Edgar’s list was all too familiar. He pinched his nose with thumb and forefinger when he got to it. McDougall Henry–Gully to his friends–had been one of the doctors in Edgar’s first group practice. Gully was a charming, handsome, dark Irishman with black hair, blue eyes, and a pronounced burr in his speech that made him seem far gentler than he actually was.

      Gully had been a genius–probably still was-who employed a wide range of treatments. Hypnotism combined with electroconvulsive therapy had been two of his favorites. Unbeknownst to the rest of the practice, Gully had also been a sex addict.

      At the time, he only treated women, and the reason why soon became obvious to the other members of the group practice when one of his patients turned up pregnant–impossible as she had never had relations with a man nor made use of a sperm bank.

      The truth came out in a lurid news media report that almost destroyed every doctor in the group: Gully took advantage of his patients while they were under hypnosis.

      The woman filed a complaint with the IBM and Edgar’s group practice paid the hefty fines–and then paid Gully to quietly go away. The last Edgar had heard, Gully had moved to Amsterdam.

      Edgar frowned at his short list. Any of the methods these three doctors employed could have been used on Harriet. His chances of reversing the damage would be much higher if he could study the records of exactly what had been done.

      He pulled in a deep breath and let it out in a heavy sigh. One problem at a time. First he had to locate them. Neither the worldwide medical database nor a general search had turned up anything current for the three names on his list. Given how passionate they’d been about their profession, chances were good all three were operating under new aliases and keeping a low profile.

      If he managed to pass the hurdle of locating the right doctor, he still had to get that person to admit to damaging a young girl’s brain and then get them to share their medical records.

      Payson had set him an impossible task.

      One he would do his best to solve.

      Which one of the three wiped Harriet’s memories?

      His chance of success rose dramatically if the physical damage to Harriet’s brain was non-existent or minimal so he would start there.

      That meant Miles Sutcliffe and Miles’ use of sound and aversion therapy. If the severe headaches Harriet experienced whenever she tried to think about her parents had been induced through the use of aversion therapy, he should be able to reverse the process.

      “Okay, Ed, time to track down some old mates.”

      He began making calls.
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      Some days Harriet Monroe felt so blessed she could hardly believe her good fortune. Today was one of those days.

      She put on a burst of speed to finish her run, legs and arms pumping as hard and fast as they would move, lungs burning with the need for more oxygen to power her long, lean muscles. It felt good to push herself, to feel free of pain and healthy.

      She spied Mermaid Cottage in the distance and slowed to a light jog. A small flock of pale gray and white sandpipers led her down the beach on long thin legs, chasing retreating waves as they searched for tidbits of food left behind on the hard-packed sand. The sun’s rays crested over the island’s central mountains, shattering the water’s surface into a billion pinpoints of light. Black-headed gulls wheeled through the sky, calling to one another and anyone else who might be out enjoying the resort’s fine white sand beach at that time of day.

      Harriet made a mental note to bring the video camera with her to capture footage of the glorious moment for a new ad, but immediately nixed the idea. The number of resort guests who rose as early as she did to use the beach was few and she preferred to keep it that way.

      It was selfish of her and she felt a moment’s guilt, quickly assuaged when she remembered that the guests were free to do whatever, and go wherever, they liked. She wasn’t stopping anyone from enjoying the beach at dawn, she just wasn’t advertising it.

      She rarely ran alone–her closest friend Solomon Ayers usually joined her–but this morning his greenhouse crew was putting together flower displays for two last minute, unplanned celebrations. Solly had already been at work for several hours by the time she had crawled out of bed and stretched for her run.

      The rising sun wasted no time heating the air, kicking up an onshore breeze–a breeze that helped keep the resort at a comfortable year round temperature. Harriet pulled the energizing, salty air deep into her lungs.

      Maybe she should make an ad touting the health benefits of the seaside. She had recently come across a piece explaining how sea air contained droplets of iodine and other elements that stimulated immune reactions of the skin and respiratory organs. She could even speak to the resort’s doctor about putting together special packages for asthmatics and people with skin issues.

      Her job as the Island Resort’s public relations director was almost too easy. Every time she turned around there was another great attraction to highlight. Last week they’d made the top spot in Pampered Magazine’s list of exclusive vacation spots.

      It was easy to see why the Island Resort had ranked number one. In addition to the island’s natural beauty, the resort’s developer had pulled together something for every age. The wintering Angel Brothers Circus practiced new acts and welcomed feedback from the guests while they worked out the new show for the upcoming summer tour. The resort’s amusement park boasted a rollercoaster designed by the famous Aldous in addition to the only remaining authentic wooden carousel in existence.

      They offered five Michelin star dining, a marina with every water toy imaginable, a top notch spa, private cottages, a single hotel, miles of white sand beaches, fishing, reef diving–the list of attractions seemed endless.

      Best of all, the number of guests at any one time was limited, ensuring that the resort never felt crowded. Limiting the number of guests also created an aura of exclusivity that attracted people like ants to molasses.

      Harriet climbed the two steps to her cottage’s lanai, stopping to hose the sand from her bare feet. It never failed to amaze her that despite a spate of murders on the island, people kept coming. If anything, the murders had kicked up the number of calls for reservations. Apparently people’s fascination with untimely death overrode their sense of self-preservation.

      She would never understand what drove people to do what they did.

      She stepped from the lanai into the kitchen and headed for the chiller which she kept well-stocked with cold drinks and cut-up fruit. Pouring a tall glass of water, she grabbed one of the padded stools at the pink granite island and looked out the glass doors at her new world.

      A pod of dolphins played in the turquoise water just off the beach. The dawn’s deep blue sky would fade to a pale milky blue as the sun climbed high overhead. The sandpipers had worked their way past her cottage, racing the waves that lapped the fine sand, a sand so white it dazzled her eyes.

      At that moment she felt like the luckiest woman on the planet. The only thing missing from the moment was her boyfriend. Although at her age, the term boyfriend felt woefully inadequate and man friend didn’t convey all that Alex meant to her. He had said he wanted to marry her, but he hadn’t gotten around to asking her yet so she couldn’t call him her fiancé.

      The thought of Alex brought a smile to Harriet’s face and made her heart give a little kick. When her link buzzed and she saw his name on the screen her smile widened. She answered the call and his face popped onto the screen.

      “You should have come for a run with me this morning,” she said in lieu of a hello. The skin around Alex’s deep blue eyes crinkled with his smile. She lovingly traced the white scar running through his right eyebrow with a fingertip. With his crooked nose and scar, Alex certainly wasn’t the handsomest of men, but he was without a doubt the sexiest man she had ever met.

      “Sorry I missed it.”

      His deep, smooth voice had the power to send pleasant shivers down her back, particularly when he was whispering sweet, nonsense words against her neck. The thought made her blush. As if he could read her mind, Alex’s smile widened which made her blush even more.

      Harriet poured herself a glass of cold water, leaned against her pink granite counter, and regarded the face of the man she loved and couldn’t wait to marry.

      “About that,” she said, “why did you have to leave in the middle of the night?”

      “A domestic disturbance at the hotel got a little out of hand. The guests in the next suite complained about the noise.”

      “Ah. And you decided to finish the night in your own bed.”

      “Well, it seemed like the polite thing to do. I didn’t want to wake you. As it happened, I was called out twice so it’s just as well.”

      “Don’t be so thoughtful. Next time come home. I missed you.” She watched Alex’s eyes warm and knew he’d caught her point. She was home. He belonged with her.

      “Can I treat you to lunch today to make up for it?” he asked. “I have a hankering for Chef LeBrecque’s fish tacos.” Someone caught Alex’s attention off-video. He frowned, nodded, and turned back to her.

      “Sorry, I have to go. Seems the domestics have raised their ugly heads again and are bothering others with their lack of wedded bliss. Plan on eating lunch with me. I’ll call you later.” He was gone before Harriet could say good-bye.

      She took extra care dressing for the office, choosing a floaty, soft blue cap-sleeved dress she knew Alex especially liked on her. He had picked out the dress for her on a shopping trip to the mainland when her wardrobe had been destroyed by her stalker.

      The memory of that trip and the way Alex had singlehandedly changed the way she dressed–from severe, dark wool suits suited for cold Maine winters to lighter, more feminine fabrics in softer colors–filled Harriet with more warm, fuzzy feelings. She was still humming when she breezed into her office building twenty-five minutes later.

      “Good morning, Jeeves. How are you this beautiful morning?”

      The top of the line android who manned the office building’s reception desk beamed at Harriet. Handsome in a classical-features kind of way and impeccably dressed in a white linen suit over a pale turquoise shirt, Jeeves epitomized Harriet’s image of the perfect English gentleman. Especially when he spoke in the plummy tones of an English lord.

      “I’m fine, Miss Harry. And yourself?”

      “Couldn’t be better, Jeeves. Any messages for me this morning?”

      “Miss Montgomery requests your presence in her office when you get a free minute. Shall I let you through?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Harriet waited for Jeeves to unlock the door that protected the corridor leading to staff offices. Thought and care had gone into every aspect of the resort, even areas not seen by the paying guests, and the office hall was a prime example. Rectangles of light from the tall, narrow windows on Harriet’s left striped the cool, cream-colored floor tiles. Brilliant scenes of the resort island painted by a renowned local artist covered the right hand walls.

      The security panel to Harriet’s office was cleverly hidden in a slim waterfall tumbling down the side of the island’s central mountain. She placed her hand on the palm reader and keyed in her code. The door slid open without a sound and she entered her large, airy office.

      As had become her habit, Harriet walked immediately to the glass doors that looked out onto a covered lanai and pulled them open, letting in the gentle sea breeze and the scent of tropical flowers. She smiled, kicked off her shoes, and walked barefoot across the pale bamboo floor to the half shelves where the cherry-framed holo of her parents sat.

      “Hello, Mum. Hello, Dad. It’s another beautiful day in paradise. Wish you could see it.” Her parents, forever locked in a long-ago happy moment–her mother leaning back against her father, his arms wrapped securely around her–smiled back at her.

      Harriet swallowed against the sudden lump lodged in her throat and reached out to gently touch her mother’s face. The holo, stolen from her aunt Wendy’s attic when Harriet had run away, was the only likeness she had of her parents. She picked it up and examined it closely, something she did every morning, always hoping that the holo would yield some new clue about the family she’d lost.

      She hadn’t even known what her parents looked like before the day she was bored and playing in her aunt’s attic and found the holo tucked deep in a box of cast-off clothes. If it weren’t for her father’s silver blue eyes and strong chin–the same eyes and chin that she saw in the mirror every morning–and her mother’s long, thick, honey-colored hair–her hair–she would have assumed the couple were distant relatives of her aunt’s.

      Harriet had thoroughly searched the attic after finding the holo for anything else belonging to her parents, but found nothing more. The fact that her aunt Wendy had hidden the holo and never shared it with Harriet made her keep the discovery a secret. Deep down she knew that Aunt Wendy would have taken the holo away from her and she’d never have found it again.

      When Harriet had first gone to live with her aunt and uncle after the car accident that claimed her parents’ lives, she had tried to question them about her parents, but her aunt and uncle refused to talk about them. They behaved as if Harriet had sprung fully formed at the age of eight and with no past.

      In a way, she’d done exactly that. Her memories mostly began on the day she moved into her aunt and uncle’s house. Gradually she realized there was something missing from her life. No one’s memories started at age eight. She had lost not only her mother and father, but years; years only her aunt and uncle knew about and they refused to talk.

      Only recently had she learned that her aunt had paid someone to wipe those memories.

      Ah well, water under the bridge. Best not go there or the migraines would start.

      Harriet set down the holo. Hopefully Dr. Bainbridge would be able to help her recall her early life. Maybe she’d even be able to find old friends of her parents and ask them to share their memories. The possibility wiped away her melancholy and restored her good mood. It was time to get to work.

      Harriet was deep into editing a new commercial featuring the resort’s fine dining when Cass Montgomery buzzed her link.

      “Cass! I completely forgot you wanted to see me,” Harriet apologized. “I’ll be in your office in less than a minute.” She saved and shut down the project and raced out of her office to the next door down the corridor. The door to Cass’s office opened before she could knock.

      “Sorry. Sorry.” Harriet flushed with embarrassment. “Jeeves gave me the message but I got caught up in a project and–”

      “There’s nothing to apologize for, Harry. I appreciate how much you love your work.”

      Cassandra Montgomery sat behind a large, ornately carved rosewood desk strewn with piles of papers and scribbled notes. An intelligent, older woman of ample proportions who didn’t mind drawing attention to herself with brightly colored caftans and arms loaded with jangling bangles, Cass had quickly become one of Harriet’s dearest friends.

      One of the two vacant cottages next to Harriet’s Mermaid Cottage had been meant for Cass, but Cass had opted for an employee apartment instead–citing her preference to be around people and her aversion to walking as good reasons to live in the center of the resort.

      Cass’s warm brown eyes suddenly lit with laughter. She pointed at Harriet’s bare feet. “Forget something?”

      “Oh, for crying out loud. Be right back.”

      Cass stopped her before she’d taken two steps toward the door. “Forget it. I only wanted to tell you that the resort’s chief financial officer will be arriving this afternoon and moving into Persephone Cottage.”

      “Oh! I’m getting a new neighbor.” Harriet wasn’t as successful at hiding her dismay as she would have liked. She had grown used to only sharing her section of the beach with her friend Solly. Although part of her had always known that sooner or later other members of the resort staff would eventually move into the two vacant cottages, she couldn’t help but feel a tiny spark of disappointment.

      She dropped into the cushioned chair in front of Cass’s desk. The resort’s interior designer, Jan Rhymes, had captured the two women’s vastly different personalities when designing their offices. Where Harriet’s office colors were soft and muted–turquoise, peach, and pale neutrals–Cass’s office was bold and bright, done in strong, tropical hues of emerald, blues, reds, and oranges.

      “What can you tell me about him or her?” Harriet asked.

      “Not a blasted thing. Name’s Mark Fortner, and that’s the extent of my knowledge.”

      Harriet shrugged. “It’s not like we have any say in the matter. Mr. Wade must trust this Mark Fortner if he put him in charge of the resort’s finances.”

      “Agreed. I just thought you’d appreciate a heads up. Mark will take the office next to mine and the cottage next to you so we’re both personally affected. We also need to be prepared to have our expense reports thoroughly picked over.”

      “No problem. We’ll welcome Mark with open arms.” Harriet wasn’t worried about her expense reports. She saved the resort a boatload of money by doing all of the filming and editing for ads herself rather than hiring an ad agency. She loved the process and she loved the resort, and she knew how to play up its assets in an appealing way that an outsider could never duplicate. The bottom line: the resort saved money and got a superior product. She had nothing to fear from Mark Fortner.

      She stood and headed toward the door but stopped short and turned to look at Cass. “I haven’t seen any office furniture moving in, have you?”

      Cass’s brown curls bounced when she shook her head. “Nope. Apparently Jan decorated Mark’s office at the same time she did ours.”

      Harriet raised one eyebrow. “Have you seen this office? It might tell us something about our mystery man.”

      “I have not.” Cass flashed a smile and stood. “Let’s take a peek through the lanai doors, shall we?”

      But the women were disappointed to discover that, unlike their own glass doors, Mark Fortner’s were covered in heavy drapes.

      “Well,” Harriet said, pulling her cupped hands from her eyes. “What do the drapes tell you?”

      “That our Mark Fortner values his privacy. Makes sense I guess since he is dealing with Mr. Wade’s vast buckets of money.”

      Harriet grinned. “Guess we’ll just have to be patient. I’m going back to work. Alex is taking me to lunch today. Maybe I can worm something about our mysterious chief financial officer out of him.”

      “Call me the minute you learn anything.”

      “Ditto.”

      The women parted company and Harriet returned to her office where she found a message from Alex asking her to meet him at the employee canteen at one o’clock. Soon she was once again completely immersed in her project.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      It seemed to be a day for becoming immersed in her work and forgetting everything else.

      Harriet rushed into the employee canteen and scanned the busy dining room for Alex. She spied him through the room’s open wall, waiting at an outside table in the far back corner of the patio. She was only ten minutes late for lunch, but she was a person who was chronically early for every appointment or meeting. It galled her to be late for anything–especially when it was something she’d been looking forward to.

      Several people called out to Harriet as she wound her way through the room to the outside tables. She smiled and waved but didn’t stop.

      The employee canteen saw a steady business but was never packed. It was open around the clock, with employees coming and going as their schedules dictated. All of the resort’s employee accommodations provided the means to prepare their own meals if they wanted, but many chose to eat in the canteen on a regular basis. The food was always excellent; prepared by the same staff that fed the guests.

      The fact that the resort’s owner treated his employees on a par with the wealthy guests who frequented the resort instilled a sense of loyalty rarely found elsewhere. Harriet had never seen so many happy workers gathered in one place.

      How could they not be happy? They lived on an island paradise and enjoyed a standard of living that would be far above their pay grades if they were back on the mainland.

      Harriet stepped onto the patio. A tall green hedge dotted with huge, pale white and pink hibiscus blossoms surrounded the outside dining area, giving the employees privacy from guests wandering by. Sunlight dappled through the jasmine-covered pergola overhead. The light perfume of the flowers scented the air. Small iridescent insects buzzed happily among the subtly perfumed blossoms. Her sandals clicked on the patio’s irregularly-shaped slate tiles as she hurried toward Alex’s table.

      “There you are.” He slid his link into his pocket and stood. His dark blue eyes warmed in appreciation as they skimmed over her dress.

      “Sorry. I lost track of time.” This was the second time she’d had to apologize today. She hoped it was the last.

      Alex leaned in and kissed her firmly on the lips. She loved that he had to bend his head to reach her mouth. At five foot eleven inches she usually felt like a giraffe among a herd of sheep. Alex’s six-three made her feel almost dainty.

      “Love the dress,” he whispered before releasing her. “You look positively delicious. Good enough to nibble on from toe to ear.” He pressed another kiss on the sensitive spot below her ear.

      “Oh.” A thousand butterflies took flight in Harriet’s belly. She pressed a hand to her body to contain them. She still couldn’t believe that this incredible man loved her.

      “Interesting project?” Alex pulled out the chair for her.

      “What?”

      A slow grin spread across his face. Alex knew exactly how he affected her and he seemed to enjoy putting her off-stride, especially when they were in public. She scowled at him–not that it did any good. His grin widened, revealing the dimple in his right cheek. That dimple had a way of making Harriet feel a little weak in the knees. She plopped into her seat before her knees betrayed her and gave out.

      “You said you lost track of time. That usually means you’re working on an interesting project.”

      “I am. I’m working up an ad featuring the resort’s wonderful food. I can’t believe I’m late–all the footage I was editing was making me hungry. If anything I should have been early.”

      “Well, let’s see what we can do about the hunger, shall we? I took the liberty of ordering for both of us while I was waiting. Since you were running late I assumed you’d be anxious to get back to whatever you were working on.”

      “Thanks.” For a man who enjoyed teasing and tormenting her as much as he did, Alex was also remarkably thoughtful. Harriet took a long drink of the freshly made lemonade he had ordered for her. It was cold and tasted bright and acidic with just a hint of sweet. Perfect.

      She set down the glass with a happy sigh and studied Alex. He looked relaxed, which meant the domestic disturbance call must have been no big deal. Good.

      “So. What can you tell me about the resort’s new CFO, Mark Fortner?” She pointed a finger at him. “And don’t say ‘nothing.’ I know you know something about him.”

      “Late thirties. Not married. Worked for Wade his entire career. Here to go through the resort’s financials and take some well-deserved time off, then he’ll move on.”

      “Oh. Well. That’s all right then. I thought I was getting a new neighbor.”

      “You are. Just not one who will be here all the time.”

      The waiter set a plate of cajun blackened fish tacos in front of Harriet. She thanked him and waited to attack her food until he had served Alex. The fish was perfectly cooked, moist and flaky, and the cool, sweet mango salsa played well against the heat of the cajun spice.

      “I’m never going to be able to leave this job,” she complained after she’d demolished one of her tacos. “The food is too good.” She saw that Alex had already polished off his own lunch and was eyeing her plate.

      “Don’t even think about it,” she warned. “I intend to eat every scrap. What else can you–” She was interrupted by angry voices on the other side of the hedge.

      “Where is Okido? You’ve done something with her, haven’t you? Did you send her away?” The woman’s voice rose in pitch. “I found the two of you out and now you’ve done something to her. Did you send her away? Tell me!”

      Harriet tried to peek through the foliage but it was too thick. She looked at Alex. He frowned, listening.

      “What are you going on about? Don’t be absurd, Allie.” A man’s voice, rich, deep, and melodic. Harriet knew that voice from somewhere. She tilted her head to better focus on it.

      “I’ve never touched Okido.” The man sounded genuinely disgusted. “And why on earth would you think that I’d do anything to harm my assistant? I told you last night, there’s nothing–and I do mean nothing–going on between me and Okido. I don’t know how you ever got that crazy idea in your head, but you couldn’t be more wrong.”

      “So now I’m absurd.” The argument on the other side of the hedge intensified. Alex set his napkin beside his plate and stood.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said softly. He disappeared inside the canteen. Harriet heard his voice on the other side of the hedge a moment later.

      “Miss Wynn, Mr. Haywood. What seems to be the problem?”

      “Oh, for chrissakes,” the male voice grumbled, “can’t a couple have a discussion without somebody butting in?”

      “Ordinarily, yes,” Alex answered. “But you happen to be holding your discussion outside the employee canteen and you are disturbing the diners.”

      “I’m glad you’re here, Mr. Hayes,” the woman said. “My husband’s assistant has disappeared and I’m afraid Dirk might be responsible.”

      Harriet was suddenly sure that this was the domestic disturbance couple from the previous night. Alex wouldn’t have interrupted their discussion otherwise.

      Alicia Wynn and Dirk Haywood. Two of the top names in the movie industry. A highly sought after actor, handsome, sexy Dirk Haywood usually played action-film heroes. His wife Alicia had produced several of his action films as well as a couple of romantic comedies with her husband playing the leading man. At one time they’d been lauded as the most powerful couple in Hollywood. Harriet didn’t keep up with movie gossip as a general rule, but she thought she’d read that Wynn’s last film–made without Dirk–had flopped badly.

      And now apparently there was also personal trouble in paradise.

      Too bad. She felt sorry for couples forced to live their lives in the paparazzi’s limelight, unable even to share an intimate dinner out without a camera in their faces. She knew it was the price of fame, but it was one she had little stomach for. Everyone deserved the right to conduct their personal relationships in private.

      Harriet realized she no longer heard voices behind the hedge. Alex returned but didn’t sit. He bent and planted a quick kiss on her cheek.

      “Sorry, love, but I need to go. I have to track down a missing assistant.”

      “At least you got to finish your lunch
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