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      “Damn it,” Roxanne muttered. Her drink had splashed on her dress. Looking right, then left, at the partygoers around her, she took a surreptitious glance down to inspect the damage.

      A very large, dark, wet spot spread over her left breast. Luckily it was only ice water—or  maybe not so lucky, on second thought. She watched in horror as the red silk material clung to her skin.

      “Double damn. My nipple is showing.” This time she forgot to keep her comment under her breath.

      “Now that I’d like to see.” The man appeared from nowhere, towering beside her. He watched her reflection in the floor to ceiling window.

      The heat of embarrassment ignited her face. The man was no gentleman. Her embarrassment turned to anger in a flash. Turning to face him, she jutted her breast out for him to see.

      “You can look all you want,” she dared, wanting to shift the discomfort to him.

      She thought she’d succeeded, until the signature dimpled half-grin split his face.

      “I’m Brian Dennis.” He held out his free hand for her to shake. He held a bottle of beer in the other. The famous lopsided smirk remained in place.

      “Must be my lucky night.” She ignored his hand.

      He laughed.

      Biting her lip, she reminded herself to behave professionally. He was the star attraction at this gala and they were both there to raise money for a good cause.

      “I’m Roxanne Monet.” She shook his hand. She eyed him, wondering if he’d dare to say something about her nipple.

      “I know who you are. I watched you get fired from your job at the TV studio a few days ago. You were supposed to interview me.” Unrestrained amusement shone in his eyes and his grin widened. She was really starting to dislike this guy.

      “I was only fifteen minutes late.”

      “I only had ten.”

      He still smiled, but it was no joke to her.

      “They didn’t fire you because of me,” he said. His gaze dropped to her still-erect nipple.

      Heat returned to her body, but it wasn’t embarrassment this time. It was anger. Especially since he was right about her job.

      “I got some bad press recently. The studio brass was nervous and I was expendable.” No need to hide the truth. It was all over the news. No need to go into the details either.

      “I never did schedule another interview.” He took a swig of beer.

      “Hank—the producer—must have loved that.” She resisted the urge to fold her arms over her breasts as he continued to stare. She had started it. She had to see it through. The nipple refused to soften.

      “Hank expressed his disappointment. I was disappointed that you wouldn’t be the one asking the questions. I was looking forward to a confrontation.” He stopped and took a handkerchief from his tux pocket and handed it to her.

      Maybe he wasn’t such a cad. Maybe his ‘too cool’ reputation was undeserved. God knows she knew how unfair the press could be. Finding the real man behind the enigmatic superstar was supposed to be her job—when she had a job.

      “Well here we are. Would you like me to ask you some probing questions?” She snatched the hanky from his hand and resigned herself to the task of blotting the spot on her left breast to hasten the drying process. It was tough to be cool and sophisticated while she dabbed at her nipple.

      He laughed. “Give it your best shot.”

      He was probably the happiest man in the world right now, Roxanne thought. The Irish-Catholic boy from Queens had grown up to be the MVP of the National Basketball Association for four years running. At age thirty-one, the six-foot-nine guard was an international superstar.

      “What’s it like having all your dreams come true, Mr. Basketball Superstar?”

      Brian paused and stared at her with that unnerving blue fire in his eyes. “It’s like being at Disneyland. Temporary fantasy. You have to go home sometime.” He took a gulp of his beer. A more cynical smile now appeared.

      “I can’t picture you turning into a pumpkin,” she said.

      Brian chuckled.

      “You don’t really think the fantasy will end when you leave basketball?” She couldn’t help the serious curiosity that mixed in with the seduction in her voice, as if she were asking the question of a lover and soul mate instead of a perfect stranger.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think about it much. Everything I have, everything I am, is invested in the present—in basketball. I don’t think about what happens when they shut down Disneyland.” He took a longer gulp from his bottle.

      “Maybe you’ll find Cinderella and carry her off to your castle.”

      Brian remained silent for too long. Her pulse raced.

      “Enough of the fantasy bull. I’m realistic enough to know when I’m being seduced by a woman like you.”

      “It’s not bull. It’s a metaphor. And what kind of woman do you think I am anyway?”

      “The kind of woman who is so sexy that she could have any man she wanted. Any time she wanted,” he whispered. His mouth twitched.

      “That’s the problem. I don’t want just any man.”

      He moved closer. Her pulse jumped to a racing pace. It had been so long since she’d flirted. A waiter came by and Brian dismissed him with a nod. Then he lowered his voice.

      “Luckily, I like a challenge.”

      “Oh?” She arched her brow. The buzz of the room around her faded. His ridiculous confidence sucked her in even though she knew fear drove her racing pulse at least as much as attraction.

      “And I have to warn you…”

      “I’m sure you do,” she cut in.

      “I always play to win,” he said.

      “That I knew.”

      “You don’t play fair?”

      “True.” She laughed.

      “As long as I know the rules.”

      “None at all,” she said.

      “I’m used to that.”

      “I’m experienced myself.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere.” He nodded.

      “And where is that?” She tilted her head to look directly into his eyes. She felt an army of goose bumps pop. She worried what he might say.

      “Into your past.”

      It was worse than she thought. She wanted nothing to do with that subject. Not with him. Not now. She had too much to hide. She feared most that he might sense her anxiety underneath the practiced professional TV persona she showed him. What separated him from the rest of his peers was the single-minded intensity of his competitiveness, his indomitable drive to win. That made her think twice about whether or not to continue their flirtation before it became a game of seduction. He was headed into dangerous territory, asking about her past.

      She said, “So which game do you think turned the play-offs around?”

      “Oh, we’re going to talk basketball now? I’d rather hear something about you. You already know my life story.”

      “No, I don’t,” she told him. Everything she’d read only covered the obvious and the superficial. He protected his privacy.

      “Basketball. One word says it all. That’s my life story.”

      “An oversimplified version, I assume. Unless you were actually hatched out of a basketball?” She felt more at ease now, with him as the subject of conversation.

      “I think my mother was beginning to wonder.” Brian’s voice faded and his thoughts seemed to carry him away. He took another long gulp of his beer.

      Her curiosity was piqued. “Oh? And why is that?”

      “When I was in high school I missed my father’s funeral because there was a basketball game I had to play.” He looked defiant. Yet that expression made him look almost vulnerable. “Hell, my father would have turned in his grave if I missed a game. I never did.”

      “What did your mother think?”

      He looked at her squarely and spoke. “My mother didn’t understand. What Irish-Catholic woman would? But she forgave me anyway. Before she died.” He raked his long fingers through his wavy dark hair, looking uncomfortable for a moment. “So, mystery lady, the only thing I know about you is your name—and that you used to be a talk show host before you were fired. Where do you live?”

      The intensity of those blue eyes forced her to look away from him. This wasn’t the time or place—or the man—to start confessing her past. But she could answer his harmless question.

      “I live in Marblehead Neck.”

      “Wealthy community. On the ocean?”

      She nodded. Maybe not so harmless a question.

      “I should have guessed. The mystery woman with an oceanfront mansion, lots of money. She has it all—except a job.” He seemed amused.

      She was not. She turned back to the window, withdrawing into her thoughts. That was another thing she did not want to discuss, her money—or her lack thereof. She should have been relieved that he hadn’t paid attention to the news. But he’d find out about her eventually if the media kept up their coverage.

      “I bet you were born rich, one of those blue bloods with a family history and relatives in the Revolutionary War.”

      “No, not even close. In fact, right now I’m broke and in hock up to my neck.” She felt compelled to set the record straight at the risk of prodding his curiosity. She looked around the room. She needed to check in with the caterer.

      “For some reason, I’m not too worried about you.”

      Roxanne snapped her head back up to look at him, and sure enough he was smiling with that lopsided grin of his. And without sympathy. In that moment she decided she liked this man.

      “What are you doing here tonight?” he asked.

      “I’m running the show. I do volunteer charity work for Children’s Mercy Hospital.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “Good.”

      “What else do you do with yourself?”

      “Isn’t this enough?” She spread her hands to indicate the vast crowd all laughing and drinking and eating, because she had brought them together.

      His stare was hard to meet. She could see why his peers found him such a fierce competitor.

      “What about men?” he asked.

      “What about them?” She answered without flinching. Miraculously.

      “You must have quite a collection.”

      “I used to.”

      “Gave it up for Lent?” His smile quirked.

      She shook her head, turning to the window once again. This is where she needed to draw the line. Brian shifted his weight to move closer. She wasn’t prepared to go any further with this flirtation no matter how intriguing she found him. The last thing she needed was more complications in her life. She wished he’d politely—or even not so politely—excuse himself now, and move on to some other woman at the party.

      But he didn’t move on. She turned to look at him. He was looking at the hand she had raised to the window; the hand with the boulder of a diamond and a wedding band.

      “You’re married.”

      He waited for her response without expression. She bowed her head, still unwilling to part with her story. Roxanne had put the rings back on her finger for this purpose.

      “That’s a pretty important fact to leave out of your life story.”

      The accusation in his voice was unmistakable. She could say nothing, but raised her head to meet the intense blue eyes without apology. He stared back, neither prompting any explanations from her, nor offering her a graceful way out. She knew they had been flirting. They both sensed the connection and the excitement. But she couldn’t let herself go further.

      He simply walked away. She winced, imagining what he thought of her. He made no polite departing remarks and neither did she. She returned her stare to the streets of Boston below, but only for a beat. She turned back to see him disappear into the crowd, draining his bottle of beer.

      The weight of her guilt had been crushing since Don’s death. There was nothing she could do about Don now. There would never be anything she could do about their disastrous marriage. But Roxanne vowed that it would never happen again. She would never get married again; no matter how much a man begged her and no matter how much he claimed to adore her. She would not be swept off her feet again no matter how grand a show a man might put on.

      Tonight was the first time she had flirted in a long time. Brian Dennis’s heart would not be broken. She would let him think she was a married woman and he would move on to flirt with someone else. With that charming grin and sharp wit he’d have no trouble finding any number of women. Maybe she should feel lucky to escape.

      Lifting her chin and placing a purposeful smile on her face, she checked the spot on her left breast. It had faded, but it could be permanent. It would have to do. She moved away from the window and melted into the crowd to do her job, still clutching Brian’s hanky.

      After checking in with the caterer, the only place to go was to the bar to have a drink. Suddenly she could use one. There were people she knew there and they had welcoming smiles for her. Dr. Oki was the main beneficiary of this affair, in his work at Children’s Mercy Hospital. Her mind had been too preoccupied with her problems. This function was more important than her little issues. Her charity work was all she had left since she’d been fired from her Channel 7 job. She couldn’t let herself get involved with men. She needed to concentrate on solving her immediate problems. Men were sure trouble. After all, letting herself get distracted by a man got her into this mess. She thought of her late husband again before shutting him out of her mind.

      Right now she needed to concentrate on the one true gentleman in her life. Dr. Oki, who sat at the bar in front of her, had dedicated himself to medical research. The least she could do was dedicate herself to raising funds for him.

      “I think I’ll have a good stiff drink,” she said, smiling at Dr. Oki.

      “That means she’ll have a white wine—without the spritzer, bartender.” He laughed at his own joke and she did too.

      Sitting on a barstool next to him, she sipped her wine. It was comfortable sitting there next to him. The little Japanese doctor had that effect on most people.

      “How’s it going, Roxy? Am I making lots of money tonight?”

      “You’re rolling in it, Doc,” Roxanne quipped to the head of her favorite research lab. “I’m sure glad someone is,” she muttered. “Now you can start building your Frankenstein’s monster.”

      “Hey, what’s got you down? You’re usually the life of the party.”

      There was a look of real concern on his face. Giving in to her mood, she wrapped him in a heartfelt hug. “I’ll be fine,” she told him. There was truly not a kinder or more generous man on earth than this one. That’s why she’d made his lab her pet project for all her volunteer fund-raising activities.

      At that moment Roxanne’s friend Laura, who worked on the staff in the development office at the hospital, came over.

      “What do you think of the story, Dr. Oki?” Laura asked.

      “What story?” Dr. Oki asked, puzzled.

      Laura shook her head at Roxanne. “You haven’t told him yet? If you don’t tell him I will, and you do a better job of maximizing the drama.” Laura insisted.

      Roxanne sighed. Laura meant well, but she wasn’t too keen on discussing her plight.

      “What’s going on, Roxanne?” Dr. Oki looked very concerned now.

      She drew a breath. “Okay. I’ll tell you the whole story since the news reports only have it half right. You know after I separated from Don he gave me the house in Marblehead, right?” Dr. Oki shook his head in affirmation and she continued. “Well, what I didn’t know is that he made some changes to his will. We had a prenuptial agreement and I wasn’t supposed to get anything. And now… I knew I would have Don’s family to contend with when I divorced him, but I had no idea how bad it was going to be after he was found dead that night in the ocean behind my home. Here’s the story…”

      Roxanne had entered the room purposely late for the reading of Don’s will. The formal parlor normally reminded her of a brilliantly hued English garden. If nothing else, Penelope Boswell, Don’s mother, did have excellent taste. No doubt, Roxanne thought, Penelope would attribute her impeccable taste to her ancestry; she was always reminding Roxanne that she was a direct descendent of someone or other who came over on the Mayflower. But that day the room was subdued by dim lighting and drapes closed to the sunshine of the early summer day. Roxanne was the last to arrive.

      Don’s family turned to Roxanne and stared. She was used to drawing attention, but these were not admiring gazes. Glancing around the room, she noticed Don’s Aunt Rose pursing her lips in disapproval. Aunt Rose’s eyes were riveted on the hemline of Roxanne’s dress, well above her knees.

      “Good morning, Roger.” Roxanne singled out Don’s nicest cousin, hoping for an ally. But she was more disappointed than surprised by Roger’s embarrassed nod and averted eyes in response. One more sweeping glance of the faces in the room told her she was on her own.

      They’d always disapproved of her and they always would, Roxanne thought. They were a conservative and snobby lot. If it wasn’t her short hemline that drew disdain, it would be the black feather that emanated from her veiled hat. Not that it mattered what she wore; they would never approve of her because she was not one of them. Not only was she not a blue blood with old money, but she had no money and no pedigree, no Ivy League education. Roxanne was fairly certain that if she was very famous and made lots of money at it, that would have made her okay.

      She stood for a moment, watching the gathering of people, some standing, some seated in the folding chairs that had been brought in to accommodate them. Roxanne had not looked forward to this, but it was Don’s express wishes that they all be present, and she especially had to be there. She wasn’t sure why, since their prenup agreement stipulated that she would not inherit anything. She knew there would be no easy exit for her, even as much as she knew that she would need to get away. So far, she’d managed to avoid any confrontations with Don’s family, and notably her mother-in-law. But today she felt a confrontation was inevitable.

      Penelope Boswell was an attractive woman with neat, short, pale blonde hair, but her narrow blue eyes gave her a permanent pinched expression. With her compact figure, she possessed a cat-like grace. But unfortunately, Roxanne thought, she also possessed a cat-like personality. Roxanne’s gaze met Penelope’s directly, and the older woman did not bother to hide the displeasure apparent in her frown. Roxanne smiled and nodded her head in return. She lifted her chin, clutched her bag, clenched her free fist and strode toward the empty seat in front of the traditional brick fireplace where the family lawyer stood with Penelope. She shook the attorney’s hand. He mumbled greetings and condolences at the same time. She turned to Penelope and her mother-in-law immediately averted her gaze.

      With a stiffened back and a set jaw, Roxanne took her seat. She was not surprised that Penelope chose not to be civil, not to even acknowledge her. But it was disconcerting. Penelope had been angry with Roxanne’s request for a divorce, but only because her son Donald had taken it so hard. Roxanne decided she should be generous to the woman in her grief. Maybe if they continued to ignore each other she could escape the proceedings without having to utter another word to any of them.

      But that seemed doubtful. She didn’t think it was paranoia that gave her the feeling that eyes were staring at her from all around the room, just waiting for something to happen. And she knew that something would not be particularly pleasant for her. They all blamed her for making Donald miserable when she filed for divorce.

      She was, of course, not the monster they all thought her to be. But then neither was she the saint that Don had constantly proclaimed her to be. She sighed. The room was quiet save for a few whispers exchanged as the attorney looked through his papers and cleared his throat. Anticipation hung in the air like the blade of a guillotine.

      Roxanne didn’t know what the assembled friends and relatives were more eager to hear—the reading of the will or her potential dressing down at the hands of her mother-in-law.

      At last the attorney began and Penelope took her seat next to Roxanne. “Relatives and friends, we are gathered to hear the last will and testament of the late Donald P. Boswell III. As you all know, the execution of the conditions of this will are pending the completion of the police investigation of Donald’s death and any implications of the results therein.” Dillon looked directly at Roxanne. She felt heat rise in her and struggled to maintain her placid stare. She scolded herself to shore up her mental armor. That was only the first shot; the battle hadn’t even started.

      “Very well then, being of sound mind…” The attorney droned on that way, inserting neither comments nor emotion into the legal jargon of the document. The speech was punctuated only by the appropriately subdued reaction of each benefactor as they were named. Until he stopped altogether and asked those already named to leave. The servants, the cousins, the few friends, all left, confused in their mumblings as they went out the door. Another man from the lawyer’s office ushered the last of them out and closed the door behind them.

      The only people left in the room other than Roxanne were Penelope’s people. There was Penelope, Penelope’s daughter Jane, her sister Louise and her husband, and her late husband’s brother, Donald’s uncle Jerome. They sat silently, waiting. Roxanne had never been to a will reading. She had no idea what to expect, but this seemed odd to her. That only added to her growing discomfort.

      “It was Donald’s wish that this part of the will where he bequeaths the bulk of the family fortune, left to him by his father, be read in semi-privacy.” The man looked down at the papers and then up again. “Donald came to me several months ago to alter the will that had been drawn up just prior to his marriage to Ms. Roxanne Monet. As all of you were familiar with the contents of the will at that time, let me point out the major difference.” He stopped again and Roxanne could feel cold stares in her direction. She heard the other members of their small party shifted in their seats. Roxanne stared ahead and dared not guess what Donald had done to the will. His mother had insisted that Donald have a prenuptial agreement before marrying Roxanne, and had dictated the terms of the previous will. Roxanne cooperated without a fuss, relieved at the time that she couldn’t rightly be accused of being completely mercenary. Of course she was so accused, nevertheless.

      Now she didn’t move. She held her chin up and forced thought from her mind by trying to concentrate on the brick in the fireplace directly above the attorney’s head.

      But she thought of Donald instead. He’d been an adoring husband and she wanted that, needed it at first. But she couldn’t give him the same in return. He deserved so much better than she could give him and now he would never have it. She bowed her head and blinked her eyes. There would be no escaping the guilty mistake of her marriage now. She instinctively put a hand over her eyes. There were no tears, only that twisting knife feeling in her gut. Crying wouldn’t do any good anyway. There was nothing she could do for him anymore. Donald was dead.

      She steeled herself and looked up again.

      The attorney cleared his throat. “Whereas in the prior will, Ms. Roxanne Monet was to be bequeathed nothing, it has been amended. Ms. Monet is now bequeathed all remaining cash, stocks, bonds, real estate, and other material items such that were in the deceased’s possession at the time of his death. In other words, the remainder of the estate in its entirety goes to Roxanne Monet.”

      “NO! This can’t be!” Penelope bolted up out of her seat and stood in front of Roxanne. Murmurs of shock ran through the small group. Roxanne’s heart must have skipped a beat because she felt slightly dizzy for a split second, but that was all she had time for.

      “You little bitch!” The older woman slapped Roxanne’s face with a gloved hand. Roxanne did not flinch, but narrowed her eyes at the woman, refusing to budge.

      “You can’t hide behind Donald’s protection any longer. I was right all along about you. You’re nothing but a fortune-hunting slut! And now you think you’ve finally got what you wanted—all the money. Well you’re wrong!

      “You put him up to this change in the will and I’ll prove it! It will never stand. I will challenge it immediately.” Penelope turned to her astounded family.

      “We will contest this will. She’ll never get away with it.” She turned back to Roxanne and sneered.

      “I’ll see you penniless and friendless. And then I’ll see you thrown in jail for the murder of my son!” There were gasps. The attorney’s mouth hung open.

      Roxanne couldn’t help feeling a shade paler at the last accusation, before she quickly reset her jaw to a rigid line and stood. Penelope turned and waved her hand at the lawyer signaling that the reading was finished and she stormed toward the door.

      “Wait just a minute.” Roxanne’s voice was quiet, but Penelope stopped with a jolt all the same. When the older woman turned back to look at her, Roxanne could tell that her well-controlled smile and demeanor maddened the woman. It was surprisingly easy to stand there and take the full wrath of Penelope Boswell after all. Somewhere deep down inside, Roxanne knew it didn’t matter what any of the Boswells thought anymore.

      “You can have your precious estate. I want no part of it—or you. As far as this new will is concerned, I’m just as surprised—and displeased—as you.

      “As for murder, I won’t even justify that ridiculous insinuation with a defense.” Roxanne turned to the lawyer. “I don’t want any of it. Draw up the appropriate papers and I’ll sign them.” She turned on her heel and with her chin up, she sauntered past Penelope Boswell to leave the room the way she’d come in.

      No one said a word. They only watched. When Roxanne reached the door she turned to Penelope once again. She lifted her right hand and yanked a monstrous emerald and platinum ring from it. She flung the family heirloom in the direction of her ex-mother-in-law so that it landed on the floor in front of her.

      “You may have that too.”

      A collective gasp was elicited from the small party. “Don’t mistakenly think that this exonerates you in any way. I won’t ever forgive you for killing my son. You will pay for it.” Penelope spoke in a quiet, controlled voice. Her narrow eyes aimed like lasers straight through Roxanne. Disconcerted in spite of her outward poise, Roxanne walked out without taking another breath until she got outside.

      

      “And that’s the story.” She patted Dr. Oki on the hand because he looked so distraught after listening to her.

      As the party swirled around her and she found herself staring into her now empty wine glass she felt compelled to somehow cheer her two good friends. They stood staring sympathetically at her. And she hated sympathy.

      “Hey, you guys aren’t doing your part here. Go mingle and spread good cheer and raise more funds; after all this is a fund-raising event.” She looked at them and Laura’s frown was comical.

      “No offense Rox, but this group isn’t the easiest to mingle with. The sports set?” Laura grimaced.

      “You know very well why we chose to focus on this industry. Professional athletes have the two vital ingredients necessary to a successful fund-raising campaign for Children’s Mercy Hospital. They have children and they have money.”

      “I know, and this is only the beginning. It’s September. What will I do this winter?” Laura said.

      Roxanne was chairperson of the hospital’s voluntary fund-raising group and she needed Laura’s support to help keep the hospital and their staff involved in hosting the many events they would be sponsoring. Roxanne no longer had the resources to do much on her own. Ever since she’d gotten involved in fund-raising for the hospital years ago after her mother died, it meant everything to her. Dr. Oki and Laura and the research staff felt like family to her. It gave her something really meaningful to do that working as a TV talk show hostess did not—or rather it didn’t when she actually was a TV talk show hostess.

      “I know. Call me an intellectual snob if you will, but these people are only interested in sports. You’d be better off if I were a twelve-year-old boy,” Laura said.

      “I had an interesting conversation with Brian Dennis,” Roxanne pointed out. Laura looked at her with skepticism and a wave of her hand.

      “No offense, but I know how your conversations go, and he wouldn’t need a brain to be responsive to you,” Laura said.

      Roxanne laughed at the jibe. “I’ve been on my best behavior, honestly. I’m wearing my wedding band and everything. Let me tell you about it.” She ordered her friend a drink and made sure Laura laughed as she told her of her conversation with Brian. It was some time later that Roxanne noticed his tall figure leaving the party. She watched him go with a smile on her lips as she half listened to the conversation around her. Now that was a very interesting man. She hadn’t thought that about a man in a very long time. Shaking her head at her silly decision, she slipped the ridiculous diamond and wedding band from her finger. She’d have to trust herself to not make the same mistake twice about a man without the help of the wedding band.

      No matter how desperate she got, she would never again marry a man because he swept her off her feet. She should have known it was all a romantic illusion. In fact, she would never marry again, period. She shuddered.
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      Later on that week, even after putting in long hours on fund-raising projects, Roxanne awoke in the middle of the night. She couldn’t sleep. Again. Or maybe it was that she didn’t want to sleep for fear of having that dream. She hadn’t told anyone about it yet. Maybe she should tell Bonnie. The old woman had been her caretaker for too many years. Maybe she should get a psychiatrist. On second thought, that would cost too much money.

      She laughed at herself out loud as she threw on her robe and walked over to the window. It worried her that she was still dreaming about Don’s death and his mother’s accusations. She tried to push it all from her mind, but the thoughts kept returning like wave after wave of the ocean crashing on the rocks below. She supposed her insomnia was to be expected.

      If it wasn’t the guilt that kept her up at night, her financial problems certainly would. She’d been contemplating how to get her job back with the TV station all week. She sensed Hank had fired her more on impulse than a deep conviction that she needed to go. She’d think of something. Eventually.

      As usual, she was going overboard with her charity work because she needed the distraction. There was another fund-raising party coming up on Friday night. This one would kick off the pro-am golf tournament to benefit the hospital. It would be just the thing for a diversion. She would have to be there anyway; she may as well throw herself into having a really good time and forget about everything else. Especially the dream.

      Roxanne returned to bed and refused to think about anything else but the golf benefit. She needed sleep. She would think of a solution to her problem of dwindling cash tomorrow. And of course, the thought of Penelope hiring a private investigator to prove that Roxanne murdered Don was too ridiculous to entertain at all. The police determined his death was accidental. At the edge of her mind, Roxanne couldn’t keep out the niggling thought that it may have been suicide, but she needed to put it behind her. She only wished Don’s mother could do the same.
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      Sitting in a cubicle at the hospital’s development office the next day,  the phone rang again. She yawned. She couldn’t concentrate at all; not with the phone constantly ringing—something that didn’t usually bother her. Roxanne thought she’d never finish her report and shoved her chair back from the desk and got up. Laura had given her this space to work so she could get out of her house more. She walked to the window and decided to take a walk. It was time to do something besides think about the looming real estate tax bill that had arrived that morning.

      When she got to the street, in Boston’s medical district on Brookline Avenue, she had no idea where she was going, but her steps were quick and she found herself in the corner convenience store staring blankly at the magazine rack. She looked around. The man behind the counter gave her an odd kind of look and when she met his gaze he looked away. He probably thought she was a mental patient and she decided she should at least buy something. Gazing around again, a magazine cover caught her eye and she smiled.

      “I’ll take a Sports Illustrated.” Brian Dennis’s face was on the cover and Roxanne chewed her lip thinking about the man as she paid for the magazine. She’d seen his name on the guest list for the cocktail party that coming Friday. He was playing in the pro-am golf tournament to benefit the hospital that weekend.

      Roxanne pulled her phone from her bag and placed a call to her producer “Hank? This is Roxanne. Don’t hang up. Would you still like to do the Brian Dennis interview? Yes? I can get him for you. If I get my job back.”

      Much later that night, with her stockinged feet up on a kitchen chair and her skirt bunched up in an unladylike manner around her thighs, she sat back and relaxed for the first time in a long while. Bonnie sat, as she did every evening after keeping the house in order by day, in the same old chair she’d had since Roxanne could remember as a child. They both watched the flat screen TV mounted on the wall.

      “I’m definitely going to have to get another comfortable chair for the kitchen.” Roxanne rubbed her back as she squirmed on the hard wooden seat.

      “Don’t start talking about buying furniture. We’ll probably have to burn this kitchen set for firewood just to keep warm this winter. I can see it now,” Bonnie said.

      Roxanne chuckled, knowing she was being baited by the older woman. How long had she been keeping house and keeping Roxanne out of trouble? Since before her mother died, Roxanne thought. So long ago. She shook her head.

      “I was going to wait to tell you the good news. I got my job back with Channel 7 today—or I will have it by Monday if all goes well Friday night.” Roxanne smiled.

      “Yeah, sure. What's Friday night? It’s just another charity cocktail thing isn’t it?” Bonnie leaned forward and stopped rocking her chair, eying Roxanne suspiciously.

      “Brian Dennis will be there. If I can get him to agree to do an interview with me, the Channel 7 job is mine again.”

      “They made it too easy for you.” Bonnie shook her head.

      “I’m not so sure it will be easy.” Roxanne recalled her last meeting with Brian. He might never want to speak to her again. She chewed her lip.
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      Spinning around in front of Bonnie, Roxanne was ready to leave for the cocktail party. She wore a not-so-simple black silk dress that clung to her shapely form. The straps were made of linked rhinestones. But the eye-catching feature that sold her on the dress was the mink-trimmed hemline just above her knees. She didn’t have any choice in jewelry to wear with it—most of it was gone now. But that didn’t bother her. She wouldn’t even bother replacing it. The diamond-studded Rolex was all that was left, but it was more than enough.

      “You look beautiful, even though I hate to admit it. You be careful tonight. Don’t drink too much. And especially don’t flirt too much,” Bonnie said, sipping her nightly scotch. Roxanne laughed.

      “I’ll have a great time.” Roxanne flashed one last smile before turning to go. Tonight she was going to have fun. Thoughts of Don’s death and his mother still haunted her, but at least she had a plan to deal with her immediate financial crisis. She could manage to put aside the rest of it for one evening. She was determined to place the image of Donald’s broken body lying on that stretcher in the furthest recesses of her mind. Roxanne shivered involuntarily. She had to concentrate on Brian Dennis tonight.

      She strode out the door, buoyed at the prospect of getting her well-paying TV job back. She tried not to think of how, exactly, she was going to talk Brian Dennis into doing an interview. She would have to think on the fly.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      PENELOPE BOSWELL sat at her desk shuffling through the stack of photos like a deck of cards, sorting them into two piles. One pile of pictures with Roxanne, and one pile of pictures without her. Lifting one picture, she paused, remembering the day, the time, clearly. She, Donald and Roxanne were at the house on Marblehead Neck. Donald had invited her over to see the decorating they’d just completed. He’d been so proud.

      Penelope remembered feeling like an outsider even then. At first she’d been thrilled to receive the invitation, but as always, it seemed, her son’s concerns centered around that woman. Penelope resisted the urge to crush the photo in her hand. After all, Roxanne had taken it. She grudgingly had to admit that the picture was one of the best she had of her and her son together. They had been captured in a happy moment, smiling into each other’s eyes.

      She finally put the photo down, into a third special pile. That was how she would like to remember her son—smiling happily at her with brilliant sunshine all around them against the sparkling backdrop of the Atlantic.

      Glancing at the pile of pictures she had placed facedown, she then looked determinedly at the fireplace where she intended to burn them when she was finished sorting. She wished it were that easy to rid herself of the woman. Why hadn’t it been Roxanne that died that night? Why was it her son? Surely if there’d been a struggle he would have had the upper hand?

      Running over the scene in her mind as she envisioned it that night, she knew at least part of the reason must have been that he’d been surprised. There was another possibility, but she dismissed that.

      The woman had obviously planned the confrontation with Don. She had another lover waiting in the wings, Penelope was sure. But Roxanne was smart, Penelope had to give her that. She’d covered for herself well. It was proving difficult to find enough evidence to have her arrested, let alone convicted of murder. Detective Turner remained unimpressed after looking over their report outlining evidence of an affair with Mark Baines as her motivation for murder.

      Looking out the long window overlooking her garden, Penelope snorted with disdain. That woman obviously had the police detective under her spell, the same way she had Don. Well, good luck to him, Penelope thought. He would need it. Roxanne would ruin him like she had ruined Donald.

      And to think, she had actually liked Roxanne when they first met at that charity auction three years ago. Penelope had liked her enough to introduce her to Donald. But all the charity work in the world couldn’t redeem her for what she did to him. Now it didn’t matter. Nothing seemed to matter anymore. Except ruining Roxanne.

      A knock sounded on the door, muffled by the solid wood panels. Penelope rose from her chair. “Come in.” She was pleased by his punctuality. Melvin Lipman, her private investigator, walked to the center of the room.

      “I got your message. I’m sorry to hear you are unhappy.” Melvin said.

      “Mr. Lipman, there’s obviously been a misunderstanding between us. It’s not that I don’t appreciate your efforts, but, as I mentioned before, the Boswell family name is a very proud one. It’s not my aim to have that name splashed all over the area news media like some cheap tabloid item.” Penelope noticed the man’s face turn pink.

      “I’m sorry. I thought the articles were done very tastefully and in no way a bad reflection on the Boswell name since they were aimed at the girl herself and her affair. After all, her name is still Roxanne Monet. She’s not a Boswell,” Lipman said.

      The strain was evident in the man’s voice, but it was obvious to Penelope that he simply did not understand. For a moment she regretted having hired him. But what else was she to do? She couldn’t afford to involve yet another person in all this. Maintaining her air of indifference, she spoke again.

      “When I say discreet, I mean absolutely no media involvement. I’m sorry if that makes your job more difficult. But I not only forbid the solicitation of media exposure, I would like you to go out of your way to keep this from reporters.” She paused, then chose her words carefully. “It’s been a very distressing time. I don’t want to add to that by having the family embarrassed.” The articles insinuating Roxanne’s affair with Mark Baines as the murder motive hadn’t been of any help at all, Penelope thought with disgust. They only made Donald look like a fool.

      “You got it. Too bad, though. Publicity sometimes helps flush information out into the open in cases like this.”

      Penelope couldn’t help the hot blush that came to her cheeks at the man’s crassness. Working hard to cover her distress and maintain her calm outward appearance, she unclenched her fingers and hoped it wasn’t a mistake to hire an investigator after all. She cleared her throat.

      “I would like you to turn your attention to assisting my lawyers in any way you can to get the house from her, or at least prolong the litigation.” She lifted a card from her desk and handed it to the man. “Here’s their number. Call them. The house is important to me. I have memories there.” She thought of the photograph and glanced over at it on the desk as if by doing so it might jump to life. She turned from him.

      “Good day, Mr. Lipman.”

      “Good day, Mrs. Boswell.”

      She listened to the door closing behind him and then wiped the tears from her cheek. There would be no more good days for her, thanks to that woman.
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      When Roxanne arrived early at the country club, she let the valet whisk her car away. With a smile on her face, she swept into the room where the party was to be held. The night was going to be part fund-raising and also part fun. Sauntering toward the center of the room she scrutinized it from every corner and then headed for the kitchen to find the function manager for a conference.

      “The room is really lovely, but we must have the podium as the center of attention. We can’t very well have the Club’s management presenting a check to the hospital off in a corner.”

      “Of course, I totally agree. It will be done immediately.” The man smiled.

      As guests arrived, she greeted them, most by name, and took their invitations. Laura came in through the kitchen to join her. After a good number of people had arrived, she left the entryway and zeroed in on a group of older patrons.

      “I’m Roxanne Monet, representing Children’s Mercy Hospital. We’re very pleased to have you as our guests tonight. We hope you have a very exciting time and please do not hesitate to let me know if there’s anything you want.” With that she winked at the silver-haired gentleman and squeezed the hand of his pink-faced wife and sauntered on her way again. Now she was having fun.

      All the while she laughed her way around the room, enjoying the patrons and making mental notes about how the arrangements were being carried out. She believed the littlest details had the most impact, like the brass golf ball paperweights at each place on the tables and the ceramic golf bag vases filled with flowers and miniature golf clubs. Standing at a spot in the far corner of the room, near the kitchen entrance, she lifted a Baccarat crystal champagne flute from a passing waiter’s tray. She joined a group of newer patrons, to welcome them, when she saw Brian Dennis arrive.

      A crowd immediately surrounded him in the middle of the room. She couldn’t resist watching him. The quirky smile never left his face, except to be interrupted by a hearty laugh or a witty comment for his fans’ amusement. Roxanne admired the way he handled people. It was a talent she knew well and could appreciate far more than his ability to shoot a basketball.

      When she caught his eye, she smiled and nodded at him. When he didn’t smile in return she knew she was in trouble. He must still think she was a married woman, a wicked married woman. Or worse, maybe he’d read about her in the paper and thought her a greedy murderer. It was time for her to seriously consider how she was going to convince this man to give her an interview. An explanation was in order, she knew, as she twirled the champagne flute between two fingers.

      Brian continued to entertain the crowd of people. He looked princely standing above the group in his dark suit and tie. She watched as the jacket tightened across his shoulders when he folded his arms across his massive chest. God damn, but there was something about him, she thought. He was not the only handsome man in the room. But he was the only man in the room who fascinated her.

      Turning to a group of people near her to join in their conversation, she knew she was only postponing the inevitable confrontation with Brian. But this was an event and she had a job to do first. Eventually she would get to Brian and then she would somehow convince him to do the interview and be damned with what he thought of her. If he was going to refuse to give her an interview, she would see to it that it was a tough decision.

      In the meantime, she would see to it that everyone enjoyed themselves. After all, they were paying a lot of money to play in this tournament. It was her role to encourage them to find it in their hearts to donate generously to Children’s Mercy Hospital.

      Laura joined her as she stood near the bar surveying the crowd. “Not a bad evening. Brian Dennis sure is a big attraction,” Laura said, waving her hand in the man’s direction.

      Roxanne checked her Rolex and took a deep breath. “He certainly is.” The party would be winding down soon.

      “I noticed you haven’t spoken to him all night,” Laura prompted. “And I know you worked hard to charm the wallets out of the pants and purses of everyone else tonight.”

      Roxanne laughed. “Just doing my job.” It was time she talked to Brian. She’d been chicken long enough. “But you’re right. I’m going to remedy that right now.” She zeroed her gaze in on him and walked toward him, but she was stopped before she got there.

      “I realize you don’t know me, but I’d like to introduce myself. I’m Kevin Moroni, sports writer with the Boston Globe.” He put out his hand. “I know who you are. In fact, didn’t I read somewhere in the paper that you were recently widowed?”

      The reporter’s freckled face and youthful appearance gave him a Mr. Nice Guy look. She imagined he did very well interviewing people

      “Yes, I bet you did—along with all kinds of other juicy insinuations I’m sure. Let me guess, you would like to know if any of it is true? Are you going to ask me if I murdered my husband, Mr. Moroni?” Never allowing her eyes to waver from his, she knew she easily outdid the man in the bold approach department and waited for his next move.

      “No, no. Of course not,” he said, his face reddening.

      “Of course not. Then what exactly is it you want to know, Kevin?” She leaned the slightest bit closer. He seemed to stand a little taller.

      “I understand you’re running the show here?”

      “That depends.” She waited for his response. His mouth was open but it took him a few seconds to actually speak.

      “Depends on what?” he finally asked. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he gulped.

      “On what you mean by ‘the show,’ of course.” She sharpened her smile. She assumed he’d be asking questions about her late husband and her alleged fortune hunting like all the media lately. Red-faced, he gave a nervous, weak laugh and opened his mouth, but he was saved from having to continue when Brian’s deep voice interrupted them. Roxanne turned around.

      “Trying to make time with the lady, Kevin? Let me give you some advice: Give it up.”

      She was about to speak until she looked up and met his intense blazing eyes.

      She felt vulnerable, standing there before Brian. She wondered what he thought of her; if he thought she was some kind of Jezebel, or if he knew the truth—that she was a widow. Roxanne shook her head to clear her thoughts. She had to stop this drifting. She must grab hold of life; grab hold of the present.

      She grabbed hold of Brian Dennis instead.

      Putting her arm through his, she transferred her attentions completely from the baffled reporter to Brian.

      “I’ve been wanting to talk to you…” She trailed the sentence off with the suggestion that what would follow was for his ears only. Kevin Moroni got the hint. He excused himself and left in a rush. Roxanne laughed with a shake of her head. There went another man with a terrible first impression of her. If she kept it up, she would certainly never have to worry about getting involved with any man—at least not any decent or sane man.

      “Did I scare him or did you?” Brian looked down into her eyes and asked her. Her arm was still hooked through his and he didn’t seem to mind so she led him toward the door.

      “It doesn’t matter. I think he was up to no good.”

      “Where are we going?” He stopped her when they got to the coatroom.

      She responded with a lift of her brow. Brian Dennis didn’t need to be hit over the head to get the point. The quick intake of his breath and the slight quirk of his mouth told her that he understood exactly what she had in mind.

      “First I’d like an answer.” He withdrew himself from her grasp and leaned back against the wall with his arms folded, looking for all the world like he’d wait till doomsday for an answer, and like he half expected he may well have to wait.

      “To what?” Roxanne stood squarely in front of him, close but not touching, with her own arms folded and her feet spread apart.

      “You know. But I’ll spell it out for you, seeing that you like to play games so much. Why did you let me think you were married?”

      They stood leveling smoldering stares at each other. Roxanne’s pulse picked up and her blood felt like flames running through her veins. She couldn’t remember the last time a man made her feel this way.

      “No reason. Except maybe I thought I should try and stay out of trouble ever since that night the police found my husband dead and everyone but them has accused me of murdering him. Does that answer your question?” She offered him a satisfied smile while he mulled over her answer.

      “Not exactly, but it’ll do. Your place or mine?” He lifted himself from against the wall and reached one arm out around to the small of her back, his fingertips skimming over her bottom.

      It was her turn to be surprised, but only for a moment and then she laughed and let him guide her toward the front door. “Your place. But first I have to take care of a few last minute details with Laura,” Roxanne said, excusing herself from Brian. When she found Laura they went to speak to the manager and sign off on some invoices.

      “Don’t worry about a thing, Laura. Everything has gone very smoothly. People will be leaving in a short while. You can handle the rest of the evening. Harry is here.” Roxanne turned to leave. Laura and her boss Harry could handle the rest of the night.

      “What about your resolve to stay away from men? I see you’re not even wearing your wedding band anymore.” Laura noticed. “Where are you going with Brian Dennis anyway?”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t hurt him.” Roxanne shrugged a shoulder at her friend and turned to leave with a wave. She didn’t want to explain why Brian was exempt from her man-moratorium. Mostly because she hadn’t figured out why.

      “I’m not worried about him, but Roxy, he is the star attraction of the party…and tomorrow’s golf tournament.”

      “Don’t worry.” Roxanne left her friend with a reassuring wink then headed out to meet with Brian in the entry hall. Some fans had found him and he was signing autographs when she caught up with him. He smiled at the young man when he gave him back his pen and paper and then whisked Roxanne out the door without a pause. The valet stepped up to serve them, but Brian waved him off as he stepped off the curb and crossed to the VIP parking lot.

      Neither of them spoke as he led her to his car. He opened the door to the driver’s side and she got in and slid over. He followed her. Barely in the car, he took her into his arms with both hands. She let him hold her tight. His mouth came down on hers in a hard kiss. The raw need of his strong hold, his moist lips, and thrusting tongue was stunning. But even in her absence of recent experience, the thrill of exciting a man to this height of passion brought Roxanne to respond openly, inviting him for more.

      He moved his hands down over her body, pushing the silk of her dress away from the silk of her skin. His mouth moved from her lips to suck at the hot, sensitive skin of her neck. It had been too long since she felt this powerful throbbing excitement. Maybe it had never been this exciting.

      Then he pulled away from her, slowly raising himself upright as if any quicker movement would overtax his laboring body. She watched him, motionless. Without saying a word, he drew his eyes from hers and pressed the ignition. Another man, she thought, would have felt the need to explain such quick and bold passion. But for some reason, the fact that he didn’t brought a smile to her lips.

      He seemed to study her face. “That sexy smile of yours is going to drive me crazy. It’s not quite an invitation—more like a dare.”

      She laughed. With his eyes blazing, he leaned toward her, threatening to kiss her again.

      Then they heard the loud voice of David McCall. Brian groaned and laid his head on the steering wheel in mock defeat.

      “Hey Brian—you coming or going?”

      “Going.”

      “No kidding? Why don’t you stay for a few minutes? I’m just getting here.” Dave’s voice was getting closer to the car and so Brian opened the door and got out to talk to his teammate.

      “Not tonight Dave. I have a special date to keep.”

      Dave peered in the car and nodded at her. He seemed a little surprised, Roxanne thought, and she wondered why. Brian clipped the conversation short and got back into the car.

      “See you on the golf course Monday, Dave. Have fun tonight.” Brian dismissed him.

      “Not as much fun as you!” Dave shouted as they drove off.

      While he drove the huge Caddy as if it were a Volkswagen, headed for the highway to his home in Weston, Brian was quiet. He pressed the audio tab on the car’s control screen and they listened to the mellow whining of a saxophone. Roxanne sat back in her seat, taking the opportunity to study his face. He looked older than his years. The creases around his mouth were deep with use.

      He had the classic features of a dark, brooding Irishman, from the vivid blue eyes, the dark wavy hair, down to the strong dimpled chin. If he hadn’t been a basketball star, she supposed he could have easily been a movie star. Roxanne laughed at herself out loud. Brian looked at her and only shook his head. If he thought her behavior strange, she couldn’t tell. He asked no questions as they pulled into his driveway.

      Once inside his home, Roxanne took in the slick décor of his living room and was impressed. Plush rugs were scattered about the massive room, the vaulted ceiling was sparkling white, punctuated by skylights. A gray stone fireplace took up one entire wall.

      The plump leather sectional looked inviting and Roxanne decided to make herself comfortable.

      “I like your colors, green and beige. Very tasteful.”

      “I call it the grass and dirt look. Not much of it back home in Queens. If I had a shrink he’d probably tell me I was overcompensating for some deep-seated deficiency from my past.”

      “Look at this! Parquet floors! Just like the old Boston Garden. It must make you feel right at home here,” Roxanne said without sarcasm. She knew that in truth, Brian Dennis was probably more at home on the basketball court than off.

      He grinned at her comment. “You picked up on that. You’re quick. Usually takes people quite a while to notice.”

      “It takes people quite a while—or women?” Roxanne asked. She noted his chuckle and added, “I think you’ve been associating with some slow women.”

      He stood in front of the fireplace looking at her with what she hoped was great interest. She was lounging on the couch with her feet tucked up and leaning into the pillows, anticipating something. She smoothed her black silk dress against her thighs.

      “You have me all wrong. I don’t parade women through here. As a matter of fact I…” He looked away before continuing, seeming to change his mind about saying something. “I’d rather talk about you and your love life.” He went to the bar, poured brandy into two glasses and brought them over, putting them down on the cocktail table. Then he sat down next to her on the couch, sinking in deep. They looked at each other. She realized he expected her to say something.

      “I don’t have a love life. There, that covers that topic.” She looked away from his blue eyes and picked up her drink, staring into the liquid.

      “Why were you still wearing your wedding band?”

      “It’s a widow’s prerogative.” She said. She met his stare without a smile.

      “Okay. Have it your way. But I don’t give up that easy. You’ll tell me the whole story before you leave here.”

      She had to laugh at that, although he was perfectly serious. He got up from the couch and for a moment, she thought he was going to start pacing with impatience. But he walked back to the bar instead.

      “That may be, but I don’t have any idea why you would even want to know. After all, here I am.” She spread her hands and leaned back into the pillows, causing her mink hemline to rise almost to the top of her thighs. He smiled back at her invitation, but not without mischief, she thought. He had picked up a cigarette from behind the bar and proceeded to light it, taking a deep drag. Barely suppressing her surprise, she watched him walk back toward the couch with the cigarette hanging from between his lips.

      “Well, well, well. The big star athlete has a nicotine habit. I bet your coach doesn’t approve of this at all.”

      “He doesn’t know about it.” Brian sat at the opposite end of the couch from her, on the edge. He took one more long drag from the cigarette before he leaned forward and stubbed it out in the plain metal ashtray on the cocktail table.

      “Big secret is it?” Roxanne teased.

      “Yes. As a matter of fact, it is. And it better stay that way.” Brian gave her a menacing look before his face cracked into the lopsided grin. “It’s just one of those leftover habits from my childhood in the city. Everyone smoked. We all thought we were the Marlboro Man and I never managed to give it up completely.”

      “Give up what? Smoking or the longing to be the Marlboro Man?” she asked.

      “Neither. Didn’t you notice what a macho tough guy I am?”

      She laughed. “I promise I won’t let your secret out.”

      “Which one? That I smoke cigarettes or that I’m really the Marlboro Man?”

      “Hmm. I take that back. I bet that reporter friend of yours—Kevin—would just love a story like this: ‘Brian Dennis Has A Secret Identity.’ And I don’t know what I might say if left at his mercy in an interrogation.” Her smile was wide and then she broke out into giggles when Brian grabbed her shoeless foot and began to tickle the bottom.

      “Mercy? You can forget about mercy now, babe. I’ve got your extremely sensitive foot as hostage.” His grin was wide and though she struggled to free her foot amidst her laughter, all she succeeded in doing was to bunch her dress up to her hips so that her black lace panties were completely exposed.

      “My, my. That’s a damned unladylike way of sitting, don’t you think?” Brian’s hands slipped from her foot to travel up the length of her bare tanned legs to reach the top of her thighs as he leaned toward her. Roxanne stopped laughing, but her mouth held the shadow of a smile.

      The butterfly in her stomach suddenly fluttered its wings. Brian’s fingers kneaded the flesh of her thighs, his thumbs circling inward to the softer, more sensitive skin, right to the edge of her panties where he stopped.

      She took a sharp breath and stared into his eyes, telling him wordlessly to go on. His eyes were hooded and glistened with passion. His smirk was frozen on his face and waiting. Unable to contain the warm wet flood of her desire, Roxanne shifted herself so that he touched her where she needed to be touched. She reached her arms up around his neck, dragging him down on top of her on the couch. She kissed him deeply and without modesty or reserve.

      The groan of pleasure that came from Brian caused yet another wave of longing and desire to tremor through her body. He explored her moistness with the skillful massage of his fingertips, returning her kiss with deep plunges of his tongue. She felt drugged with pleasure.

      One of his hands slipped around Roxanne as he moved closer over her body for intimate contact that sizzled her senses to awareness of his desire for her. She pulled her mouth from his, caressing the dark stubble of his jaw with the palms of her hands. Her eyes were half opened. Staring at his mouth, she painted the line of his full lips with the tip of her tongue.

      He watched her as his wry smile slowly curved to one side and he slipped both hands under her bottom and pressed her to him with a longing thrust. His heavy breath fanned her face with the faint scent of tobacco and brandy. She could feel every ounce of his long lean body next to hers; could feel every labored intake of air into his lungs.

      She stared into his eyes, their vivid blue passion barely kept under control. Beads of sweat had formed on his upper lip and at his temples. She darted her tongue to lick the sweat from his lip, the salty taste shocking her senses with pulsating pleasure. He shut his eyes tight. The corner of his mouth that usually curled to
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