Cl NDERELLA AT THE BALL

by
Robin Wl ls

He danced snoothly, noving in perfect sync with her body. Wen
the last note floated into the air, he didn't |oosen his hold on
her even though the song had clearly ended.

The nearness, the warnmth, the sheer nmal eness of hi m nade her

di zzy. Her palns felt danp and her brain felt fuzzy, as if she
weren't getting enough oxygen.

Hi s voice sounded in her ear, |ow and ninbly, sending a shiver
down her arnms. "Do you have any idea what you nmake nme want to do?"
He pul | ed back enough to | ook down at her. H's eyes were hot.
The heat burned its way through her, nmaking her feel as if her
bones were nelting. Against all w sdom she found herself
breathing the irresistible question. "Wat?"

The soft warnmth of his breath against her ear sent a quiver of

pl easure coursing up her spine. "For starters, | want to kiss
you. "

She | ooked up at him unable to speak.

"And unless you tell ne you don't want nme to, that's exactly
what |'mgoing to do."

"I Her lips parted, but no further words canme out.

Hi s nouth brushed her ear again as he rocked her to the rhythm
The sl ow strains of another sultry song reverberated in the night
air.

"That didn't sound like a no."

She didn't know if it was the rising notes of the painfully
beautiful mnmusic or the feel of his breath on her neck that raised
goosebunps on her skin. She only knew that she felt helpless to
deny the aching need to feel his lips on hers. "It... wasn't."
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Chapter One

Josephi ne Evans scranbl ed out of her gray Mercedes, her |egs
wobbling fromthe shock of the accident, and stared at the snashed
front end of her vehicle. Uptown-bound traffic, already thick in
this part of New Ol eans at rush hour, clotted behind her I|ike
Creol e cottage cheese, but Josephine was too worried about her
damaged car to care.

Oh, dearthe hood | ooked |ike an accordi an, one of the front
tires slanted in at a crazy angle and a puddl e of gooey liquid
oozed from under the crunpled engine. The car was

undri vabl epr obabl y even unrepairable. Wich nmeant it was nost

i kely unsal abl e.

Josephine's spirits sank to the soles of her navy G venchy
punps. Great, just greatjust what she needed on top of all her
ot her noney troubles. And since she'd struck the pickup fromthe
rear, the accident was clearly her fault.

"You hurt, |ady?"

The | ate-afternoon sun glared in her eyes so brightly she could
barely nmake out the man clinbing out of the black

pi ckup with the dark, tinted wi ndows. He was tallshe could

tell thatand nmuscular. H's shoul ders were as broad as a



I inebacker's in full uniform and his arns were brawny, but his
chest tapered to a flat stomach and narrow hi ps.

“"I"'mfine. Are you all right?"
"Hell, no, I"'mnot all right." H's voice was a deep, gravelly
runble, as |ow and omi nous as thunder. He stalked to the rear of
his vehicle and stared at the bunper. "Wat in Christ's nane have
you done to ny truck?"

Josephine squinted at him the light still in her eyes. Backlit
by the lowriding sun, he | ooked Iike he was on fire. A chill
chased t hrough her, despite the unseasonably warm March air. He
rem nded her of the fiery denons her father used to preach
against. H's black eyebrows curled |like gargoyle w ngs above coal
bl ack eyes, his blue-black hair |ooked like it hadn't seen a conb
in weeks and his face was grizzled with what | ooked |ike a week's
worth of stubble. The effect was altogether disreputable,
conpletely intimdating and nore than a littl e dangerous.
Josephi ne backed agai nst the snashed fender of her Mercedes as

he noved along the rear of his truck, running his hand al ong the
fender. His palns were | arge and square and his fingers were | ong
and tanned, and the sight of them nmade her distinctly uneasy. So
did the nessage enbl azoned on the back of his dirty gray T-shirt
under the picture of a crawfish: Suck the Head and Eat the Tail.
When he turned toward her, his scow nade her grateful for the
swarm of Magazine Street traffic slowy surging around them This
was not the kind of man she'd want to encounter on a deserted

r oad.

Not that this location had nmuch to recomend it. She cast an
uneasy gl ance around, taking in the sleazy secondhand cl ot hi ng
shop on the sidewal k behind her, the dingy tavern on the corner
and the boarded-up buildings across the street. She was about a
mle shy of the upscale antique shops and restaurants the tourists
liked to frequent, in a

seedy, broken-down nei ghborhood that snelled of old garbage.
Josephine lifted her chin and pulled herself to her straightest
posture, the way she always did whenever she was nervous. Poise
and a graci ous manner can overcone any obstacle. The phrase had
been drumed into her at finishing school, and it was one she'd
often repeated to her own charm school students. She repeated it
silently to herself now, forcing a practiced expression of
conposure onto her face.

"I"'mvery sorry | hit you, but you pulled in front of ne so
suddenly that | didn't have tinme to stop."”

"Li ke hell! You speeded up when | tried to pass you!"

The venomin his voice nade her junp. She inched closer to her



bunper as he took a nenacing step toward her.

"l know your type," he said with a snarl. "You hoitytoity

society broads all think it's your God-given right to barge ahead
of everyone else.”

Josephi ne nervously snoot hed the jacket of her navy wool suit,
trying to smooth her nerves as well, and nentally recited anot her
finishing school axiom The nore dire the situation, the greater
the need to remain calm She carefully nodul ated her voice to a
low but firmlevel. "I"mafraid that you' re mstaken. | was trying
to hit the brake, and | accidentally hit the accelerator instead.”
"Jesus Christ! What's the matter with you? Don't you have the
sense God gave a goose?"

Irritation shot through her. He had every right to be upset,

but there was no need for himto be insulting. And there was
certainly no need for himto take the Lord's nane in vain. "I'II
thank you to kindly keep God's nanme out of this. It was an

accident, not a deliberate act, | assure you. Besides, it |ooks
i ke your truck is barely scratched.”
"Barely scratched? Hell, lady, it's nore scratched than a rat's

ass. The bunper's all dented in and the paint job's ruined."”

11
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She' d been considering giving himthe benefit of the

doubtafter all, everyone dressed down on occasi onbut this nman was
clearly every bit as uncouth as he | ooked. "It's so covered with
dirt that | don't see how you can tell,"” she said stiffly. "But in
any event, there's no need to curse at ne."

"Ch, no?" He leaned toward her, a vein bulging in his forehead.
Hi s eyes were bl oodshot, his breath snelled of stale beer and his
mouth was curled into what could only be described as a sneer.
"What the hell do you think I should be doing? Strangling your
scrawny neck?"

Her gaze inadvertently flew to his i mense hands, and anot her

shi ver chased up her spine. She forced herself to look himin the
eye. "There's no need to threaten ne, either."”

A mal evolent gleamlit his face. Hs |ip pulled back in an

awful smle. "Sweetheart, that wasn't a threat. If | told you

was going to cart you off to the swanp, snatch the hide right off
your sorry, no-driving self, then feed the curly side of your
south end to the gators, well, now, that m ght be a threat. Wich
come to think of it, isn't a halfbad idea."

Josephi ne stared at him aghast. She'd never been talked to so
crudely in her entire life. He wasn't hurt, for heaven's sake. It
wasn't |ike the accident thirteen years ago, the accident where



The unbi dden nenory nade her shudder. Wth | ongpracticed

determ nation, she thrust it fromher mnd. She couldn't allow
hersel f to think about that now or she would surely fall to

pi eces. Her whole world was already falling apart as it was. If
she hadn't been so preoccupied with her current troubles, she
never woul d have hit this cretin in the first placeeven though he
had rudely swerved directly into her path.

He was glaring at her belligerently. She gl ared back,

channeling all of her distress into indignation. "You, sir,

are the nost foul nouthed, ill-tenpered, uncouth man |I've ever
had the di spl easure of neeting."
H s scow deepened and his eyes narrowed. "Yeah, well, |'m not

exactly charned to nake your acquai ntance, either. So what the
hell| are you going to do about ny truck?"

"Your truck? My car's the one that's total ed!"

"Yeah, and whose fault is that, huh? Maybe next tinme you'll be
alittle nore careful about which pedal you're stonping on."

He stornmed back to his pickup, extracted a cellular phone and
started to punch in a nunber.

Al arned, Josephine ran toward him "What are you doi ng?"

"What does it look like I"'mdoing? I'"'mcalling the police.”

"What for?"

"To get you ticketed."

"Ch, please, sirplease don't do that!"

H's nmouth twsted into an expression of disdain. "For sone
strange reason, ny insurance conpany prefers a police report to
just taking nmy word on these things."

"You don't need to report it. | nean, I'll1'Il pay for the
damages. " Though how she'd nmanage, she didn't know. She didn't
even know how she was going to pay the phone bill. O the electric
bill. O buy food, once she'd eaten the | ast of the Budget Gournet
frozen entrees in the refrigerator that was about to be
repossessed.

"Damm right you'll pay."

"OF course | will. Justplease, sir, please don't call the

police."

He gl ared at her, the phone dwarfed by his enornous hand.

"What's the matter? Is there a warrant out for your arrest?"

"OfF course not!"

"Well, then, why are you so scared of the |aw?"

“I"'mnot. It's just thatwell..." She was enbarrassed to say it
aloud. It was so irresponsible, and so unlike her. She just hadn't
had the 590 dollars I ast nonth when the prem um was due, but there



was no point in telling all that to this man. She swal | owed
nervously. "I'm'mafraid ny insurance is expired."

"Ch, good Lord!"

Josephi ne winced. "Please, sirdon't use the Lord's name in vain
like that."

He stared at her, the trace of a smrk playing on his nouth.
"Way the hell not?"

She steeled herself against rising to his bait. "Because it's
one of the Ten Commandnents. 'Thou shall not take the name of the
Lord thy God in vain.' Besides, it's offensive, and being

of fensive breaks the rules of polite society.”

"Ch, Christ. What are you, sone kinda friggin church |ady?"
"Well, no, but if you nust know, ny father was a m ssionary and
it offends nme to hear |anguage |like that."

"Ch, so you're offended, are you?"

"Yes. "

"Well, now, ain't that too dorkin' damm bad."

He seened to be waiting for her reaction. She tried her best

not to give himone, but she nust have failed, judging fromthe
nmocking smle on his face.

Oh, dearhow she wi shed she were nore |ike sonme of her forner
students! If only she knew howto flirt and smle, to cajole and
flatter, she could probably persuade this man to see things her
way. But she'd never had the chance to |l earn those things. She'd
wanted to, but her father had never approved of frivol ous
behavior. The one tinme she'd behaved indiscreetly, the
consequences had been so horrible that she'd never dared try it
agai n.

No, flirtation wasn't an option. She'd have to try appealing to
this man's synpathetic side. "Look, sir, if you call r

Prince Charm ng

the police, they'll take ny license for not having any

i nsurance. "

"Sounds |ike a personal problemto ne." He raised the phone
agai n.

She shoul d have guessed that he'd have all the synpathy of a
serial murderer. The only way to change the mnd of a brute |ike

this was to appeal to his self-interest. "If | have to pay for a
ticket, it'll only delay nmy being able to pay for your car
repairs.”

One of his dark eyebrows |ifted. "Are you telling nme you're

br oke?"

Josephi ne shifted unconfortably from one high-heel ed punp to
the other. "lI"msaying ny financial situation is tenporarily a



little ... under the weather.” To put it mldly. She nervously

tw sted the strap of her navy Coach handbag. "I always pay ny
debts, though. It nmay take ne a few weeks, but I'll get you your
noney. "

He eyed her derisively. "Believe it or not, nobst body shops

t hese days take credit cards.”

"l can't use one."

"Way not? Is credit agai nst your daddy's religion?"

"No." Ch, dear. She was humliated beyond words, but she

couldn't think of a single explanation to give himother than the
truth. "I-1"mafraid ny cards are all nmaxed out."

The information seened to startle him H's eyes narrowed, and

he scanned her from head to toe. Sonething about the way he | ooked
at her nmade her think he was not only estimating the cost of her
navy suit, but seeing all the way through it to approximate the
price of her bra and panties. "Looks like you' re dressed for work.
You got a job?"

"Well . . . yes."” She'd quit her paying job at the public

library when Aunt Prudie had gotten sick, but that didn't nean she
was unenpl oyed.

"So I'lIl give you a break. I'll wait till your next paycheck to
collect.”

"I don't get a paycheck. |I'm self-enployed."”

"Doi ng what ?"

"I operate the New Ol eans Acadeny for Etiquette and Soci al

G aces. "

"What the hell is that?"

"Sone people refer to it as charm school ."

"Charm school ." He repeated the words incredul ously, his nouth
curling into a jeering grin. He shoved his hand in his pocket and
extracted a small round can | abel ed Redman. "You nmean you teach
manners and how to act all | adi-da?"

She wat ched hi mopen the tin and stuff a wad of what | ooked

like dirt in his nmouth. A lady remains civil under al

ci rcunst ances, Josephine rem nded hersel f. She was quivering with
the effort to do so now She lifted her chin. "As the nane
describes, it's a school for etiquette and social graces. And if |
m ght make an observation, you could do with a few | essons
yoursel f."

Hi s | oud bark of a |augh caught her by surprise. "Don* know

what nmakes ya say that.”

An enornmous brown spit wad narrowmy m ssed her shoe, surprising
her even nore. She junped aside, nearly tripping over her own
heels in horror. He w ped his nouth with the back of his enornous



hand, his chest runbling with anusenent.

"So, Teach, how do ya propose to pay ne?" His gaze rolled over

her in a | ascivious nmanner. She folded her arnms agai nst her chest,
al arm surgi ng t hrough her.

Was it her imagination, or had his accent just slipped froma
Harry Connick Jr.-sounding New Ol eans drawl to a | owcl ass

ni nt h-ward brogue? He was meki ng her nore nervous by the m nute.

"How . . . how nuch do you suppose it'll cost?"

"I dunno. It's a brand-new truck. Dependin' on what has to be
done, |'d guess anywhere fromeight to fifteen hundred dollars."
Josephine's heart sank. "I don't have that kind of noney."

"Not nmuch of a market for manners these days?" He spit another
huge | oogie, this one apparently ained right at her feet, forcing
her to junp yet again.

A car behind them honked. The man shot themthe finger as

casual |y as Josephi ne m ght say "please" or "thank you."

He was a beast. She'd visited zoos on two continents, but she'd
never seen a nore uncivilized creature. Anger, frustration and a
m serabl e sense of hel pl essness fornmed a hard, hot knot in her
chest .

"So get your famly to loan it to you."

"I don't have any famly left." To her enbarrassnent, her voice
cracked and her eyes filled with tears. Onh, dear, this was no tine
to fall apart! But this seened |ike the final straw, Aunt Prudence
had been dead for only six weeks, her financial situation had gone
from desperate to hopel ess and now her car was totaled. To top it
all off, this awful man was expectorating at her.

The thought hel ped her to nuster a steadying sense of

i ndi gnation. She wouldn't give this nonster the satisfaction of
reducing her to tears. Blinking hard, she struggled to rein in her
enotions, but one traitorous tear eked out anyway. She furiously
W ped it away.

"Ah, Christ, don't cry." He shoved the can back in his pocket

and gave an exasperated frown. "Hell. If you prom se to stop
bawin', 1'll push your piece of junk out of the street."”

WIlling herself to assunme a senbl ance of conposure, Josephi ne
tried for her frostiest, nost formal tone. "I am not baw ing.
woul d, however, very nuch appreciate your assistance in noving ny
car."

"All right, all right. Just wait here and quit your sniveling."

He strode around to the driver's side of the Mercedes and opened
the door. Reaching in, he steered the car with

one hand and pushed with the other, noving it to an enpty

cur bsi de parking space as if it weighed no nore than a bicycle.



He anbl ed back, his tall, heavily nuscled body noving with a
feline grace that seened sonehow predatory. She involuntarily
junped out of arm's reach as he approached, pressing her back
agai nst the wi ndow of the shoddy usedcl ot hing store.

She needn't have worried. Wthout a word, he strode straight

past, hopped in his truck and drove it to the parking space behind
her car.

She was being ridiculous, she tried to reassure herself. He
wasn't a wild animal, she wasn't a scared rabbit and he wasn't
goi ng to pounce. But she wasn't so sure when he slamed his truck
door and stal ked back down the sidewal k, holding a pen and a
crunpl ed pi ece of paper.

"Ckay. Gve ne your vital statistics.”

Josephi ne stared. "Excuse ne?"

"Cone on. | haven't got all day." He pulled a toothpick from

t he pocket of his jeans and slid it between his |lips. The novenent
drew her attention to his nmouth. H's bottorn lip was full and

| ush, shockingly sensuous in such a hard, masculine face. "G ve ne
your vitals."

"You want ny neasurenents?" she blurted incredul ously, her

voi ce thin and al arned.

He grinned, the toothpick dangling fromthe corner of his

mouth. "Well, sure, darlin', if you're offerin'. But this ain't
the try outs for Mss Anerica. 1 neant your name, address and
phone nunber."

"Oh. O course." Heat scorched her cheeks. Wiy on earth had she
asked such an idiotic question? Sonething about this barbarian
made her think about sex. Not that she had a very hi gh opinion of
the activity. Her limted expert . ence in sexual matters had
convinced her that it was vastly overrated.

He placed one foot on the concrete step of the second hand
store's stoop, snoothed the paper over his thigh and poi sed the
pen above it. "So what's your name?"

"Josephi ne Evans."

She watched himwite it down, unnerved to note that his
deni m encased thigh | ooked as hard as a marbl e tabl et op.

"And your address?"

"Seven hundred Poydras Pl aza."

H s eyes narrowed warily. "That's a business address. Were do
you |ive?"

It seened unwi se to give such personal information to a nman who
made all of her intuitive warning systens flash "danger” in red
blinking lights. "You can reach ne at the office at any tine." She
rapi dly gave himthe phone nunber. "If I'"'mnot there, | have a



machi ne on, and | check ny nessages often.”

He shifted the toothpick to the other corner of his nouth.

"Well, now, I"'mnot callin" you a liar, sweetheart, but just to
make sure you're who you say you are, you' d better let nme take a
| ook at your driver's license."

The distrust in his eyes nmade Josephine stiffen. "I assure you
I"'mtelling the truth.”
"Then you won't mnd ne seem that |icense, wll you?"

She couldn't stand to have her character questioned. She'd

wor ked too hard for too |long to make sure her reputation was
spotless. If she kept her behavi or above reproach for enough
years, she figured, maybe soneday she'd be able to forgive herself
for that one, terrible, horrid indiscretion. "I'"msure you don't
mean to be so insulting, M...."

"Dumanski . Col e Dunanski ."

Col e. How appropriate. Wth his charcoal eyes, coal black hair
and pitch-black soul, the nanme was a perfect fit.

Josephine tilted her head up to an inperious angle, just as
she'd seen Aunt Prudi e do when she'd wanted to set soneone in
their place. "Yes, well, M. Dumanski, |'m sure you don't nean to
be rude, but I'm unaccustonmed to having ny word doubted."

A nerve junped in his jaw. "There's a first tine for

everything, now, isn't there?"

"I beg your pardon?”

Her haughty expression made his blood boil. God, how he hated

t hese better-than-everyone-el se, nose-in-the-air New Ol eans

bl uebl ood types. He'd al nost forgotten how much he'd detested
them but seeing that photo of Alexa Armand in this norning' s
newspaper had stirred up all of the old resentnments, all of the
ol d stomach-churning hate.

This danme was just the same. She m ght be the daughter of a

m ssionary, but he'd bet his |life she cane fromold noney just the
same. He'd known it the nonment he'd gotten trapped behind her in
traffic. She'd been driving her old Mercedes the speed of a snai
on Valium oblivious to the traffic bottled up behind her, as if
she owned the road. Wien he'd tried to pass her, she'd sped up.
Cole's blood simered. He wasn't going to | et any dammed New
Orleans rich bitch push hi maroundnot ever again.

Wth a fierce sense of purpose, he'd gunned the engine and cut
in front of her. "Take that," he'd nuttered as he slowed for the
next stoplight. But his sense of deep, soulfelt satisfaction had
been short-lived, abruptly interrupted by the inpact of her
Mercedes plow ng into his rear bunper |ike a runaway barge.

He gl ared at her now. "Your type always thinks you' re above the



rules the rest of us everyday folks play by. Well, I've got news
for you, sweetheartyour highfalutin, highbrow ways don't inpress
me one bit. Now, | don't knowif you're leveling with me or not
about havi ng noney problens, but let's get one thing straight:
you' re not gonna weasel out of payin' nme what you owe ne, and
you're not gonna |eave here until | verify who you are and where |
can find you. So you can either give nme your driver's |license
right now, or you can give it to a cop in a few mnutes. Wich is
it gonna be, sweetheart?"

Col e wat ched the enotions play over the wonman's pal e

faceoutrage, indignation, resignation. It wasn't a bad facenot if
you |iked the ice-queen type. Personally Cole had never cared for
it. He liked his wonen hot-bl ooded and wlling. This one | ooked
i ke she wouldn't warmup with a bl owtorch under her tush.

Al the same, she wasn't actually bad-1ooking. She had a

strai ght nose, a nice nouth and big blue eyes. He couldn't tel
much about her hair, slicked back like it was in that god-aw ul
bun.

"Al'l right," she finally conceded. "I'lI|l show you ny |icense.

But I1'll need to see yours as well."

"Fair enough." Cole dug his wallet out of his back pocket as

she unsnapped t he neat | eather bag on her shoul der, then waited
until she'd handed over her license before passing his to her.

He gl anced down at the | am nated card. Jesusthe photo | ooked
like a prison nug shot. Most wonen at least tried to smle when
they had their picture taken. Was this broad's face capabl e of
form ng a pl easant expression?

Hi s gaze flicked fromthe photo to the information. Josephine

L. Evans. Brown hair, blue eyes, twenty-nine years old.

Li ke the photo, the information on the card didn't really do

her justice. Her hair was nore blond than it was brown, and her
eyes were the color of deep water. He couldn't tell nuch about how
her one hundred and ten pounds were distributed on her
five-foot-five frame under that expensive suit, but he'd already
noticed her |legs. They were | ong and sl ender and nicely shaped,
wi th rounded cal ves and narrow ankl es.

He gl anced at the address and scowl ed. Her house was in one of
the ritziest nei ghborhoods in New Ol eans, not far from where

Al exa had |ived.

The thought nmade his nuscles tense. He'd nanaged to put Al exa

out of his mnd for nost of the |ast fourteen years, but seeing
her picture in this norning' s New

Ol eans Ti nes-Pi cayune had dredged up all of the old

bitterness he'd thought | ong buried.



He glared at Josephine. "How the hell does a person who lives

i n Audubon Pl ace manage to have no noney?"

He saw her spine stiffen. "My finances are nmy own concern."

“Not when you owe ne noney, |ady."

Her smooth forehead winkled in a frown. "The house bel onged to
my great-aunt," she explained reluctantly.

" Bel onged?"

"She died six weeks ago."

She | ooked as though she was about to cry again. Crap. Nothing
made hi m nore unconfortable than a bawing femal e. He never knew
what to do or say around one. He lowered his voice, hoping to
forestall her tears. "So | suppose your noney's tied up in probate
or sonething |like that?"

"Sonething like that." She bent her head evasively and

carefully began copying the information fromhis |icense into an
expensi ve-| ooki ng | eat her notebook, using an Argento pen.

Hell. She clainmed to be broke, but she carried a pen-andpaper

set worth at |east three hundred dollars. He knew because he'd
bought his accountants sonething simlar for Christnas.

She suddenly gazed up quizzically. "Your address says the
Governor Nichols Street Wharf. Does that nmean you live on a boat?"
At | east she wasn't stupid. He gave a curt nod. "Yeah. A

towboat. |I'mcaptain of La Chi enne Mauvai se”
Her head cocked to one side and her brow furrowed. "' The Bad
mgl ?ll

" '"The Mean Bitch.' "

Her eyes fl ew open so wide he couldn't help but |augh. She sure
was a stiff-necked little prig. He had to hand it to her,

t hought here weren't many of these nose-in-the-air, hoity-toity
broads who would admt to being flat-busted broke, although he
suspected nore than a few of them were.

A charm school teacher. Didn't that just beat all?

He twirled the toothpick in his nmouth and wat ched her
diligently copy down the information fromhis license. Wil

whet her she was flat broke or not, he had no use for bl uebl oods,
and this one would bleed indigo if he cut her. There was no way
she was going to get away wth bashing in his bunper and not
payi ng.

“I"l'l get an estimate froma body shop, then |l et you know what
you owe."

"Al right."

There was no point wasting any nore tinme here. He handed her
back her driver's |icense, shoved the paper into his pocket and
turned to go.



"Wait!"

Now what? He slowly pivoted toward her.

Her eyes were distressed, and her throat visibly noved as she
swal | owed. "D-do you think you could give ne a ride?"

He gl owered at her. "Look, lady, I"'min a hurry. My boat casts

off at dawn, | need to find a cook for the crew before then, and
now, thanks to you, 1've also got to take nmy truck to a body shop.
Way don't you just grab a cab? That way you and | can just call it
a day."

She dropped her gaze to the pavenent and fiddled with the purse
strap on her shoul der. "Because |, uh, don't have any nobney on
me. "

Oh, for the love of bilge water. He started just to shove a few
dollars at her, but the concept stuck in his craw. She owed him
noney, by dam.

But he couldn't just go off and | eave her. A crime-ridden

publ i ¢ housi ng devel opnent was | ess than two bl ocks away. In this
part of town, an expensive-looking dane like Little Mss Priss
here was |ikely to get robbed, raped or worse.

He didn't know why he should care, except that if she

got killed he'd never have the satisfaction of naking her pay

hi mevery red cent she owed. "Ch, hell. Cone on."

"I really do appreciate this.” She ran to catch up with him
"Yeah, yeah, yeah." He clinbed in his truck and inserted his

key in the ignition, only to realize she was still standing on the
si dewal k besi de the passenger-side door.

"What's the matter? Can't get the door open?"

Her face flushed scarlet. "I, uh, was waiting for you to open
it."

Was this danme for real? He | eaned over the seat and pulled the
inside latch, flinging her door open so fast he nearly hit her
with it. He glared at her through the opening. "Let ne see if |'ve
got this straight. You weck nmy truck, you don't have any

i nsurance, you want sone ki nd of easy-paynent plan, you nooch a
ri de honeand you expect nme to open the door for you?" He nuttered
a low and om nous oath. "Get your ass in here, sister, before |

| eave you eating dust.”

She scurried into the vehicle and fastened her seat belt. Cole
gunned t he engi ne and screeched away fromthe curb before she'd
even finished closing her door.

Her spine grew straight and rigid. "I've apologized for hitting
your car, and | fully intend to pay you back. There's no reason to
treat ne so abom nably."

The prissy note in her voice nade himagain reach for the tin



of tobacco he'd purchased for his first mate. Col e personally
despised the stuff, but this wonan's reaction to it was just too
dam sati sfying.

Steering the pickup with his knees, he pulled out a pinch and
stuffed it in his cheek. The expression of horror on her face nade
it inmpossible not to grin. He gave a few opennout hed chews for
added effect. "I don'" know what you're tal kin' about, sweetheart.
| haven't touched your stomach.”

"My stomach? | didn't say anything about nmy stonach."

"Sure you did. You said |'ve been treatin' you abdomnally."

Col e glanced at her fromthe corner of his eye as he stopped at

t he Washington Street intersection. He'd never seen a face so
transparent. Her eyes tel egraphed shock and astoni shnent before
narrowi ng i nto di spl eased conprehensi on. She exhal ed huffily

t hrough her nose. "I don't find you at all anusing."

"That's a shanme, sweetheart. 'Cause | think you' re a downri ght
laugh riot." He turned right and headed toward St. Charles. "Ya
know what? It's gotten awfully stuffy in here.” Hitting the master
control buttons on his door, he |owered her automatic w ndow.

"I'f you don't mind, I'd prefer to turn on the airGh!" Wth a
shriek, she flattened herself against the back of the seat as a
huge spit wad sail ed past her face and out the open w ndow.

Two bright spots flanmed on her cheeks. Her hands curled into
tight fists in her |ap, and her blue eyes snapped with outrage as
she turned themon Cole. "You stop that this instant!"

"Or you'll do what ?"

The chall enge in his voice stopped her short. O what, indeed?
She was still too far fromhone to wal k. Her fingernails dug into
her palnms in futile rage. "Oror you're likely to get that nasty
stuff all over ny clothes,” she finished | anely.

He flashed a wicked grin. "Ch, is that all you're worried

about? Well, then, you just sit back and relax there, sugar. If |
hit you, I'll let you deduct the cleanin' bill fromwhat you owe
rT.el n

He was despi cabl ebeyond despi cabl e. He was | oat hsonme, crude,
cadl i ke, detestible, vulgar, contenptible, vile...

She busied herself with silent adjectives, biting her tongue
and trying hard to keep fromtelling himexactly

what she thought of him Just a few nore mnutes, she told
hersel f. Just a few nore mnutes and he'd be out of her life
forever.

She was grateful when he finally stopped at the red brick guard
station outside the enornmous wought-iron gate that sequestered
Audubon Pl ace fromthe rest of the world. Cole slid down his



automati ¢ wi ndow. "I've got M ss Josephi ne Evans here973 Audubon
Pl ace. "

It disconcerted her that this horrid man had nenorized her
address. She reached for the door handle. "I can walk from here.
Thank you very nuch for the ride."

Cole clicked a button under his w ndow that snapped her door

| ocked. "I1've brought you this far, sugar," he said, shoving the
t oot hpi ck back into his mouth. "M ght as well see you all the way
hore. "

The brute had just |ocked her in! She stared at him

speechl ess, her initial sense of shock giving way to a nonent of
fear when she realized his finger was still on the control button.
But they were sitting right outside the guard station; if he

i ntended her any harm surely he wouldn't have brought her this
far. His desire to see her to her door wasn't notivated by

chival ryshe was sure he didn't even know the neani ng of the

wor dbut it probably wasn't notivated by anything sinister, either.
He was probably just nosy about where she |ived.

Anot her car pulled up behind them and Josephine stiffened. Onh,
dear. It wouldn't do to create a scene, especially not with a

nei ghbor wat chi ng. Aunt Prudence's strictest rule had been never
to create a public spectacle. Even though the old | ady was dead,
Josephine still didn't want to do anything that woul d have
enbarrassed her. As much as she hated giving this | oathsone
creature the satisfaction of getting his way, the easiest course
of action was just to go along with him

Gitting her teeth, Josephine |eaned forward and waved

at the guard. The uniformed man nodded and hit a button. The

bl ack scrollwrk gate slowy swng open, and Col e drove through.
He eased the pickup along the exclusive private road lined with
massi ve |live oaks and royal palns, past the inpressively

| andscaped | awns of the even nore inpressive mansions. Five
hundred yards in, he pulled under a Spani sh noss-draped oak, in
front of the inposing whitecolumed honme Aunt Prudence had nodel ed
after Jefferson's Mnticello.

"Nice little shack you've got here,” he remarked dryly.

Josephi ne placed her hand on the door handle. "Thank you for

the ride. Now, if you' d just let nme out of here ..."

"Hey, what's that hangi ng on your front door?"

She swi vel ed her head toward the house and saw a bul ky netallic
obj ect suspended fromthe knob of the | eaded gl ass door. Pasted to
t he ornate bevel ed gl ass above it was a | arge orange sign. "I-1
don't know. "

Col e stretched across and stared out her side w ndow. "Looks



i ke a padl ock. And a sheriffs notice."

Josephine's stomach |urched, and for a nonent she thought she

was going to be sick. Pressing her hand to her belly, she cl osed
her eyes and drew a deep breath.

"Hey, |adyare you okay?"

She opened her eyes to see Cole frowning at her.

"You' ve gotten awfully pale. You' re not going to pass out on

me, are you?"

"Of course not." Even to her own ears, her voice |acked
conviction. She | eaned her head against the headrest. "I'm'm
suddenly feeling a little ill, that's all."

Hi s dark brows pulled nore tightly together. "Has it got

anything to do with that junk on your door?"

She averted her eyes and swal |l owed. Her nouth felt parched. She
knew she should get out of the vehicle, walk to the front door and
read the sign, but she couldn't seemto find the strength to do
it. It was as if her body were pre- serving all her resources,
know ng she'd need every ounce of stamna to deal wth the
situation once her suspicions were confirned.

"Want nme to go check it out for you?" Col e asked.

Josephi ne nanaged a nod. "Please."

Wthout a word, Cole clinbed out of the vehicle and strode to

t he porch. She watched himgo, her head still propped against the
tan | eather headrest, feeling a strange sense of detachnent. She'd
lived in the house for the past three years, but it had never felt
i ke hone. Not the way she'd always inmagi ned a hone should feel,
anyway. Cone to think of it, she'd never known a place that had.
Hone shoul d be a place where you felt safe and at ease and | oved,
a place where you knew you were accepted just as you were.

She' d never known a place like that. She'd spent nost of her

life in boarding schools. On, maybe she'd had a real hone when her
nmot her was alive, but she'd died when Josephine was barely five,
and try as she mght, Josephine could piece together only the
barest wisp of a nenory of her now.

The only relatives she renmenbered were her fathera rigid,

bitter man, hell-bent on serving a God he blanmed for the death of
his wi feand Aunt Prudie, a prim proud matron who played the role
of grande dane and arbiter of New Ol eans society.

It was probably a good thing Prudie was al ready gone, Josephi ne

t hought, watching Cole study the notice on the door. If she
weren't dead already, the current turn of events would have killed
her .

Col e di sappeared around the side of the house, then energed on
the opposite side a few nonents |ater. He strode back and stuck



his head in the open passenger w ndow, resting his forearns on the
door. His dark eyes told her nothing.

"Wl | ?" she nmanaged.

"It says your property's been seized by court order."

She'd known that was what the notice was likely to say, but
hearing it aloud jarred her all the sane. The interior of the

pi ckup seened to pitch and reel. She grabbed the door handl e,
needi ng sonething to hold on to. "Doesdoes that nmean |'m evicted?"
"Afraid so. It looks like all the entrances are padl ocked."
Despair, strong and terrifying, gripped and shook her. "What am

| going to do?"

"Well, | guess you can start by calling the sheriffs office. O
an attorney."

She'd al ready done both of those things to find out what was
likely to happen in the event of foreclosure, but there was no
poi nt in explaining that now Panic was rapidly gaining hold of
her. "1 mean tonight. Where am| going to stay tonight?"

He lifted his wide shoulders. "Beats ne, lady. Wth a friend,
guess. "

But there was no oneno one Josephine could call up and say,
"Quess what? | can't afford a hotel, ny honme has been seized, ny
car is totaled and | need a place to stay tonight." Josephi ne had
never made friends easily, and Aunt Prudence had di scouraged the
few fl edgling relationships she'd attenpted.

Wth her job at the library, weekend work as an etiquette

teacher and the increasing care Aunt Prudie's heart condition had
dermanded, it had been easy to limt her life to home and work. She
had dozens of acquai ntances and contacts, but no one to whom she
was really close.

She took a deep gulp of air. "I don't really have any friends."

It was no damm wonder, Cole thought; with an attitude as

priggish as hers, even the bl uebl oods woul d be hardpressed to
stand her conpany. Still, this wasn't the tinme to point that out.
The dane seened to be in a real bind.

"You nust have soneplace to go. Maybe a nei ghbor's house?"

"Ch, no, | couldn't bear it. | couldn't stand to face them
Especially not with thatthat notice on the door." Tears sprang to
her eyes. She gave a ragged sniffle, then unsnapped her purse and
extracted a nonogramred handkerchi ef .

Ch, crap. She wasn't going to cry again, was she?

He gl anced at his watch. It was getting dark, and he still

hadn't found a cook. Blast it all to Hades; this weepy wonman
wasn't the only one with a pressing problem He'd checked with al
of the maritinme enpl oynent agencies, and none of them had any



cooks available. He'd spent the afternoon visiting every diner and
greasy spoon in the French Quarter, asking every short-order hash
slinger he saw if he or she would be willing to work on his boat.
He'd found no takers, not even for an outrageous sum of noney.
Everyone, it seened, had responsibilities that prevented themfrom
just packing up and taking off for four weeks. The chances of
findi ng soneone now who'd agree to set sail at dawn were slimto
none.

Damm. H's crew would nmutiny if they had to endure any nore of

his first mate's cooki ng. What the hell was he going to do?
Sudden inspiration struck. It wasn't an ideal solution, but it
woul d solve an i medi ate problem for both of them

"Hey, there, Josie, |I've got an idea."

"Josephine. My nane is Josephine,” she said stiffly, sniffling
into the ridicul ously expensive hanki e.

He waited until she'd wi ped her nose and | ooked up at himwth
red-ri med eyes. As she nmet his gaze, her chin tilted up

i nperiously, he experienced a nonent of fierce doubt.

He was crazy. He was certain he'd live to regret this. H's crew
woul d eat her up and spit her out before the first day

was over

But what el se was he going to do? He drew a deep breath,
swal | owed hard and bit the bullet.

"Josephi ne, do you know how to cook?"

Chapter Two

"What do you nean, can | cook?" O all the insensitive

guestions to ask at a tinme |ike this, Josephine thought

i ndignantly, this one had to top the list. Life as she knew it had
just ceased to exist, yet this Neanderthal's biggest concern was
whet her she could fix himdinner. If she fixed hima good enough
meal , she supposed he was going to offer her the privil ege of

sl eeping with him too.

She tried to glare at him but the effect was ruined by the

fact that she was crying.

"The question's not as off-the-wall as it seens.” He pushed

away fromthe passenger door, wal ked around the truck and cli nbed
into the driver's seat. H s weight nmade the vehicle lurch, and her
pul se did the sane as he closed the door, sealing hinself inside
with her. He intensified her uneasi ness by stretching his hand
across the back of the seat, resting it unnervingly close to her
head.

She nust have really cone unglued, she thought. Here she was,
penni | ess, honel ess and w thout transportation,

yet the thing that bothered her the nost at the nonent was the



proximty of this savage.

That infernal toothpick still dangled fromhis nouth. He

reached up and pulled it out. "I need a cook on nmy towboat. If you
took the job, it would give you a place to stay for the next
thirty days and pay you nore than enough to reinburse ne for ny
truck repairs. I'll pay you twelve hundred a week."

The suggestion was too bizarre to absorb all at once. She

sei zed on the noney issue. "Twelve hundred doll ars?"

"No, Princess." He gave a sardonic grin. "Mardi G as beads."

She was so taken aback by the salary that his sarcasm scarcely
registered. In her previous job at the public library, her net

t ake- honme pay for an entire nonth wasn't nuch nore than what he
was offering for a week

"If you can spare the tinme fromyour charm school, that is."

She gl anced at himsharply, trying to determ ne whet her he was
maki ng fun of her, but his dark eyes were unreadabl e.

He draped a forearm across the steering wheel and angled his
body toward her. "How d you end up in a fix like this, anyway?"
She started to tell himshe didn't owe himany explanations,

but the fact that he'd just offered her a job stopped her. She
couldn't afford to elimnate any options right now.

Besi des, she thought with a deep sigh of resignation, there was
no point in continuing Aunt Prudie's charade of pretending
everything was perfectly fine while life crunbled to bits around
her .

The thought sent a fresh wave of despair crashing over her. She
drew a deep breath, fighting the undertow of enotion, determ ned
not to let it suck her under. It mght help to talk about it.
Explaining the situation to a stranger m ght hel p her nmake sense
of it herself.

She | ooked away from his face, directing her gaze to the
noss-covered linb of the live oak in Aunt Prudie's | awn. "The
acadeny bel onged to my aunt. She operated it for fifty-two years,
but evidently it hadn't been profitable in a long tine.
Unfortunately, I didn't know that until a few weeks ago."

"Why didn't you know?"

"Aunt Prudence never discussed finances wth nme. She said

di scussi ng noney was coarse."

He nmuttered sonmething she was glad she couldn't quite hear.

Even without the words, the deprecating tone in his voice cane

t hrough | oud and cl ear.

Josephi ne' s spi ne strai ghtened defensively. "Besides, | wasn't
involved in the day-to-day operation of the acadeny. | had a
full-time job at the public library. | only taught a few cl asses



on eveni ngs and weekends."

"Wel |, surely you nust have had sone kind of a clue her

busi ness wasn't exactly boom ng."

Josephi ne had been berating herself for the exact sane thing,

whi ch no doubt explained why his remark rankled so. "I probably
shoul d have, but | didn't. Aunt Prudence never altered a single
aspect of her life. She still enployed a gardener, a maid...." She
started to add "a cook," then thought better of it. "She insisted
on handling all the household bills herself."

"How conveni ent for you."

The disdain in his voice was galling. She struggled to maintain

t he pl easant tone of voice she instructed her students to use in
difficult situations. "I would have nuch preferred to have a snal
pl ace of my own, but Aunt Prudence's heart had been bad for years,
and she didn't want to live alone. And not that it's any of your
busi ness, but | paid nmy own way. | turned alnost all of ny salary
over to her every nonth for roomand board."

"So what happened to your job?"

"Aunt Prudi e becane bedridden a nonth before she died, so |
resigned in order to take care of her and run the

acadeny when spring classes began. | didn't find out until

after the library had already hired ny replacenent that she didn't
have a single student registered for the spring senester.”
Josephine twi sted her hands in her lap and stared at the red-tiled
roof of the Spanish-style mansion across the street. "And then she
died, and that was just the beginning of the surprises Aunt Prudie
| eft behind. | discovered she'd not only run through all the noney
she'd inherited from her husband, but she'd taken out an enornous
nort gage on the house two years ago. She even had a | oan out on
that car I wecked. And she'd spent all of the noney she'd
borrowed. "

"On what ?"

"Living expenses, evidently. She was maki ng paynents on the

notes with the very noney she'd borrowed."

Cole let out a long, |low whistle, shaking his head in

di sbelief. "Christ. Wasn't nuch for |ong-term planning, was she?"
Josephi ne privately thought the old woman had pl anned t hi ngs

all too well. She'd lived | ong enough to run through every penny
she had, then died before she'd had to face the consequences.
Josephi ne shifted unconfortably on the | eather seat. "Her bank
account was not only conpletely enpty, but overdrawn. And then two
weeks ago, | discovered she was six nonths behind on the house
paynents and the bank was threatening foreclosure.”

"So you saw this com ng?"



Josephine reluctantly nodded. "I noved all ny jewelry, nost of

my clothes and a few of the nore expensive paintings into the
charm school earlier this week. But | didn't think the bank woul d
forecl ose this soon."

"What about the school? Do you owe noney on it, too?"

"No. Aunt Prudie didn't own the building. She'd al ways rented

it. I paid off six nonths' back rent with the | ast of ny personal
savi ngs before | discovered the truth of the situation. It's paid
up for the next three nonths."

Col e's dark eyes regarded her incredul ously. "Wy the hel

didn't your aunt do sonething before things got this bad?"
Because Aunt Prudie was selfish, shortsighted and a master of

sel f-del usi on. Josephi ne edited her thoughts to put her |ate aunt
in as favorable a light as possible. "She probably couldn't face
it. It was easier to keep hoping that each senester woul d be
better than the one before. Besides, she probably thought scaling
back her |ifestyle would nake busi ness even worse."

"What do you nean?"

"I'f people in her social set thought she was having financi al
probl enms, they would have started avoi ding her. New Ol eani ans act
as if noney troubles are contagious."

He gave a derisive snort. "Better to have |lost a few phony
friends than all of her bel ongings. Unless she knew she didn't
have long to live and didn't care what kind of ness she |eft

behi nd. Who was she going to | eave her estate to, anyway?"

"To nme." The words cane out soft and small

"Christ." Cole rubbed his jaw and eyed her quizzically. "Wy
didn't she at least tell you what shape things were in?"

Whay not, indeed? The question had been haunting Josephi ne. She
swal | oned hard, then gave himthe answer she'd been trying to
convince herself to accept. "She was probably trying to protect
me. She nmust have thought the acadeny's business would pick up and
her finances would turn around.”

But Josephine didn't buy that for a mnute. The old woman had

an uncanny ability to delude herself, but even Aunt Prudence
couldn't have believed the acadeny could ever earn enough to pay
of f the tremendous debts she'd accrued.

No, it was far nore likely that Aunt Prudie sinply hadn't

trusted her. She nust have feared that if Josephi ne knew her noney
was gone, she'd abandon her.

VWi ch hurtnore than Josephi ne woul d have t hought possible. Her
aunt had been arrogant, snobbish and perpetually fault-finding,
but all the same, it hurt to think that her last living relative
had had so little faith in her. Had all the years of careful



cautious living, of watching everything she said and did, of
overruling her enotions and tanping down all of her personal
dreanshad all of it counted for nothing? Had her aunt still judged
her character solely on the basis of a single rash act she'd
committed in her teens?

Evidently so, Josephine thought glumy. Evidently her aunt

still had viewed her as her father had when he'd handed her over
to Prudie's care. "Keep a close eye and a short |eash on her. She
can't be trusted,” her father had said.

Josephi ne swal | oned around the hard lunmp in her throat and

bl i nked back a fresh onsl aught of tears. She needed to change the
subject fast if she didn't want to break down conpletely. "Tell ne
about your boat and this cook's position."

Cole lifted his armfromthe steering wheel and turned his palm
up. "There's not much to tell. There are six of usme, ny first
mat e, an engineer, a relief pilot and two deckhands. W push
barges up and down the M ssissippi. W need sonmeone to cook three
nmeal s a day, seven days a week, during a four-week run up to

M nneapol i s and back. Interested?"

When she'd call ed her bank this norning, she'd had forty-three
dollars in her checking account. She could raise sone cash by
selling the jewlery she'd inherited fromher nother and the

pai nti ngs she'd stashed at the acadeny, but that woul d probably
take a while. She was desperate.

But she hated to admt it to this arrogant man. "It depends,"”

she hedged. "What are the |iving conditions?"

One corner of his nouth lifted in a mrthless smle. "Alot

| ess plush than what you're accustomed to, Princess."”

"Whuld | have a private roonf"

"It's called a cabin, and it's probably smaller than your idea

of a shower stall. But yeah, the cook has her own."

"What does the boat | ook |ike?"

Col e had had just about enough of Little Mss H gh-andM ghty's

i nqui sition. "Does your decision hinge on what friggin color the
boat's pai nted?"

Josephi ne's blue eyes snapped at himlike thin ice. "No, but it

m ght hinge on whether or not you continue to curse at ne like a
drunken sailor."

Thi s woul d never work. He'd been out of his mnd even to

consider it. "You ain't heard nothin' yet, darlin'. Wait'll you
hear me an' the boys after a few beers.” He let | oose a string of
particularly explicit exanples. "And that's before we get really
wound up, " he added.

Her response di sappointed him He'd been counting on shock,



hopeful | y even outrage. Instead, she inclined her head |like a
duchess and regarded himw th exaggerated patience, as if he were
a puppy who'd just pooped on the floor.

"Are you quite finished? Because if you are, and if you can
assure me | won't be subjected to that sort of |anguage again,
well, then ..." She hesitated only | ong enough to draw an audi bl e
breath. "Well, 1'Il take the job."

She had to be kidding. Cole squinted at her, trying to

determ ne whether she was pulling his leg. "Are you jackin' with
me, |ady?"

"Jacki ng?" Her forehead scrunched in confusion, as if she'd

never heard the term before.

"You know acki ng around." Conprehension still seenmed to el ude
her. Irritated, he drumred his fingers on the truck's dashboard
and tried again. "Jacking. As in jacking off."

She shook her head, clearly baffled, as if he were speaking a
forei gn | anguage.

She didn't have a clue, he realized in amazenent. She'd
evidently never heard the termbefore in all of her twentynine
years. "Hey, have you been | ocked up in a nonastery orsonethin' ?"
"No." Her voice was prickly and defensive. "Wat nakes you ask

a thing like that?"

"I dunno. Maybe the fact that you | ook |like you're in your
twenties, but act like you' re ninety. How long did you live with
this old aunt of yours?"

She pulled herself tighter and taller. "The past three years."
"What did you do before that?"

"I was a teacher."

"Ch, yeah? \Were?"

She gl anced evasively out the truck window "At an institution

of higher education.™

She nust nmean a college. Now there was an experience from which
few peopl e energed i nnocent and naive. "Ch, yeah? \Wich coll ege?"
"It wasn't exactly a college,” she hedged. "It was a finishing
school in Switzerland."

"Fi ni shing school ? What the hell is that?"

"A form of higher education for wonen that primarily focuses on
cultural skills.™

Cultural skills. Just what he needed in a cook, he thought

scat hingly. "What did you teach? Advanced tea pouring?”
Josephine's chin tipped up defensively. "For your information,
the curriculumincluded art history, European history, |anguage
and phil osophy. It's very simlar to the course of study a |iberal
arts major mght pursue here in the United States. | attended the



school nyself, and | think I got a very well rounded educati on.
After | graduated, | taught etiquette there for six years."
"Etiquette," Cole muttered darkly, shaking his head. "Chri" He
stopped hinself in the nick of time. Surely she had sone
experience in the real world. "So where'd you go to high school ?"
"I attended an ecuneni cal boardi ng school in New Engl and."
"Ecuneni cal . You nean religious?"

"Well, yes." She folded her fingers in her |lap as precisely as
mlitary pleats. "But it had an excell ent academ c program "
"Uh-huh." Good gravyno wonder she acted |ike she'd just cone

out of a time warp. Cole tapped his fingers on the steering wheel.
"Sounds |ike you've led a pretty sheltered life."

Her chin tilted up even higher. "I wouldn't say that."

"Well, | would. You don't even understand normal English."”

"That's probably because Aunt Prudence wouldn't allow a

television in her hone. As a result, I'msure there are a few
phrases in the Anerican lexicon that I'munfamliar with, but”
"You' ve never seen television?" Cole stared at her in

amazenent .

"Well, of course |'ve seen it. |'ve just never really watched

it. Not inthe United States, anyway." She unfol ded, then refol ded
her fingers in her lap. "But that doesn't nean |'m not well
infornmed. |1've held a job since the day |I finished school, and |I'm
very well-read.”

No anount of reading would have prepared this dame for his

randy crew of deckhands. "Lookl've, uh, rethought the situation,
and | don't think you' re exactly suited for life on the river. The
crew can be pretty rough, and"

"Nonsense. I'msure | can handle it."

Col e was far |ess confident.

"If you can control your |anguage, that is,"” she added primy.

That prissy tone of voice raised his hackles |like a junkyard
dog's. "I can control ny |anguage, all right. But | mght find it
hard to control the urge to strangle you if you don't stop
talking to ne like I"'msonme kind of f" He stopped abruptly,
expell ed a harsh breath and ran his hand down his face. "...
frigging tw-year-old."

"If you stop acting like one, I'll certainly stop treating you

i ke one."

Cole drew in a deep breath, nmentally counted to ten, then stuck
the key in the ignition, thinking he'd like to tell this gal where
she could stick something else. "All right, lady. If you'll get
of f your high horse, I'll watch ny nouth. But you da" He stopped
abruptly and censored hinself. "You' d darn well better know how to



cook. "

Josephi ne nodded and gazed out the window. It was a good thing
she was a quick | earner, she thought. Just because she'd never
made anyt hi ng beyond party garni shes, frozen dinners and an
occasi onal sandwi ch didn't nmean she wasn't capabl e.

She was capabl e of doing anything she set her mind to including
living on a boat and putting up with this obnoxious nman for the
next four weeks. In fact, despite all the warning bells clanging
at top volunme in her mnd, the prospect gave her a tiny bit of a
thrill.

She' d never done anything so exciting in her entire life. Wth
Aunt Prudence gone and her world in upheaval, the rules that used
to constrain her no |longer applied. There was no one to di sapprove
or warn of dire consequences or threaten her with social and
religious ostracism

No one but her own internal nonitor, that was. The restraints
she' d i nposed upon herself had al ways been stricter than the
restraints inposed by her father or her great-aunt or the strict
boardi ng school staff. She'd held herself carefully in check for
thirteen years, ever since the fateful night she'd conmtted a
wi |l d, reckless act that had taken a life and forever changed her
own.

As al ways, the thought caused a painful constriction in her
chest. Ever since that night, she'd lived in fear that if she
didn't keep a tight enough rein on her behavior, she would again
do sonet hing rash, would again inadvertently

bring harmto soneone else. She'd tried to make up for that
nmoment ever since. She'd obeyed every rule of expected behavi or,
heeded every one of Aunt Prudie's suggestions and foll owed every
accepted convention as if her |life depended on it, but nothing
seened to ease her naggi ng consci ence.

The pi ckup passed through the automatic exit gate and stopped
for traffic on St. Charles Avenue. Josephine stared at an
approaching streetcar, its single headlight a beacon in the twilit
dusk. It rattled past in a pea green and rust red blur, the
brightly Iit faces of its passengers clearly visible as it
clattered toward the end of the line on Carrollton Avenue.

She was already at the end of her |ine, Josephine reflected.

She was at rock bottom She had no famly, no noney, no hone and
no future.

By all rights, this should be one of her darkest nonents. But
instead of feeling despondent, she felt strangely exhil arated.
For the first tinme in her life, she was truly free.

"I know the rule is '"ladies first,' but you' d better let nme go



ahead so | can help you aboard, Princess."

The condescendi ng pet nanme was driving her crazy. He'd been

using it or one of his other phony endearnents ever since they'd
| eft her aunt's house. "My nane is Josephine," she said frostily.
The lighting on the wharf was dim but not too dimto see a

w cked grin cross his face. "Ch, pardon ne. In that case, | guess
the proper title is Enpress.”

He seened to delight in goading her, and it irritated her no

end. Josephi ne had no idea how to respond, but she'd al ready
figured out that protesting against any of his behavior only nade
hi m redoubl e his efforts.

H's driving, for exanple. On the way to the wharf, he'd cut in
and out of traffic at frightening speeds, driving precariously

cl ose to other vehicles. Wen she'd asked himto

pl ease stop tailgating, he'd given her a slow grin that had

rai sed goose bunps on her arm then gunned the engine and driven
so close to the faded bl ue Chevy ahead of himthat she' d thought
he was trying to crawm into the car's backseat.

But at |east he wasn't cursing. And he had taken her by her

school to let her collect her clothing, and stopped at a Wl greens
to Il et her purchase essential toiletry items. He'd even advanced
her a couple of twenties so she could pay for them He'd al so
called a tow truck to haul her wecked vehicle off to a garage.
And he was giving her a job, she rem nded hersel fone that woul d
pay her well enough to at |east get a toehold on sone kind of a
future.

The M ssissippi R ver |loonmed wide and dark at the end of the
wooden dock, |apping noisily against the netal hull of the |arge
towboat. Painted blood red and trinmmed in black and white, the
four-story vessel was conpletely lacking in beauty or grace. It
was angul ar and boxy, with straight sides, a square nose and a

bl unt end. Each | evel was snmaller than the one below it, giving it
a stacked effect, like a rectangul ar weddi ng cake. The only curved
lines on the entire boat were the circular portholes and two | ow,
rounded snokestacks near the back.

She watched Col e lunge off the dock and onto the deck. He

tossed Josephine's heavy Louis Vuitton suitcase aside as if it

wei ghed no nore than a feather, then turned back toward her.

"You'll probably need to hike up your skirt to nake it over the
bul war k. "

" Bul war k?"

"The netal |ip on the edge of the boat."

"That little wall thing?"
"Yeah, Enpress.” H's nouth curved into a derisive smrk. "The



little wall thing."

Reachi ng under her jacket, Josephine self-consciously rolled

her wai stband until her skirt was above her knees,

acutely aware of Cole watching her the whole tine.

When she finished, he stretched out his arms. "Okay, grab hold
and watch your step. | don't want to have to fish you out of the
drink."

He grasped her arns instead of her hands, |eaving her to do the
same. The feel of his biceps under her fingers jolted her. She had
no i dea a human body could feel so hard and nuscular. His arns
were so large her hand could fit only hal fway around. Drawi ng a
deep gulp of air, she gathered her courage and stepped up, trying
not to | ook down at the water gleam ng in the noonlight through

t he gapi ng space between the end of the dock and the side of the
boat .

Her foot cane down, but failed to land on anything solid, and

for a fleeting, terrifying nonment, she thought she was falling.
The next thing she knew, she was haul ed agai nst a chest as hard
and warm as sun-baked stone. It snelled of sweat and tobacco, but
it wasn't at all unpleasant. On the contrary. It was heady and
mascul i ne and distinctly unsettling.

H's thick arns had sonehow wound around her back. She coul d

feel his thighs, as hard and sturdy as a pair of G eek col umms,
pressed agai nst her |egs. She stood there, her senses shocked and
overl|l oaded, glued to himlike a fly on flypaper.

"Unl ess you want to get to know ne a whole | ot better, Enpress,
you'd better let go of nmy neck."

She abruptly dropped her arns and stepped back. H's hands slid
down to her waist as she pulled away, his thunbs skimrng the
sides of her breasts, his fingers tracing the shape of her body.
She was glad it was dark, because she felt her face burning. In
fact, the brief, accidental intinmacy left her burning all over.
He backed away and turned to a black netal door edged in heavy
rivets. It groaned as he yanked it open. "I'Il help you through
the hatch,” he said gruffly. "You have to step

up, then down."

She hesitantly took his outstretched hand. It was big and rough
and warm as warmas his chest, and his fingers curled around her
hand |i ke a crusty French roll around butter, giving her an odd
nmelting sensation in the pit of her stomach.

She wasn't accustoned to physical contactsurely that was why

she was so rattled by this nman's touch. Her father had been

di stant, Aunt Prudie had been cold and the teachers at boarding
school had been restrained and reserved. She coul d vaguel y



remenber her nother huggi ng her and rocking her, but she wasn't
sure if the faded, yellowed nenories were of actual events or old
dr eans.

Her experience with nen was even nore limted. The only man

she'd ever seriously dated was Wally Wnston, the son of one of
Aunt Prudie's friends. Aunt Prudie had urged Josephine to
encourage Wally's affections, and to please her aunt, she
haddespite the fact that the man bore an unfortunate resenbl ance
to Wody Allen. Josephine had even |l et things go far enough for
VWally to declare her frigid.

She' d accepted the pronouncenent w thout question. After all,

the only thing she'd felt during Wally's | ovenaki ng had been a

di stinct sense of queasi ness.

Col e's touch was affecting her stonmach, too, Josephi ne thought
distractedly, but in an entirely different nmanner.

Still holding her hand, he hel ped her step through the hatch

into a narrow netal stairwell flanked by two doors. The space was
small and warm but not warm enough to account for her sudden rise
in tenperature. Josephine selfconsciously dropped Col e' s hand,
only to realize she was staring at his biceps. Cearing her
throat, she forced her eyes away and tried to concentrate on what
he was sayi ng.

"This deck houses the engine roomand the galley.
to each of the two doors.

"Ch. And where's the kitchen?"

He nuttered sonething under his breath that she felt sure
violated his noratoriumon swearing. "The galley is the kitchen."
He jerked one of the doors open inpatiently. "Conme on. It's in
here."

Josephine followed himinto a long, narrow roomwalled with
cheap woodl i ke paneling. The only adornments on the wall were a
rusty intercombox and a nessage-littered bulletin board. A long
table with a red-checked plastic tablecloth stapled to it was
bolted to the floor by the entrance. The other end of the room
cont ai ned a none-tooneat kitchen.

Josephine crinkled her nose at the heavy snell of old grease.

Not exactly the place for an aesthetically pleasing dining
experi ence, she thought ruefully.

She stared at the steel-topped stove splattered with baked-on
spills. Was this the thing she was expected to cook upon?

He gestured

He noticed her uncertainty. "It's electric. Just |ike you
probably had at hone."
Josephi ne shook her head. "Aunt Prudie had a gas stove. |'ve

never used this kind." It was a conpletely true statenent. O



course, she'd never used Aunt Prudie's stove, either, but she saw
no point in telling himso.

"There's nothing to it." He showed her how to turn the burners
on and off, and did the same with the oven.

She opened the industrial-size refrigerator and peered inside.

It was chock-full of fooddozens of eggs, gallons of mlk, huge
sl abs of cheese, enornous jugs of condinments and heaven only knew
what el se.

"We've got a week's worth of supplies,"” Cole said. "The food
delivery service just dropped off a batch of groceries.™

"What does your crew usually eat for breakfast?”

"Ch, bacon, eggs, pancakesthe usual."

Josephi ne | ooked around nervously. "Were are the cookbooks?"
"Cookbooks?" Col e gave scoffing grunt. "W don't eat anything
fancy enough to call for a cookbook.™

W thout sone kind of reference material, she was |ost. "Butbut

| need a cookbook. | like to neasure things out, follow
directions.” She could tell by the scowl gathering on his face
that she needed to talk fast, before he lost what little patience
he had. "I've never cooked w thout one."

O with one, either, but now was not the time to break that
particul ar piece of news.

Col e expelled a harsh breath, clearly exasperated. "Okay, okay,
"1l find you a bl asted cookbook. Anything else you think you'l
need, Your Hi ghness?"

The query sounded nore |ike a challenge than a question. She
forced her voice into a deliberately cal mand cheerful tone, the
sanme tone she advised her charm school students to use whenever
they were forced to deal with a difficult person. "I can't think
of anything further at the nonent, but thank you for asking."

He eyed her warily, then yanked the door open. "Breakfast is at

five-thirty. You'll probably want to set your alarmfor an hour
earlier."

"“I'n the norning?"

He scow ed. "I don't know when you and the other fancy pants on

Audubon Pl ace eat breakfast, but nost of us working folks seemto
prefer it then." He snapped off the |light and rel eased the door,

| eaving her to scurry after himto avoid being left behind in the
pitch-bl ack room

He was already halfway up the narrow gray stairs by the tine

she made it to the stairwell.

"The cabins are up here. Yours and mne are on the right side."
She cl anbered after himup the clanging netal stairs,

regretting the fact that she was wearing heels. He opened a door



on the landing and | ed her down a narrow corridor. "This one is
yours." He swung open a door narked Cook in red plastic letters
and dropped her suitcase on the fl oor.

She peered inside. The dingy gray roomwas snall er

than the wal k-in closet she'd had at Aunt Prudie's, w de

enough to house a-bunk and little el se. Behind the door was a
toilet, a sink and a shower the approxi mate size of a postage

st anp.

"Well, 1'Il let you get settled.”

She was suddenly reluctant for himto | eave. "Do you, uh, want
me to fix you a sandw ch?”

"Nah. But fix yourself anything you want. 1'Il eat in town."
"You're going to |l eave ne on the boat al one?"

He | ooked at her oddly. "You got a problemwth that?"

"No." Even to her own ears, she sounded | ess than convincing.
She | ooked around nervously. "It's just that, wellis there sone
way of |ocking the door or hatch or whatever it's called? This is
a pretty rough part of town, and you never know who m ght cone
along...."

Col e shoved an inpatient hand through his hair. Dam. She was
obviously afraid to stay on the boat al oneand the annoyi ng thing
about it was that she was probably right. Not because of
strangers, though. If any of his crew cane back, she'd have good
reason to be concerned.

She m ght not know it, but she wasn't any too safe with him
either. She'd felt awfully damm good when she'd fall en agai nst
him She was hiding a nice pair of breasts under that arnorlike
j acketsoft, warm surprisingly full breasts that had nestled
agai nst his chest like a pair of soft, warm honeybuns, honeybuns
j ust begging to be tasted.

He suppressed a self-directed oath. He hadn't been able to
resist the urge to cop a feel as she'd slipped out of his grasp.
He wi shed he hadn't touched her, though, because now every tinme he
| ooked at her, he thought about the swell of her breasts and the
nip of her wai st above that bunchy, rolled-up wai stband, and he
couldn't help but wonder if she | ooked as good as she'd felt.
Damm it all to Hades. The |l ast thing he needed was to be

lusting after an irritating blueblood socialite. Hadn't his
experience with Al exa taught him anything?

The thought nade himscowl. Danm that photo in the newspaper,

he thought sourly. It had dredged up nore nuck than a shrinp
trawler's net. Al kinds of |ong-buried thoughts and feelings had
floated to the surface, including, apparently, a penchant for

I ce-queen society types.



He hadn't had a woman in a good |long while, that was the
problem Too long, judging fromthe effect the Enpress here was
having on his |ibido. The brunette barmaid down at the Porthole
Bar and Gill could probably cure what ailed him but not if he
were escorting Little Mss Priss around for the eveni ng.

But he couldn't very well |eave her here. He didn't want Junior
or Hanmbone stunbling in half-drunk, scaring her so badly she'd

j unp over board.

He eyed her with exasperation. "Are you trying to tell ne you
want to cone with me?"

"I wouldn't dream of forcing nmy conpany upon you." She gave him
atight, polite smle. "But if you were to invite ne al ongwhich
of course, would be the civilized thing to dowell, then, that
woul d be an entirely different matter."

He gazed at her lips, pressed firmy together in that prim
little smle, and wondered what they' d feel |ike under his. The
t hought nade himpull his eyebrows into a nenacing frown. "If
you're waiting for an engraved invitation, Enpress, you're fresh
out of luck. If you want to cone with nme, be out in the hall in
fifteen mnutes. If you' re not there, I'mleaving wthout you."
He turned and marched across the hall to a door marked Captain,
where a | ong, hot shower offered a wel cone respite froman evening
that promi sed all the enjoynment of a root canal.

Chapter Three

"Ckay, Enpress, here we are. Take your pick."

Josephine stared at the shelf of cookbooks in the chic gournet
shop in Canal Place, an upscal e shopping mall on the edge of the
French Quarter, too unnerved by the inpatient way Col e hovered
over her to focus on the titles. The scent of Dial soap and
shaving creamradiated fromhimlike body heat, invading her
personal space and jarring her senses. She was keenly aware that
they were alone in the store except for a pudgy, white-bearded
clerk dusting the hangi ng copper pans in the next aisle.

She sneaked anot her sidelong glance at Cole, the way she'd been
doi ng ever since he stepped out of his cabin thirty m nutes
earlier. He'd changed into pressed chinos, a blue cotton shirt and
brown | eather loafers. Wth his dark hair conbed back and his face
freshly shaved, he | ooked conpletely different fromthe unkenpt
beast she'd run into that afternoon.

He was entirely presentable. Nohe was nore than that. He was
handsone. Not in the usual even-featured

wayhi s nose was slightly crooked, as if it had once been

br okenbut handsone all the sane. There was a stark, rawboned
attractiveness about him tough and rugged, but undeni ably



appeal i ng.

Hi s beard had hidden sonme of his strongest features: the deep
cleft in his chin, the strong plane of his jaw, the prom nent
bones of his cheeks. His face was all hard |lines and weat hered
angl es, as powerfully drawn as his muscul ar body.

Despite his attractiveness, there was a hardness about him

about the set of his eyes and his nouth, about his stance and
attitude and speech, that nade her nerves junp whenever he | ooked
at her. There was not hi ng vul nerabl e, nothing soft, nothing
penetrabl e about him He was cornpletely, unconprom singly
mascul i ne.

He | evel ed a gl ance at her that set off an odd fluttering in

her chest. Josephine folded her arns, trying to ward off the
effect he had on her.

"W haven't got all night. Wich one do you want ?"

Josephi ne reached out, plucked a cookbook off the rack and
riffled through it. Oh, mercy. The recipes all included words |ike
"sear" and "parboil"” and "fold in." She had no idea how to do any
of those things.

She jamed the book back on the shelf and pull ed out another

one, opening it to a recipe for seafood gunbo. "Begin by making a
rich brown roux," she read. If she knew how to do that, she

t hought, slanmm ng the book shut in disgust, she'd know enough not
to need a recipe in the first place.

A trickle of fear coursed through her. She nust be crazy to

t hi nk she could pull this off. She quickly replaced the book on

t he bookshel f, hoping Cole wouldn't notice the fact that her hand
was shaki ng, and rem nded herself she had no other option. This
job offered her a chance to get back on her feet. How hard could
cooking be? If she pulled herself together and kept her w ts about
her, surely she could figure it out.

Under all circunstances, a |ady remai ns poised and calm she
mentally recited. She forced her lips into what she hoped woul d

pass for an offhand smle. "I don't see the cookbook | usually
use. "

"What's it called?"

She shoul d have known he'd ask. "I'mnot sure," she hedged.

"But 1'd know it if |I sawit."

He gl owered inpatiently. "Well, who wote it?"

Josephi ne thought fast. "Martha Stewart."

The rotund clerk in the next aisle |ooked up, feather duster in
hand. "W don't carry any of her cookbooks, ma'am™

"Better pick sonething else. And nmeke it snappy. |'mstarved."”
Josephine rapidly scanned the titles. One junped out at



her Appeti zi ng Basi cs.

Sonet hi ng basi ct hat was what she needed. She picked up the book
and was relieved when the page fell open to a recipe for
neat bal | s.

Meat balls. Now there was a di sh she could probably handl e. She
scanned the directions and was delighted to note that she

recogni zed all the term nol ogy. She smled up at Cole. "This one
ought to do."

"Let's get it, then, and get the fu" He broke off in

m dsentence. His scow told her howit irritated himto nodify his
speech on her behalf. "... the heck out of here.”

He paid for the book w thout |ooking at it, then passed the

pl astic bag to Josephine and stal ked out of the store and into the
el egant mall. She trailed after him struggling to keep up in her
heel s. He sl owed and gave a sexy grin to two snmartly dressed wonen
who smiled at himflirtatiously; then he resumed his rapid pace,
ignoring the fact that Josephine was running behind himlike a
puppy on an invisible |eash.

The indignity of the situation incensed her. "Could you pl ease

sl ow down?"

"Why? Can't you keep up?"

A lady is polite under all circunstances. Her teeth gritted

with the effort, Josephine carefully nodul ated her voice as she
scurried after him "Your legs are quite a bit |onger than m ne,
and I can't run very well in these shoes."

He didn't slow down until he reached the gl ass el evator that

led to the parking garage. He regarded her coldly, his nouth a
tight line of displeasure. "If you're going to work for me, you'd
better learn to do things at ny pace.”

He wat ched her reaction, noting the way her lips pursed tightly
together. On any other woman, the expression m ght have been a
sexy pout, but on Josephine it |ooked |like she'd just bitten into
a green plum

Damm, but she was annoying! The fact that she was screw ng up

the | ast chance he'd have to alley cat around for the next four
weeks did nothing to foster any feelings of goodw Il toward her,
either. Nor did the realization that she was the reason his

hor nrones had ki cked into sudden overdri ve.

The | ast thought brought a ferocious scow to his face. He shot
her a withering |ook. "Wiy didn't you change into sonme sensible
shoes while we were on the boat, anyway?"

"You said we were going out to dinner. | wanted to be dressed
appropriately.”

Hi s gaze raked over her. She still wore that jacket of navy



arnor and the sane high-buttoned white bl ouse under it, but she'd
traded in her skirt for a pair of matching slacks, managing to
hide the only part of her anatony that had been visible before. He
gave a snort.

"Did you say sonet hing?" she asked.

"Not hi ng. Nothing at all, Your H ghness."

She probably thought he was taking her to Arnaud' s or

Antoine's. He couldn't wait to see her face when she wal ked into
the Porthole, an aptly named hole-in-the-wall bar and grill that
catered to deckhands and sail ors.

He was grinning at the prospect when they reached his truck.

W t hout thinking, he unlocked and opened her door.

" Thank you very nuch."

Too late, he realized he'd unwittingly done sonething polite.
"Yeah, well, don't get too used to it." Slanmm ng her door with
nore force than necessary, he strode to the driver's side and
haul ed his | arge frane inside.

"What do you have agai nst manners?" she asked as he eased the

pi ckup out of the parking spot.

"Nothing. 1've just got a heck of a problemw th sonmeone trying
to shove them down ny throat."

"I hope you don't think that's what I"'mtrying to do."

"Whyever would | think a thing like that?" he asked
sarcastically. Cole threw the truck into gear and barrel ed through
t he parking garage, taking the tight turns to the exit at twce
the posted speed. He jerked to a halt at the bottom rolled down
his wi ndow and paid the attendant, then gunned the engi ne and
roared onto Canal Street.

Besi de him Josephi ne nervously tightened her seat belt. "I
sinply thanked you for a courteous act."

"Yeah, and | sinply told you not to get used to it. W don't
have tinme for a lot of fancy-schmancy etiquette on a workboat."
"It takes no longer to be polite than to be rude."

"See? There you go again.” He made a hard right turn into the
French Quarter on Decatur Street, throwi ng her agai nst the door.
She strai ghtened and braced herself, one hand on the dashboard,
the other on the seat beside her. She seened to be struggling to
mai nt ai n her conposure, a fact that pleased hi menornously.

How did a person as stuffy as the Enpress function in the real
wor | d? She seened as anachronistic as the quaint, bal conied
bui | di ngs he was driving past. He angled a curious glance at her.
"Tell me about this charm school of your aunt's. Wat kind of
people sign up for etiquette | essons these days?"

She raised an eyebrow and shot hima pointed | ook. "Not the



peopl e who nost desperately need them obviously."
I

Robin Wells
Col e couldn't keep fromgrinning. "Wiy, Enpressif | didn't know
how polite you were, | mght think you' d just insulted ne."

She continued to stare straight ahead, but her profile reveal ed
t he shadow of a smle.

"Tell me about the school,"” he urged.

She cast hima wary gl ance.

"Cone on," he coaxed. "I really want to know. "

"Well," she said hesitantly, "we offered classes for children,

teens and adults.”

"Whi ch did you teach?"

"Mainly the children's classes. Children made Aunt Prudie

nervous, but | loved working with them"

Cole was willing to bet that |ife had nade Aunt Prudi e nervous.

He gl anced curiously at Josephine in the neon |ights of the Hard
Rock Cafe. "Wat kind of things did you teach?"

"The basics, nostlywiting thank-you notes, standing when an

adult enters the room that sort of thing. But I'd also teach them
the ins and outs of fine dining, howto conport thenselves in
soci al situations, how to introduce people, and so on."

He braked for a stoplight in front of Jax Brewery and gl anced

at her again. Her face had softened as she tal ked. Her eyes had
grown | arge and ani mated, and her chin had lost its stubborn tilt.
She'd evidently enjoyed her work, he thought with surprise. He
hadn't thought her capabl e of enjoying anything.

"What were the adult classes about?" he pronpted.

"How to entertain, nostly. We'd al so prepare debutantes and

their nothers for their season, and Mardi Gras royalty for their
reign."

"Mardi Gras royalty?" Cole's eyebrows |ifted. "Wat do they

need to know besi des how to t hrow beads and doubl oons?"

"Ch, lots of things." She nmet his gaze, her blue eyes earnest.
"The old-line Mardi Gras Krewes have very ritual- ized
traditions. There's a lot of etiquette involved in their balls. It
takes a |ot of practice to wave a scepter the right way, for
exanpl e. "

"I just bet it does," Cole said wyly. The topic dredged up

ol d, sour nenories. Al exa had been obsessed with the whole royalty
thing. Cole recalled asking her what she wanted to do after high
school

"Be Queen of Carnival," she'd replied.

Wth her father's connections and noney, the dream hadn't been



out of reach. Two years later, Cole had read that Al exa had been
naned Queen of Rex, the Mardi Gras Krewe that rul ed over the
annual Fat Tuesday festitivities.

Unfortunately, Cole had been unable to celebrate Mardi G as

that year. He'd been finishing a two-year sentence in a juvenile
correction center.

The nmenory made himscowl . Deliberately pushing it aside, he
turned his attention back to Josephine. "So why did the bottom
fall out of the charm school business?"

Josephi ne sighed. "Well, the debutante and Mardi Gras cl asses
were only seasonal, and I'"'mafraid Aunt Prudie didn't do a very
good job of marketing the other courses. She didn't even send out
any notices for the spring senmester. She nust have known her
health was failing, that she wouldn't be able to handle it."

O that she wouldn't be around and it wouldn't be her problem
Col e thought. It sounded as if the old bat had given no thought to
Josephine's future at all.

The |ight changed, and Col e edged the pickup forward. The faint
wai | of a saxophone grew | ouder as he approached Jackson Square.
"Well, it's probably all for the best."

"What do you nean?"

Col e swerved to avoid a carriage pulled by a horse in a

fl owered straw hat. "Now you can focus your energi es on sonething
rel evant.”

He could sense her bristling beside him "I happen to believe

that etiquette is relevant."”

| 55

"Ch, conme on. You're not going to sit there and tell me you

think a few nore pl eases and thank-yous will change the world, are
you?"

Her back grew ranrod straight. "As a matter of fact, that's
exactly what | think. Good manners are nothing nore than conmon
courtesy, and conmon courtesy is nothing nore than respect for
others. If there was nore respect in the world, it would
definitely be a better place.™

Just when he'd begun to think there m ght be a real person

under that priggish exterior, she reverted to form "Christ," Cole
nmut t er ed.

Bot h of her eyebrows rose sinmultaneously. "Excuse nme?"

Scowl i ng ferociously, he gripped the steering wheel the way he

wi shed he could grip her neck. "I'msorry, Your Hi ghness. | neant
to say crimny."

He didn't | ook particularly sorry, Josephine thought. He | ooked
angry. But then, he'd | ooked hot under the collar the whole tine



she'd known hi m

She cast a quick glance at him taking in his stiff jaw, his
narrowed eyes, the tight curl of his fingers on the steering
wheel . He was angry, all right, and he | ooked |i ke he'd been angry
for a good long while. The enotion was too dark, too intense to
have been caused solely by the events of the afternoon. She
recogni zed the synptons. It was the sane kind of deep, snoldering
anger her father had held against the world, against God, against
hi nsel f after her nother had died.

She wondered what was behind Cole's anger. She wanted to ask

him but she didn't think he'd take kindly to such a personal
guestion. Besides, it would be rude to pry.

H's hard frown was a barrier to further conversation. She sat

in awkward silence as he drove past Jackson Squarepast the row of
horse-drawn carriages, past the tourists watching a white-faced
mme and a juggler on stilts, past the blaring horns of a ragtag
brass band. She

stared out the window at the unbrella-clad tables of Cafe du
Monde, then at the |ine of produce trucks hunched in the snelly
all ey behind the French Market. He turned onto Espl anade Avenue,
drove three bl ocks, then abruptly veered |l eft onto Royal Street.
One bl ock farther, and he suddenly jamed on the brakes to

cl ai ma parking spot, making the tires screamli ke banshees. He
threw the truck into reverse, then rammed it back so hard
Josephi ne was certain he was about to hit the car behind him Wth
only inches to spare, he slammed on the brake again, then jerked
the vehicle forward, hurling Josephine hard agai nst her seat belt
shoul der strap.

"Do you always drive like this?" she said with a gasp

"Nah." He shot her a wicked grin. "Sonetinmes |I'mnot so
cautious."

Josephi ne whi pped her eyes away fromhim her fingernails

biting into her palm No matter how well he cl eaned up, her
original appraisal of himhad been correct. He was a beasta beast
and a heathen, with a soul as dark as the devil's boots. He was
baiting her, deliberately trying to upset her. Wll, she woul dn't
give himthe satisfaction of knowi ng he'd succeeded.

He killed the engine, then wordlessly clinbed out of the

pi ckup. Josephi ne scranbl ed out the passenger door and scurried
after him He strode down the sidewal k without a backward gl ance,
wal ki ng so rapidly she practically had to run to keep up with him
She straggl ed behind hi mdown a darkened side street into one the
scabbi est sections of the French Quarter, past two staggering,
booze- soaked Burns and a derelict sleeping in a doorway. She was



relieved when he finally stopped.

"What ' s this?" she asked. They stood in front of a blackpainted

gl ass door, outside a building that snelled of urine. There was no
sign, no light, nothing at all to indicate what was inside.

"The place where we're having dinner." He opened the door a

crack. Raucous |aughter and |oud mnmusic tunbled out into the danp
March air.

"But it sounds like ... like a bar."
"So? They've got a grill, and they know how to cook up a nean
rib eye." He threw her a challenging | ook. "What's the matter? Not

ritzy enough for your tastes?”

The man had a chip on his shoul der the size of the Rock of

G braltar. Well, she'd be darned if she'd I et himgoad her into
trying to knock it off. "No. That's not the case at all."

"So what's the probl en?"

It was a barthat was the problem She hadn't been in one since
she was si xteen, since that awful night when she'd nmade t hat

unf orgi vabl e m stake, when ..

But she couldn't think about that now. She wouldn't allow

herself to. That had happened a lifetinme ago, half the continent
away. And she certainly wasn't about to explain it to this man
now.

She drew herself to her full height and forced a smle.

"There's no problemat all. None whatsoever. This place | ooks
absolutely ... delightful."

He pushed the door farther open, one eyebrow nockingly w nging
upward. A wave of snoke and bawdy | aughter assaulted her. She
hesitated, fighting back an onrush of fear. She could handle this,
she told herself, drawing a deep breath. This was obviously a test
of sonme kind, and she'd be darned if she'd fl unk.

"After you." He bowed and swept his armin front of him

She stepped into a roomas dark as a novie theater, so dark she
was nonentarily blinded. It snelled of nusty, beer-soured
carpeting and thick, acrid snoke.

She gazed around, trying to adjust to the dimlighting, as Cole
stepped cl ose behind her. A tattooed, burly man sitting on a bar
stool at the right gradually came into focus. H's
red-and-white-striped shirt rem nded her of prison garb. He caught
her | ooki ng at himand gave a suggestive w nk.

Col e abruptly snaked an arm around her waist. "If you don't

want anyone to get the idea you're in here trawling for a

pl aymate,"” he said in her ear with a growl, "you'd better act I|ike
we' re together."

Hi s breath agai nst her neck sent a shiver chasing through her,



setting off an odd quivering deep in her belly. The heat of his
hand on her waist intensified it.

"Hey, Cap'n!"

Josephine followed Col e's gaze to a booth against the wall,
where a thin, gray-haired man with a face |like a bassett hound
waved a red cap. "Who's that?" she asked.

"Henry O Shea. My first mate." His hand briefly tightened on

her hip as he guided her to the booth.

Josephi ne wal ked stiffly beside him trying to keep her
bearings. It was alarm ng, the way his touch affected her. It nade
it hard to breathe and al nost inpossible to think. She'd never
known anyone so disturbing on so many different levels in all of
her life.

Col e waved his free hand toward her when they reached the

table. "Henry, this here is Josephine."

The ol der nman sm | ed, the expression deepening the folds in his
face. He had hound-dog jow s, deep circles beneath his eyes, and
one continuous gray eyebrow, but his blue eyes were bright and
friendly. "Nice ta neetcha.”

Col e notioned for her to sit down, then slid into the booth

besi de her. She was keenly aware of the nonent he pulled his arm
fromher waist, and just as aware of his thigh bunping hers as he
scooted in beside her.

"Josephi ne' s our new cook,"” Col e said.

Henry's smle dissolved into a worried frown. H's gaze raked
over her. "Gee, Bossshe sure don' neet the threehundred rule.”
Josephine's eyebrows |ifted quizzically. "The three hundred

rul e? What's that?"

Henry gave a gap-toothed grin. "Just a sayin' in the towboat
industry. It's best not to hire a fermal e cook unl ess her wei ght
and her age add up to at |east three hundred.”

Josephi ne had heard of age discrimnation, but she'd always

t hought it worked the other way around. "Wy not?"

Henry squirned uneasily, fingering a can of Redman on the

table. He | ooked longingly at his beer. "Well, the crew can get
pretty rowdy. Boys being' boys an' all, well, they tend to give
the nice-lookin' girls a hard time, if you know what | nean."
Col e gave a snort. "N ce-looking? Qur crewisn't that
particular. That |ast cook was at |east a two-eighty-five, and

| ook what they did to her.™

Trepi dation, cold and clammy, gripped Josephine's stomach.

"What did they do?"

Henry picked up his brown bottle of Guinness and took a | ong
swW g, avoiding her eyes.



"Mght as well tell her,"” Cole urged. "She's got a right to
know what she's getting into."

Henry set down the bottle and sighed. "Well, ma'am it seens
one of the deckhands stole her underwear."

"What ?"

"One of the deckhandsHanbone's his nanehe, well, he stole al
her undies.™

"Way on earth would he do a thing Iike that?"

Henry's bl ue eyes cut pleadingly to Cole. "Cee, Boss, | don
think this is the kind of thing we ought to be talkin' about in
front of a lady."

Thank heavensat | east soneone here had an inkling of propriety.
Josephi ne held no such illusions about Cole.

A devilish gleamlit his eyes. "She asked, Henry, and she's got
a right to know. Better go ahead and tell her."

The ol der nan cleared his throat, shifted uneasily and
delicately | ooked away. "Well, ma'am the fact of the mat- ter is
he says he likes to sniff '"em™

Josephine's hand flew to her nouth.

Cole let out an enornmous guffaw. 'That's rightand | was darn
glad to hear it. For a while there, | was afraid the dunb |ug was
wearing them?"

Josephi ne gripped the edge of the greasy Form ca tabl etop,
holding on to it like a lifeline. Oh, dear. What had she gotten
hersel f into?

"I't wasn't entirely Hanbone's fault that the cook junped ship
in Natchez, though," Cole was saying. "That episode with Junior
was the final straw. | hope you told himto quit believing
everything he reads in those porn nagazi nes."

Porn magazi nes. Dear heavens. It just got worse and worse.
These nmen sounded |ike sex fiends.

"I tol'" him Cap'n."

She couldn't afford to panic, she told herself sternly. She
needed to keep her wits about her and gather as much infornmation
as possible. After all, know edge was strength. She was certain
she'd need every ounce of strength she could nuster to nmake it
t hrough the next four weeks.

"Who' s Juni or ?"

"He's a deckhand trainee," Cole answered. "Barely ei ghteen
years old, and he doesn't have the sense God gave a goose."
"Now, Boss, he's just still wet behind the ears, that's all,"
Henry said defensively, placing the tin of tobacco back in the
pocket of his red flannel shirt.

"He's all wet, period," Cole said scathingly. "I know you're



partial to himbecause he's young, but if anything |ike that
happens again, |'mputting himoff the boat."

She hated to ask, but she needed to know. "What did he do?"

Col e draped an arm across the back of the booth, resting his

hand unconfortably close to her hair. He gave a wolfish smle.
"The cook canme off duty to find himwaiting in her cabin, wearing
not hi ng but a pinple-faced grin and a big old teenage boner."
Boner. It took a nonent for the neaning of the unfamliar term

to hit home. When it did, Josephine was chagrined to discover
she' d audi bl y gasped.

"It was jus' a msunderstandin',” Henry expl ai ned. "The cook

gave himan extra hel pin' of oyster stew, and he thought she was
sendin' hima love signal. He'd just read an article 'bout howto
tell if agal isint'rested, an', well, he ain't too bright."
Henry shot a worried glance at Cole. "I'm'fraid we're
enbarrassin' the li'l lady here, Boss."

"The little | ady needs to know what she's getting into." Cole's
eyes settled on her, his expression hard. "Qur crewisn't as
refined as the fol ks she's used to on Audubon Place. If she has
any questions about whether or not she can hack it, | need to know
now. "

She'd rather die than admt she couldn't deal w th anything

this coarse, crude brute and his gang of cutthroats could dish
out. She lifted her head, hoping her cheeks weren't as red as they
felt. "The only question in ny mnd right nowis why you don't
have better control of your staff.”

Col e's eyes narrowed in displeasure. Pleased that she'd hit a
nerve, she added a di sapproving frown for good neasure. "How did
Juni or happen to have access to the cook's cabin in the first

pl ace?"
"She | eft her door unlocked. If you keep yours fastened, you'l
have nothing to worry about. No one will have a key to it except

you." Cole's lips curved upward, his eyes gl eam ng dangerously.
"And nme, of course."

Josephine's face nust have reflected the alarmshe felt, for

his grin widened into an evil smle. "It's standard maritine
procedure. A captain always nmaintains access to all parts of his
vessel. For the safety of his crew, of course.™

It certainly did nothing to nake her feel safe. She was about

to say as nuch, when a stocky mi ddl e-aged man cane up and sl apped
Cole on the shoulder. "H there, Captain.”

Col e gl anced up and grinned. "Dirkhello! How s the Bl ack Cat
runni ng?"

"Purrin' like alion with a full belly. In fact, I want to talk



to you about extending the charter."”

"Sure. Let's grab a beer at the bar." Cole rose. "Order ne the
usual when the waitress conmes by, Henry. And try to keep the
Enpress here out of trouble until | get back."

"Aye-aye, Cap'n."

Col e turned and strode to the bar w thout even bothering to

gl ance in her direction.

Josephine's eyes followed him "Is he always so rude?”

Henry shrugged. "He's been in a bad nood all day. Somethin' in
t he newspaper upset himthis nmornin' ."

Josephi ne doubted that such overwhel m ng rudeness was a one-day
aberration in the life of a normally genial person, but Henry's
remar k piqued her interest. She'd |love to know how to upset the
man. "Real | y? What was it?"

Henry t ook another swig of his beer. "Got no idea. Just know he
ri pped sonethin' out, tore the rest of the paper in half, then lit
off the boat without say in" a word to nobody."

"And here | thought it was just ne," Josephine said
sardoni cal | y.

The bags under Henry's eyes puckered as he grinned. "Well,

ma' am no of fense neant, but you do seemto rub himthe wong

way. "
Josephine sm |l ed back. She liked the old nman's frankness.
"Believe me, the feeling is entirely nutual."” Henry could prove to

be a valuable ally. Maybe he could even help her figure out how to
deal with the inpossible captain. "Have you know Col e | ong?"

"Ever since he was Junior's age."

"How | ong ago was that?"

"Let's see'bout thirteen years ago, when | was workin' for
Crescent City Barges. Cole signed on as a deckhand trainee, an' he
was greener than Junior. Wiy, he fell in the drink the first tinme
he tried to | ash together a tow of barges."” Henry sl apped his
knee and gave a wheezing cackle. "He had gunption, though. dinbed
right out and went right back to work, actin' for all the world as
if he weren't wet as a catfish and didn't snell |ike one, too."
Henry shook his head, his eyes full of admration. "Yes, sir, |
knew fromthe git-go he had what it took. An' now | ook at hi mot
only a full cap'n, but owner of a whole fleet of towboats

besi des. "

Josephi ne | eaned forward, not sure she'd heard himcorrectly.
"Pardon nedid you just say Cole owns sone boats?"

"Six of 'em He cap' ns the Chienne and charters out the others.
That fella he's talkin' to right now charters one of them" Henry
paused and took a swig of beer. "Yes, sir, Cole's got a gol den



touch when it comes to nmakin' noney. You'd never know it by

| ooking at him but he's got enough greenbacks to buy and sel

hal f of New Ol eans."

The concept of Cole as a businessman astoni shed her. "From
operating his boats?"

"Started out that way. Now nost of his noney conmes fromhis

i nvestnents. "

Josephine's gaze wafted toward the bar, |ocking on Cole's broad
back. It was hard to accept the fact that the rude Neandertha
she'd hit this afternoon was not only successful, but intelligent.
"He's an investor?"

Henry's head bobbed vigorously, making his jow s jiggle.

"Better'n Donald Trunmp, He's a right out genius when it cones to
pl ayin" the stock market. Knows how to make noney hand over fist."
"But... how?"

Henry shrugged. "Says he listens to the talk on the wharves

about what's not being' shipped in its usual volunme, then invests

init. Says when sonethin' is scarce, the price goes up. | don
know all the ins an' outs of it, but I know thishe's nade ne a
right tidy sum | give himhalf ny pay to invest each week."

"You' re ki dding."

"Serious as a heart attack. He's got nore noney than nost

banks, but you'd never know it. Fact is, he can't stand folks with
noney. Says they put on airs, think they're better than the rest
of us. He 'specially can't stand them New O'| eans uptown types."
Henry eyed her speculatively. "Did | hear Cole say you wiz from
Audubon Pl ace?"

Josephi ne nodded.

"I gotta say, it's mghty odd, himhiring someone fromthere to
work on his boat. No offense neant, ma'am but your kind usually
makes himact like a cat with a shot of Tabasco up its tail." H's
bright eyes nmet hers, his expression frankly curious. "If you don
mnd ne askin', why in tarnation are you signin' up to cook on a
t owboat, anyway?"

"It's a conplicated story."” Josephine drew a | ong breath, then
slowy let it out. The weight of everything she'd | ost suddenly
canme crashing down on her, and her throat thickened with tears.
She swal | owed hard, determ ned to choke them back. "The |ong and
the short of it is, | have no place else to go."

Henry reached out and patted her hand, his blue eyes gentle.
"Reckon | know well enough what that's |ike. Mdst of us on the
river ended up here the same way. Must be awful hard on the |ikes
of you, though." Henry shook his head. "It's a long, hard fal
from Audubon Pl ace to here."



There was no derision in his face, only synpathy. It was al nost
nmore than she could stand. She blinked hard to keep the traitorous
tears at bay and steered the conversation back to him

"How did you conme to work on a towboat ?"

Henry shrugged. "After ny wife died, | had no place else to go,
either.”

"What did you do before?"

"Worked the oil patch up in east Texas. Had a nice little hone

i n Deadwood. After Hazel passed on, | couldn't stand conmin' hone
to an enpty house. | tried a little off shore work, but | hated
all the tine off between tours of duty on the rig. Left ne too
much time with nothin' to do but m ss Hazel."

"Don't you get tine off on a towboat?"

Henry nodded. "Most of the crew works thirty days on, then
fifteen days off. Cole and | live on the Chienne, though, so we
work all the tinme. Junior and Hanbone are working back-to-back
runs this time, too. They lost all their noney ganblin' in Baton
Rouge, and Cole didn't have the heart to | eave 'em shoreside
stone-col d broke."

She shot a skeptical glance at Cole's broad back at the bar.

"He has a heart?"

Henry's face creased in a grin. "A bigger one than he likes

nost folks to know." He took a |ong draft of beer, then settled

his gaze on her. "I don' imagine you' re lookin' to make nore than
one trip up the river and back."

"No. "

"Well, | gotta warn yaif you're not used to it, four weeks on a

boat can seemlike a mghty long time. The hours are |long, the
wor k' s hard and the conpany leaves a little to be desired.”
Josephi ne gave a tight smle. "So |I've been given to

under stand. "

"' mnot tryin' to run you off, mnd you. Lord knows, the

crews likely to junp ship if n they have to endure any nore of ny
grub. Jus' wantin' to tell it like it is, though."

"I appreciate it."

"Ckay. Long as you know what you're gettin' into." He took a

final pull of his beer. "Well, | sure hope you can cook. The boys
are mghty particular about their chow. "

Josephine felt a twinge of concern. It rapidly escal ated as

Cole slid into the booth beside her. She scooted against the wall,
her veins inexplicably flooding with adrenaline.

"Speaki ng of chow, that waitress been by yet?" he asked.

"Not yet," Henry replied.

Wth a displeased grunt, Cole stuck two fingers in his



nout h and whi stled. The ear-piercing shriek nade Josephi ne

junp, causing her to lurch against his arm

Col e angl ed an anused gl ance down at her. "Didn't nmean to
startle you, there, darlin'. Just trying to get the little gal's
attention.”

Josephi ne nervously straightened herself and snoot hed back a
stray wisp of hair. "Well, | hope you don't plan to whistle |ike
that every tinme you want a neal on the boat."

"Heck, no, darlin'. On ny boat, | just help nyself to whatever

| want."

Josephine's nouth went dry. Surely he was only tal king about

f ood.

He stretched his armout along the back of the booth and gave

her a lascivious grin. "As ny enployee, it'll be your job to
anticipate my wants and needs. I'msure it won't take you long to
catch on to ny preferences.” He | eaned forward and | owered his
voice, as if he were inparting confidential information. "I happen

to have quite an appetite.”

For food. Surely he was only tal king about food. She hoped and
prayed he wasn't tal ki ng about anything el se.

Josephi ne shrank back agai nst the corner of the booth, and was
relieved when a platinumhaired waitress arrived at the table
wearing a tight blue T-shirt that read, The Porthole. Both OGs were
| arge, round portholes, each of which encircled the tip of a
ponder ous breast.

Angling a well-cushioned hip at Cole, the blonde smled w dely
enough to expose a |l arge wad of chewi ng gum "Ya want sonethin'?"
"Sure do."

The waitress grinned at Cole as if he were the catch of the

day. Josephine fought the urge to roll her eyes. It was positively
nauseating, the way wonen stared at him She'd noticed it in the

mal | . She'd al so noticed he wasn't above staring back.

Col e gave the waitress a sexy wink. "I'll have the
porterhouseextra rare. Tell the cook just to knock off the
horns and wipe the tail." He glanced at Josephine. "You want
t he sane?"

The thought of ingesting a slab of raw meat turned her stonmach.
"Could | see a nenu, please?"

The bl onde snmacked her gum "W don't got no nenus. Al we

serve are burgers, rib eyes, and a two-pound porterhouse. Wat do
ya want ?"

To wake up and discover this is all a bad dream Oh, what she'd
give to be back in her own hone, curled up with a warm TV di nner,
a cold glass of Perrier and a good book!



But she no | onger had a hone. Aunt Prudie's house along with

her stash of Perrier and her |ast two Budget Gournet dinnerswere
now the property of a nortgage conpany. Life as she knew it no

| onger existed. She had to carve out a new one, and for the tine
bei ng, that nmeant putting up with this obnoxious cretin.
Gitting her teeth, she forced her face into what she hoped was
a pl easant expression. "I'll have a rib eye, please, cooked

medi umwel | . "

"Want any sauce with that?" the waitress asked.

The question cane as a pleasant surprise. Perhaps this
establishment wasn't as primtive as it seened. "Wuy, yes. Sone
be"arnai se on the side would be nice."

"W don't got none of that."

"No? What do you have?"

Col e turned to Josephine, his eyes gleamng with amusenent.

"Your choices here, Enpress, are Tabasco, ketchup and Hei nz
Fifty-Seven." His teeth flashed in a blinding smle.

He was horrid, Josephine funmed. Only a bl ack-hearted nonster
woul d take such obvious pleasure in humliating her. And for the
next four weeks, she would have to endure his gleeful attenpts to
get her goat at every turn.

Vell, he wouldn't succeed. No nmatter how nuch he goaded her,

she woul dn't | ose her conposure, wouldn't

| ose her tenper, wouldn't |ose her self-control

She was afraid, however, that she just m ght bite off her

tongue in the process. Chapter Four

A tinny buzz jerked Josephine out of a deep, thick sleep. Her
radio al arm nmust be going on the fntz, she thought groggily. An
unfam liar snell, nusty and danp, assaulted her nostrils. She
wri nkl ed her nose, nmaking a nental note to tell the maid to change
the Iinens and air out her room

And then it hit her. This wasn't her room she wasn't at

Prudi e's hone and she didn't have a maid. Her stomach tightened
into a hard, cold knot. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to
cling to the illusion that she was in the famliar four-poster
bed, snuggl ed under a goose-down duvet, waiting for Consuela to
bring her a steam ng nug of cafe au lait, but she was unable to
sustain the fantasy.

She'd |l et Consuela and the rest of Aunt Prudie's staff go three
weeks ago, when she'd | earned the truth about her financi al
situation. She'd given themeach two extra nonths' pay, even

t hough she could ill afford it.

She certainly hoped they were faring better than she was. No
doubt they were; they, at |east, had narketable job skills. One



thing was for surethey couldn't have ended

up with an enpl oyer any nore boorish than Col e Dumanski .

Openi ng her eyes with a sigh, she reached out and grabbed the
squawki ng al arm smashi ng the knobs behind its gl owi ng green face
until it ceased its netallic shriek. The sudden silence jangled
her nerves as nuch as the noi se.

But not as nuch as the dark. Josephine shivered, even though

she | ay under three blankets. When she'd finally fallen asleep,
the cabin had been illum nated by |ights shining through the smal
porthol e above the bed. Now it was inpossible to tell that the
room even had a porthole, much [ ess where it was.

Josephi ne wapped her arns tightly around hersel f, suppressing
anot her shudder. She hated the dark. Menories al ways bubbl ed up
through itnmenories of that black, awful, terrifying night when
she'd lain trapped in her overturned car, lain waiting, waiting,
hel pl essly wai ting.

Waiting for dawmn. Waiting for help. Waiting for soneone to tel

her why her best friend' s hand had grown so col d.

She abruptly sat up, pushed back the covers and thrust herself
out of the narrow bed. The floor was gritty and col d beneath her
bare feet. She stubbed her right big toe on sonmething as she
groped her way to the door. lIgnoring the pain, she |inped forward
and flipped on the light swtch.

A bare bulb burst to life, nmercifully sending the nmenories
skittering back into the dark recesses of her mnd. The tight,
pani cked feeling in her chest began to | oosen its hold. Stunbling
back to the bed, Josephine sat down, cradled her injured toe and
surveyed her surroundi ngs.

The cabin was grimas a prison cell. Practically everything in

it was graythe walls, the painted netal floor, the door, even the
sheets and bl ankets. At one tinme the sheets had probably been
white, and there was a possibility that the bl ankets m ght once
have been blue, but life on the towboat had apparently drained
them of all color.

Just like life with Aunt Prudie had done to her.

Josephi ne thrust the unwanted thought aside, deemng it

di srespectful, and gl anced again at the snudged face of the rusty
alarm Four o'clock. No wonder she felt so awful she'd had |ess
than two hours' sleep. She'd clinbed into bed i Mmedi ately after
Col e and Henry had brought her back to the boat around el even, but
the |l oud, strange noises of the river had kept her awake. The

t owboat had shifted and groaned against its nooring until she'd
been certain it was about to break apart. Freighters had runbl ed
past, chains had clanked |i ke the Ghost of Christnmas Past and a



foghorn had jarred her awake just as she'd finally drifted to
sl eep.

But the worst noises of all had been hunanheavy f oot st eps,
bawdy | aughter and a string of vulgarities the |ikes of which
she'd never even imagi ned. Her heart had pounded wildly as the
sounds had grown closer. And then her doorknob had rattled, and
her heart had stopped in her chest.

Sonmeone was trying her door.

She'd rapidly assessed her options. It was at |east a twostory
drop to the river, and the porthole was awfully small. She was
seriously considering trying to squeeze herself through it
nonet hel ess when Col e's distinctive voice roared out an order,
followed by a vile, omnous threat. The other voices and footsteps
rapidly retreated.

Josephi ne had fallen back against her pillow, linp with relief.
Never in a mllion years had she imgi ned that a detailed
description of castration could sound so sweet.

Never in a hundred mllion years had she imagined Cole in the
rol e of savior.

He was only | ooking out for his own interests, of course, she
reasoned now, giving her toe a final rub. He couldn't afford to
| ose a cook or have any of his crew nenbers carted off to jail.
He'd be | ooking out for his own interests this norning, too,
she thought dryly, and the thing he'd be interested in

was breakfast. Josephine scranbled to her feet and headed for
the shower. She'd set the alarmhalf an hour earlier than he'd
recommended, figuring she'd need sone extra time for planning a
menu, famliarizing herself with the equi pnent and | ocating al

t he supplies.

Not to nention |earning how to cook.

Trepi dation, cold and queasy, shimmed up her spine. She fought
it dowmn with a silent pep talk.

She was a fast | earner. She had a cookbook, and she was good at
following instructions. MIIlions of people prepared neals every
day.

How difficult could it be?

A lot nore difficult than she'd ever imagi ned, Josephine

t hought forlornly twenty mnutes later. She stood in the
grease-scented galley, trying to keep her bei ge sweater and

mat chi ng wool slacks fromcomng into contact with the dubiously
cl ean green-fl ecked countertop, and flipped through the pages of
t he cookbook. She was grow ng nore chagrined by the nonent.
Whoever woul d have guessed that a cookbook naned Appetizing
Basi cs woul d contain reci pes for nothing but appetizers?



A burst of indignation shot through her. How dare they print a
book with such a msleading title! She played by the rules, by
golly. She worked hard to live up to people's expectations, and
she firmy believed the rest of the world should do the sane. It
wasn't fair. The authors were totally lacking in integrity. It was
a lowdown, nasty trick, a deliberate deception, and she had hal f
amndtowite the publishing house and tell them exactly how
much she resented it.

But that wouldn't help her now. She nervously bit the inside of
her |ip. She'd have to make do with what she had at hand, and at
t he monent, this cookbook was. all she had.

Cof f eet hat was what she needed. A good, strong dose of caffeine
woul d hel p her think nore clearly.

A cof feemaker just |ike the one at Aunt Prudie's school sat on

t he counter. Thank heavens she knew how to use it. Coffee was the
one thing every well-bred New Ol eans wonan knew how to prepare to
perfection. Josephine found a bag of chicory-|aced, dark-roasted
Col umbi an in the cupboard and put a pot on to brew, then turned
her attention back to the cookbook.

Ceviche. Curry Dip. P& e de Foie Gras en Aspic. Runaki.

None of the listings in the index |ooked very nmuch |ike breakfast
fare. She needed recipes for things |ike pancakes and bacon.

She fought down a rising tide of panic. There had to be

sonething in here she could use. She was vastly relieved when she
finally spotted the heading "Eggs."

Fl i ppi ng the pages eagerly, she scanned the recipes. Eggs

Cardi nal, Pickled Eggs, Stuffed Eggs, Russian Anchovy Eggs .

Oh, dear. 'Every one was a recipe for hard-boil ed eggs. Not a
single instruction for scranbling or frying anywhere in sight.
Well, there was nothing wong wth hard-cooked eggs, Josephine
decided. Cole had said his crew ate eggs for breakfast. He hadn't
speci fi ed what type.

Josephi ne searched the cabinets until she located two | arge

pans, then carried themto the sink, turned on the faucet, and
spl ashed a few inches of water in each. Placing themon the stove,
she carefully turned on the burners as Col e had shown her.

There. That wasn't so hard. Pleased with herself, she turned

back to the book.

There were no recipes for pancakes, but there was a recipe for
mniature crepes. Crepes were a lot |ike pancakes. She'd cook sone
up and serve themin a stack, and no one would be the wi ser.

She scanned the cookbook, |ooking for a simlar solution for
bacon. Ahhere was a recipe for Bacon Chutney Canapes. Maybe she
coul d prepare just the bacon part.



"Broil bacon until crisp,"” she read. "Drain on paper towels."

Hmm There was a "broil" setting on the oven knob. And she
remenbered seeing Aunt Prudie's cook place raw bacon on a stack of
paper towel s.

G abbing two large plastic platters froma |ow shelf, she |ined
themw th paper towels, then pulled a package of bacon fromthe
refrigerator. The thought of actually touching the raw neat nmade
her skin crawl, but she saw no way around it. Hol ding her hand as
far away from her body as possible and winkling her nose in

di staste, she gingerly lifted a strip between her thunb and
forefinger.

" '"Morning, Enpress.”

Josephi ne junped, dropping the bacon on top of her beige suede

| oaf er.

Cole strode into the room wearing a denimshirt a couple of
shades lighter than his jeans. He bent and picked the slab of
bacon off her feet. The scent of his toothpaste hit her in a heady
rush as he strai ghtened. He was standing cl ose, close enough that
she coul d see the individual dark whiskers of his beard. He had a
five-o' clock shadow, and it wasn't even four-thirty in the
nor ni ng.

She'd read sonmewhere that the thickness of a man's beard was

tied to his testosterone level. Wasn't testosterone what regul ated
sexual function and desire? Cole's nmust be through the roof.

The thought sent a flush of heat rushing to her cheeks. Wat

was wong with her? Every tinme she was around this nman, her

t houghts ended up in the bedroom Maybe his testosterone | evel was
sonehow af fecting her hornones. Maybe they exerted sonme kind of
pull, like gravity.

She didn't know. She only knew she was so relieved when he
stepped back that it took her a nonent to realize he'd placed the
fallen bacon on the platter.

She frowned in consternation. "Oh, | can't cook that one now. "
"The crew won't mnd."

"But it was on the floor!"

Col e shrugged. 'The floor's probably cleaner than the pig was.
Besi des, cooking will kill everything except the taste." He
grinned, his white teeth gleaming in sharp relief against his tan
skin. "You m ght want to spray some Lysol on that shoe, though."
Josephi ne gazed down at her feet in chagrin. The pal e suede now
sported a dark, greasy snear.

Col e stepped to the sink beside her and began washing his

hands. "No point in ruining your good clothes while you' re on the
boat. Wiy don't you just wear tennis shoes and jeans?"



"I don't have any."

He shot her a | ook of sheer amazenent.

"Aunt Prudi e thought they were vulgar," she added, feeling the
need to explain further.

Col e's gaze seened to go right through her. "The old gal really
kept you under her thunmb, didn't she?"

Turning her attention back to the bacon, Josephine stiffly

yanked another strip fromthe package. She'd al ways secretly
resented the old worman's control ling ways, but her resentnent had
made her feel guilty. If she were a better person, the kind of
person her father had tried to nold her into, she wouldn't be so
mean-spirited. After all, Aunt Prudie had taken over her
upbringing after she'd conmtted that awful, irresponsible act.
"My aunt was set in her ways, and | did nmy best not to upset her,
that's all."

"Why?" He shut off the faucet and dried his hands on a dish
towel. In the confines of the narrow kitchen, he seened inpossibly
tall, inprobably hard-nuscled and unnervingly cl ose. Josephi ne was
pai nfully aware of his slightest novenent. Fromthe corner of her
eye, she watched his tan fingers fold the towel, then drape it
across the long faucet. "Afraid she'd | eave her inheritance to
sonmeone el se?"

He was baiting her again. She lifted her chin and shot

him her iciest gaze. "It was a matter of respectsonething you

and your crew know not hi ng about, judging fromthe crude |anguage
| heard in the hall last night."

Col e sighed harshly. "1'd hoped you'd slept through that."
Josephi ne eyed himreprovingly. "A dead person coul dn't have

sl ept through that ruckus."

He | eaned his hip against the counter and ruefully rubbed his
jaw. "The boys had too nmuch to drink last night. They ended up on
the wong side of the deck, and thought your cabin was theirs. I'm
sorry." He sounded genuinely penitent. Surprised, she glanced up
to find that he | ooked it, too.

"Did they scare you?" he asked quietly.

Josephine would rather die than admt she'd nearly | eaped out

the porthole. On the other hand, she couldn't allow himto think
such behavi or was acceptabl e. She yanked another strip of the
bacon fromthe package. "It was ... sonewhat alarmng."

"Well, don't worry. You're safe on ny boat."

She | ooked up, surprised at the uncharacteristic reassurance.

Hi s inpossibly sensuous nouth curled in a sexy smle. "I
personal |y guarantee that nothing will happen to you that you
don't want to happen.”



The remark was clearly suggestive. She started to protest, but
her heart was pounding crazily, making her feel flushed and
slightly breathless.

He folded his arnms across his chest and continued to grin at

her. She could see his biceps bul ge beneath the denimfabric of
his shirt. Flustered, she fastened her eyes back on the bacon and
changed the subject. "What are you doing up so early?"

"Getting ready to cast off. Gaston will crank up the engine at
any nonent."

"Gast on?"

"Qur engineer."

"That's an unusual name. |Is he French?"

"He speaks it. He's Cajun.”

The cof feemaker gurgled as the last drop of water drizzled into
t he basket. Cole glanced at it. "Hope that coffee tastes as good
as it smells.”

He reached into a cupboard above Josephi ne's head and pull ed
down a large nug with a black plastic lid, the kind commuters
used. Hi s arm brushed her shoul der, and she inhal ed sharply. The
slight contact sent a dizzying buzz of warmh shooting through
her, maki ng her strangely |ightheaded.

"There's the engi ne now," Col e said.

The engi net hank heavens. For a disoriented nonent, Josephine

t hought the roar in her ears and the shaking under her feet was
the result of physical contact with Cole.

The pans on the stove rattled, and the silverware clattered in

t he drawer. The mechanical roar was so | oud she had to raise her
voice to be heard over it. "Is it always this |oud?"

"I't'1l get even | ouder when the propellers kick in. But you'l

get used to it."

She watched himtake a sip of coffee, apparently unbothered by
the shuddering din. H's eyebrows flew up in surprise. "Saythis
isn't bad."

There was no reason that such faint praise should thrill her

so, but it delighted her nonethel ess. She watched hi mtake anot her
| arge swal l ow, then nod appreciatively. "Quite an inprovenent over
t hat engine sludge Henry tries to pass off as coffee.”

He snapped the black plastic Ilid on the nug. "Well, 1'd better
get up to the pilothouse.” He anbled to the door, then paused,
lifting the cup in a gesture that resenbled a salute. "If you can

cook as good as you meke coffee, this whole arrangenment m ght work
out better than | thought."

Josephi ne turned back to the bacon, her heart pounding faster

than normal, her thoughts scattered and confused. She al npbst



preferred Cole's rude behavior to this. Wien he was rude, at |east
she had a | ogical reason for feeling so

agitated around him There was no explanation for her distress
when he was ni ce.

Ni ce. How rapidly her standards were slipping, she thought

wyly. "Not bad" didn't actually qualify as a cornplinment, and
"nothing will happen to you that you don't want to happen” wasn't
exactly a carte blanche ticket of security. Instead, it probably
i nplied that anything that happened to her would be her own

faul tor at |east sonething she sublimnally wanted.

Wth his col ossal ego, she thought indignantly, he probably

t hought she wanted to sleep with him

The thought sent a hot shiver chasing up her spine. Al arnmed at
her reaction, she tried to nuster an appropriate sense of outrage
as she placed the last strip of bacon on the paper towel, but try
as she mght, she fail ed.

She stal ked to the sink, turned the faucet on with her el bow

and plunged her hands under the running water. Well, she had news
for M. Cole Dumanskithe only thing she wanted fromhimwas a
paycheck at the end of the voyage and to be left alone to do her
job in the interim She didn't care about any of his personal
wants or needs or appetitesexcept for food, of course. And the
only reason she cared about that was because she was the kind of
person who believed that anything worth doing was worth doi ng
well. It certainly wasn't because she cared about pleasing himor
| onged for nore of his neager praise.

Determ ned to put himout of her m nd, she turned her attention
back to breakfast preparations. She mght as well go ahead and
start the bacon. Studying the oven, she carefully turned it on
"broil," then opened the door and thrust the paper-lined plastic
tray inside.

Thi s cooking busi ness was a whole | ot easier than she'd thought
it would be. Smling to herself, she flipped the pages of the
cookbook to the recipe for mniature crepes. She'd known she could
handl e this jobshe coul d handl e anyt hing she put her m nd to. She
just hadn't known it would be so sinple.

Col e stared out the pilothouse w ndow, absently watching a

Li t huani an freighter chug downriver on its way to the Qulf of

Mexi co, and took a deep draught of coffee, savoring the rich
flavor. He'd pegged the Enpress as the type who'd brew up a weak,
nanby- panby pot, but she'd nade it just the way he |iked itstrong
enough to deliver a jolt, but not so strong it tasted bitter. So
far she'd earned two points in her favorshe could nake a decent
cup of joe, and she hadn't cone ungl ued when Hanbone and Juni or



had nearly broken down her door last night. Al inall, it was
nmore than he'd expected froma spoiled New Ol eans socialite.
Socialite. Just the thought rmade him scow .

Del i berately thrusting her fromhis mnd, he turned his

attention back to the river. Usually he | oved being in the

pil othouse at this tinme of dayloved watching the first rays of
dawn change the water frominky black to rusty brown, hearing the
first shrill squawks of the just-awakened gulls, snelling the
earthy, nusty scent of the water.

But not in New Ol eans. Every one of his trips up and down the

M ssi ssi ppi began or ended here, yet each tine Cole docked in this
city, a suffocating feeling cane over him a feeling of not being
able to draw an easy breath. Too nuch had happened here.

Too much, and not enough. He was haunted by unsettl| ed scores.
Col e turned away, but the pilothouse was walled in wi ndows, and
there was no escaping the view. The river was high, twelve feet on
the Carrollton Street gauge, which neant that from his vantage
poi nt four decks above the water, he could clearly see the French
Quarter over the levee. He could nmake out the hul king, castle-like
Jax Brewery building, the three black spires of St. Louis

Cat hedral , the iron bal conies of the Pontal ba buil dings, the

sl anted, circular roof of the Aguarium of the Anericas. The
skyscrapers of the New Ol eans Central Business District |ooned
beyond.

Tourists fromall over the world flocked to New Ol eans, drawn

by the city's quaint charm Mst of themwould find this view
exquisite. To Cole, however, it had all the appeal of raw tri pe.
Vel |, the sooner he got to work, the sooner he could cast off

and leave the city in his towboat's wake. He crossed the room

unl ocked the waterproof file cabinet where he kept his inportant
papers and pulled out the captain's log, then settled hinself at
the oak chart table to nake the first entry of the day. But the
nmonment he opened the |arge | eather-bound vol ume, a newspaper
clipping fluttered to the fl oor.

That bl asted picture of Alexa. Damm. He'd ripped it out of the
New Ol eans Ti nmes-Pi cayune yesterday, then stashed it away with
the | og when Henry had wal ked in on him He'd been interrupted
before he'd finished reading the article, but he didn't need to
read any further than the headline. It had told himall he needed
to know. Alexa Arnmand to marry Robert MAul ey.

He bent and picked up the ripped scrap of paper, staring down

at the famliar smling face. Al exa Armandhe'd know her anywhere.
She' d changed, of course, in the fourteen years since he'd |ast
seen her. Her sleek dark hair now stopped at her shoul ders instead



of spilling all the way down her back. Her face was thinner, and
she'd acquired the veneer of wealth and polish that the New

Ol eans upper crust wore |ike a coat of high-gloss boat varni sh.
Hi s stomach balled into a hard knot. Gorgeous, tantali zing,

col dhearted Al exaall grown up and nore beautiful than ever. And
set to marry the son of a bitch who'd franed him sent himto jai
and killed the only nother he'd ever known.

"Sonet hi n* wrong, Cap'n?"

Cole ripped his eyes fromthe photo as Henry loped into the

pi | ot house. Crushing the clipping in his hand, Cole rose fromthe
bl ack vinyl stool by the chart table and shoved it |oosely in his
pocket. "Damm right sonething's
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wrong. Your two prized deckhands stunbled in so drunk | ast

night they tried to bunk with the new cook."

Henry ruefully rubbed his grizzled chin and gave a sheepi sh,
brown-toothed grin. "So | heard. But it was an honest m st ake,
Boss. They didn't nmean no harm" The gray-haired man | owered his
ropy frame onto the stool Cole had just vacated, pulled out his
ever-present tin of chew ng tobacco and placed a chaw in his
cheek. "How d she take it?"

"Better than you' d expect. She's still aboard.”

Henry chortled. "Were the heck did you find that gal, anyway?
Most unli kel y-1ookin' cook | ever set eyes on." He eased the tin
back in the pocket of his blue plaid shirt and cast Cole a

specul ative | ook. " '"Specially knowin' how you feel about uptown

types."”
Cole frowned, his mnd still on the newspaper clipping. "She
was all | could find. Job applicants weren't exactly beating down

t he hatch and swarm ng the deck."
Henry gave a rasping chortle. Cole leveled a stern | ook at the

old man. "I don't want the crew bothering her. Last thing | need
is her suing nmy ass for sexual harrassnent."”

"Jeez, Boss, | been runnin' the river for nigh on twentythree
years and never heard of a cook doin' nothing like that."

"Well, things aren't |ike they used to be, and she's not your
typi cal cook. There'd better be no nore incidents |ike |ast

ni ght."

"Aye-aye, Boss. 1'll keep the boys on a short |eash."” Henry

peered up at him his w zened face creased in a frown. "You
feelin" all right? You don't |ook so good."

Col e scow ed. "Yeah, well, you're not going to win any beauty
crowns yourself."



Henry gave an anused chuckl e, but his eyes didn't waver from
Cole's face. He studied himin silence for a | ong nonent, chew ng
t houghtfully. "Did the stock market take a dive or sonethin' ?"
Col e glanced at himsharply. "No. Wiy do you ask?"

I

Prince Charm ng

Henry shrugged. "Well, sonethin' in the paper upset you

yesterday, an' you been out of sorts ever since." Henry hesitated
and cleared his throat. He reached for an old coffee can under the
table, spit intoit, then wiped his nouth with the back of his
hand. "If that somethin' has to do with that noney of m neyou
know, the noney you've invested fer mewell, | just want ya to know
it don' make nme no never mnd. Not much to spend it on, living on
the river. An' | wouldn' have it in the first place if it weren'
for you." Henry spit again. "So if the market takes a fall or
sonethin' |ike that happens, well, it don' nuch matter. | nean,
you shoul dn' worry none 'bout tellin" nme or nothin ."

Affection for the old man filled Cole's chest, causing a | unp

of enotion to clog his throat. When he spoke, his voice canme out
gruffer than usual. "Your noney's safe. Nothing' s happened to it."
"Well, somethin's botherin' you, an' that's a fact. If it was

my noney, | wanted to set your mnd at ease." Henry's blue eyes
rested on him Cole could feel the warnth in his gaze, feel the
depth of his concern. "Hazel used to say it's not good to keep
things bottled up inside. | know you're ny boss an' all, but we go
way back, and you're kinda |like the son | never had. Sonethin's on
your mind, and it mght do you good to get it off your chest. |
hope ya know there's nothin' you could tell ne that woul d ever
make ne think any | ess of ya.”

A tender spot ached in the center of Cole's chest. He shot the
old man a quick glance, then strode to the captain's chair.
"Heyl'msorry if |'ve been rough on you lately.” Cole rested a
hand on the back of the |eather chair, the chair where he sat and
gui ded the boat. He drew a deep breath, let it out and gazed at
the river. "Reckon there is sonething on ny mnd. Did you ever
think of quitting the river, Henry?"

The ol d man's conti guous eyebrows shot up in surprise. "Nope.

What else would | do? | ain't got no hankerin' to

sit around twiddlin'" ny thunbs.” Henry squinted at him his

bl ue eyes sharp and bright in his w zened face. The verti cal
creases over his bul bous nose deepened as he frowned. "You

t hi nkin' 'bout hangin' up your cap, Cap'n?"

"Maybe. At least for alittle while." Cole rubbed his unshaven
jaw. "My accountants are urging ne to give nore tine to the



i nvestnment end of things. |I've been feeling mghty restless
|ately, and |I've been wondering if maybe | should take their

advi ce. "

Henry spit again into the rusty can and sonberly nodded. "Does
seemlike all you do is work. If you ain't in here, you're at that
conputer of yours in your cabin or talkin' business on the phone,
or doin'" all three at the sane tinme. Chartering out five towboats
is afull-time job without trying to captain a sixth one at the
same tinmenot to nention watchin' the stock market |ike ya do. |
ain't never net no one so driven to succeed in all my life."

He was driven, all right, Cole thought grim ybut not by a

desire to succeed. That aspiration had died with his foster nother
fourteen years ago.

The thought of Mom Sawyer sent a spear of pain shooting through
his chest. She was the only person who'd ever given a dam about
hi m when he was growi ng up, the only person Cole had ever really
| oved. He'd have done anything to make Mom proud. |nstead, Cole

t hought bitterly, he'd broken her heart. She'd died soon after
he'd been | ocked up in that juvenile correction center for a crine
he didn't commt.

Anger, hot and acidic, burned in his throat. Cole swall owed

hard, struggling to push it back down.

Anger and the need to control itthat was what really drove him
He had to stay busy, had to stay focused, in order to keep his
denons at bay.

Lately, though, it no |longer seened to be working. No matter

how nmany projects he took on or how many hours

he put in, the past kept raising its ugly head. A sense of

restl essness and dissatisfaction was building inside himlike oi
pressure in his boat's engine.

And it always got worse when he was in New Ol eans. Cole stared
out the starboard wi ndow, where the slate gray sky was |ightening
to silver over the city.

When he was here, the nenories rose to a fever pitch, festering
and creeping to the surface like infected splinters. They tainted
hi s thoughts, they poisoned his dreanms, they awakened himin the
night with his heart pounding and his skin soaked wth sweat.
Maybe he needed to face his denons head-on, he nused. Instead

of running fromthe past, maybe it was tinme he confronted it.
Maybe if he stayed in New Ol eans |ong enough, the city and the
menories of all the things that had happened here would | ose their
power to tornment him

He stared out at a run-down warehouse on the M ssissippi's west
bank, upstreamfrom Al giers Point. Wen he'd left New Ol eans, he



used to dream about noving back when he'd nade enough noney to
sonehow exact revenge. |If he only had enough noney, he used to
think, he'd win Alexa's heart, then crush it |ike a grape under
his heel, just as she'd done to him He'd find a way to get even
with all the bastards who'd | aughed at himin high school. But
nost of all, he'd devise a special formof torture for Robert
McAul ey. He'd di scover what the scunbucket wanted nore than
anything else in the world, et himthink it was within his reach
then brutally yank it away.

The thought nmade Cole thirst for revenge all over again. Don't
think about it, he told hinself. It's in the past. Leave it al one.
He'd spent the last fourteen years convincing hinself to |et
bygones be bygones, repeatedly rem nding hinmself he had his
father's blood in his veins. He'd be dammed if he'd repeat his old
man' s m st akes, and he couldn't trust hinself not to repeat them
where MAul ey was concer ned.

Al'l the sane, his fingers tightened into a strangl ehold on

his coffee nug in the way he wi shed he could grip MAuley's

neck.

"Think you'd be happy as a | andl ubber?"

Henry's question jerked Cole out of his dark reflection. He

took a long swig of coffee. "Well, now, that's a good question.”
A damm good question, one that he'd been asking hinself a | ot
|ately. Cole watched an oil tanker approach, its deep bow carving
a vee out of the nuddy water. He didn't know how he'd like |iving
shoreside. But then, he hadn't known how he'd like living on the
river, either, when he took the only job he could get when he'd
finally gotten out of that juvenile jail.

The only thing he knew for sure was that that dammed newspaper
photo had stirred up thoughts and feelings he'd thought he'd put
behind him Menories rolled through himlike the wake of the
passing tanker, along with all the old, famliar bitterness.

Al exa Arnmandgor geous, sexy Al exa. She'd inherited sonething

nor e val uabl e than noney, something rarer than good | ooks,

sonet hing that ensured her entree into the highest circles of New
Ol eans societyan aristocratic |lineage that could be traced back
to the city's antebellumelite and a famly history of wealth that
went back even farther. In the uppernost echel ons of New Ol eans
society, old noney was the only kind that counted.

She had it all, all rightand all because of her nanme. Through

no effort of her own, through nothing but a circunstance of birth,
Al exa had acceptance, esteem a sense of bel onging and a nane that
comanded respect.

For the exact sane reason, Cole was an outcast, a msfit, a bad



seed with tainted bl ood. And no anmount of noney could ever erase
the fact.

“"You're not really gonna call it quits, are you, Cap' n?"

Henry's words jerked himback to the present. Cole turned to

the old man, his heart warm ng at the worried expression on the
old salt's face. Aside from Mom

Sawyer, Henry was the only person in the world he'd ever

really trusted.

“Not anytinme soon. At |least, not entirely." Cole clapped the

man on the back. "But if | do decide to charter out the Chienne.

you and the boys will be part and parcel of the deal. 1'll even
make sure you get a raise out of it."
Henry grinned. "If you dry-dock yourself, | bet you won't |ast

two nonths before you' re chonpin' at the bit to get back to the
pi |l ot house." "You're probably right, Henry." Cole strode back to
the chart table to finish his paperwork.

The intercom suddenly crackled to life. "Hello! Is anyone

t here?"

Muttering an epithet, Cole stretched forward and punched the
button on the interior intercom "Yeah, Enpress. Wat do you
need?"

"Sone hel p." Her voice sounded . high and urgent. An even nore
urgent - soundi ng al arm shrieked in the background. "The kitchen's
on fire."

Wth sudden, horrible certainty, he recogni zed the keening wail
as the snoke detector. "Leave the galley imediately," he ordered.
“I'"l'l be right down."

Col e and Henry stared at each other for a fraction of a second,
then sinultaneously bolted for the stairs. Chapter Five

Thi ck, acrid snmoke poured fromthe oven, burning Josephine's
eyes. She slamed the door shut, but snoke kept bill ow ng out.
Gray pillars rose fromthe four burners on the stove, seeped out
around the oven hinges and unfurled from underneat h.

Josephi ne reached across and turned off the oven, but the
plastic platter of bacon inside continued to blaze behind the

cl osed door, making the appliance eerily resenble a gl ass-screened
fireplace.

The high, thin screech of the snoke detector made it hard to

t hi nk. Pani c choked Josephine's throat. This was all her fault.
She had to put out the fire before it spread, before anyone was
hurt. Oh, dear God, please keep anyone from being hurt! She could
stand anyt hing, anything at all, except know ng she'd again

i njured anot her person.

It was difficult to see, nmuch less to breathe, and the snoke



was steadily getting thicker. She had to a'ct fast. Her gaze fel
on the pans of water she was boiling for the eggs.

Snat ching one fromthe stove, she opened the oven door and
threwits contents on the burning platter.

The fire sputtered, but refused to die. She grabbed the second
pan and repeated the action. The flanmes hissed angrily. Despair,
stifling and dark, pressed down on her chest. The whol e t owboat
would go up in flanes, and it was all her fault.

Suddenly Col e burst through the doorway, brandishing a fire
extinguisher like a rifle. Snmoke curled around him maki ng him

| ook |ike a being fromthe underworld, but Josephine's knees went
weak with relief at the sight of him

"Cet out!" he barked, striding rapidly into the narrow bgalley.
Stopping in front of the open oven, he pointed the extinguisher,
pulled the pin and fired. Wiite foam shot out, coating the inside
of the oven |ike Mal ox on stomach |i ning.

The fire snothered and died a fizzing white death. Cole punched

a button on the hood of the stove, activating the exhaust fan,
then crossed the roomin four steps and threw open the porthole.
Henry's face appeared in the galley doorway. "Go fetch the fans
fromthe engine room" Cole ordered. "If we blow the snoke out of
here fast enough, we'll avoid any snoke danage."

Josephi ne was seized by a sudden fit of coughing. Before she
knew what was happeni ng, she found herself lifted off her feet,
tossed over Cole's shoulder and toted out the galley door like a
bag of dirty laundry. She tried to protest, but she was coughi ng
too hard to speak. She beat on his broad back, but to no avail. It
was as hard and nuscled as the flank of a horse, and apparently
just as inpervious to pain.

He carried her through the hatch to the outside deck, then

uncer enoni ously pl opped her on her feet in front of a netal bench.
She sank down on it, drawing a deep breath.

The fresh air tasted |ike heaven. Josephine gulped in a sweet

[ ungful . She coughed, then drew anot her.

Col e squatted down in front of her, his brow knit, his dark

eyes intense. "Breathe," he ordered. "Take a deep breath, then
tell me if it hurts.”

Josephine did as he directed.

"Does it hurt?" he demanded.

Josephi ne shook her head. Her eyes were watering and her throat
felt as if it had been scrubbed w th sandpaper, but breathing was
pure pleasure. "I'mokay," she said in a raspy voice. "Are you?"
"Fine." He straightened and | oonmed over her. Hi s eyes narrowed,
and the | ook of concern she thought she'd seen earlier evaporated



so thoroughly she was no |onger sure it had been there at all. "
thought | told you to get out of the galley."

"The fire was ny fault. | had a responsibility to try to put it
out."

"When you're on ny boat, your first responsibility is to do as

| say."

She stared up at him "I couldn't just run off and |eave it!"
Hi s dark brows hunkered together in an om nous scow. "Listen
up, Enpress, and listen goodl can't have sonmeone on ny boat who
won't obey orders. | need to know | can rely on ny crewto carry

out ny directions, especially in an enmergency. If you can't abide
by that, then get your stuff and get off ny boat right now "
Josephine's fists balled in futile rage. Wth all her heart,

she wi shed she could do as he suggested. But she couldn't. She had
no other place to go. She needed this job, and she had to do
whatever it took to keep it. She drew a deep breath, sputtered and
coughed agai n.

"Wel | ?" he demanded.

"Well, what?"

"Do you agree to follow ny orders?"

She didn't know why it galled her so. She was used to

following directions, to living by the rules. A part of her even
acknow edged that his request was reasonabl e. But another part of
her hated to concede anything to this stubborn, arrogant man.

"Ch, all right,"” she finally nunbl ed.

"All right what?"

He couldn't make it easy, could he? He had to wing every | ast
shred of dignity fromher. Pulling her spine straight, she
belligerently glared at him "All right. Fromhere on out, |

prom se to obey your every conmand.”

Col e glared back, a nerve twitching in his jaw. "You' d better.
Because believe it or not, it's for your own damm good. The safety
of ny crew conmes before everything el se. That nmeans that whet her
either one of us likes it or not, as long as you're on ny boat,
your safety and welfare are ny priority."

She stared out at the dock and the hul king war ehouse behind it,
enotions rocking through her |ike the boat on the choppy water.

All of her life, she'd | onged for soneone to nake her well-being a
priority, to put her needs above concerns for property or

position. Wiy, oh, why, did the first person to do so have to be
this col dhearted beast of a man?

"So how did the fire start?" he asked gruffly.

Josephi ne pull ed her gaze back his face. "I was, uh, cooking

t he bacon."



"I'n the oven?"

Josephi ne nodded.

Hi s eyes narrowed suspiciously. "On what ?"

She regarded himwarily. She didn't |ike the displeased | ook on
his face or the accusatory tone of his voice. "On broil."

"I meant, what kind of pan was it on? It snelled |ike burned

pl astic."

Josephi ne squirnmed. She had the uneasy feeling that

anyt hi ng she said was incrininating evidence that could be

used against her. "Well, you saw it,"” she said defensively. "You
put a piece of bacon on it yourself."

He stared at her incredulously. "That was a plastic tray

covered with paper towels. Are you telling ne you put that in the
oven?"

Oh, dear. Ch dear, oh dear, oh dear! Cringing inside, she
nervously snoothed a stray piece of hair back into her bun. "Well,
I"mreally not famliar with electric ovens."

"Are you trying to tell nme that's the way you usual |y cook

bacon in a gas one?" Sarcasmdripped fromhis voice the way the
pl astic pan had dripped fromthe oven rack.

Josephi ne thought fast. "Umm no. I'mreally not famliar with
cooki ng bacon at all. The, uh, doctors had Aunt Prudie on a
lowfat diet.” It was perfectly true. Not that the old wonman ever
followed it, but Cole didn't need that particul ar piece of

i nformation.

He nade a | ow grunting sound and sinply stared at her.

She decided to seize the offensive. "Wiy didn't you say

somet hi ng when you saw how I was fixing it?"

"Because | assunmed you were going to cook it in the m crowave."
The m crowave. O course. That nust be how Aunt Prudie's cook
used to prepare it. Josephine lifted her hand to her nouth,
nmortified to her very soul. "Ch dear," she whispered. "OF course.”
Too |l ate, she realized she'd | et her conposure slip. She

rapidly tried to regain it, but Cole was |ooking at her strangely,
as if he could see right through her.

"I"'mso sorry!"™ She sat up straight and tried to act

sel f posessed. "I was nervous about preparing ny first neal for
your crew, andand | guess | just wasn't thinking clearly." She was
trying her best to act poised and confident, but it was hard when
her bottoml|ip was trenbling. "Areare you going to fire me?"

Col e gazed at her. Crimny. How was he supposed to respond to
that ? Especially when she | ooked at himthat

wayw th her eyes all wide and filled with renorse, her lips

all parted and wobbling?



She'd nearly burned up his boat, by damm. He'd be well within

his rights to hand her her wal king papers, or at |east chew her
out good and proper. But how in Hades was he supposed to do it
with those big, contrite baby blues staring straight through hinf
Hel | . He needed a cook, and she could make a decent cup of

cof f ee.

"Everyone's entitled to one mstake," he said gruffly. Shifting
uneasily, he jerked his thunb toward the hatch. "Let's get back
inside and see if the snoke's cleared out yet."

Drawing a breath of relief, Josephine foll owed Col e through the
hatch into the boat's interior. The man was certainly an enigng,
she nused. G ven his belligerent behavior yesterday, she'd fully
expected himto curse a blue streak and throw her off the boat. It
was hard to reconcile the beast of yesterday with the nman who'd
just said "everyone's entitled to one m stake."

Even nmore difficult to reconcile was the expression on his face
when he'd said it. He'd actually | ooked human. Maybe even
under st andi ng.

An enornmous fan bl ocked the doorway to the galley. Cole picked

it up and noved it aside, and Josephi ne stepped in behind him The
roomsnelled like a trash incinerator, but the air was free of
snoke.

"How do things |ook?" Cole asked Henry, who was adjusting

another fan at the far end of the room

"Ckay, Boss. Nothing' s damaged.™

A dark-haired man in his early forties stood on the bolted-down
dining table, resetting the snoke alarmon the ceiling. He clinbed
down and turned toward t hem

Col e waved a hand in his direction. "Hey, Gaston, this is our

new cook. Josephine, this is Gaston Dupuis, the boat's engineer."”
The French-speaki ng manhow ni ce. The French were

known for their civilized manners. "It's very nice to neet

you," she said cordially, reaching out her hand.

Gaston | ooked down at his grease-streaked hand. To Josephine's
horror, he spit onit, wiped it on his shirt, then extended it
toward her. "Likew se."

Unl ess she wanted to be unbearably rude, she had no choi ce but

to take it. Suppressing a shudder, Josephine allowed himto grip
her pal mand punp it heartily.

"You de one who made dis here ness, cherie? Watcha do?"

“Towell, 1..."

"A dish that was supposed to be oven-safe wasn't, that's all,"
Cole said quickly. "W need to get sonme better-quality cookware in
here."



Josephine stared at him anmazed that he would rise to her

rescue. For the second tine this norning, he'd behaved |ike a true
gent | eman.

"I's the oven usabl e?" Col e asked.

"Ch, yeah," Gaston replied. "But it's a helluva ness."

No ki ddi ng. Josephine grinmaced as she gazed at it. The foam had
disintegrated into a nasty brown goo that oozed down the exterior
of the oven and puddled in a greasy, viscous pool on the fl oor.

I nside the oven, the filthy slinme floated on a bed of charred

yel l ow pl astic that now coated the oven bottom and both oven
racks.

Cole pulled a butter knife froma drawer, bent down and prodded
at the yellow substance. "Looks |ike the plastic will peel off
when it cools. But you've got your work cut out for you, Enpress.
It's going to take sonme doing, cleaning this up."

She' d been wonderi ng who handl ed cl eanup duties in the galley.
Wth a feeling of chagrin, she realized she'd just found out.

"CGuess we'll all make do with cold cereal this norning." Cole
cl apped Henry on the back. "Well, cone on, nenlet's get back to
wor k. Henry, go wake up Hanmbone and Junior and get them out on
the barges. We'll get under way as soon as Pete arrives."

She' d heard of Hambone and Junior, and she'd nmet Gaston and
Henry. Josephine gl anced at Col e questioningly. "Who's Pete?"
"The relief pilot."

"We call himthe CGhost,"” Henry volunteered. "W hardly never

see him He spends all his free tinme holed up in his cabin,
watchin' TV and witin' letters to his wife. He's real quiethe'l
go days without sayin' a word to nobody. Since he works when nost
of the rest of us are sleepin', it's alnost like he's invisible."
"What does a relief pilot do?"

"He and | take turns in the pilothouse,” Cole said. "Gves ne a
chance to sleep and take care of other business."”

Gaston | aughed. "Come chassant |a cuisiniere, eh?"

Li ke chasing the cook. One of the things Josephine had | earned
at finishing school was French.

Col e shrugged and grinned. "Peut-etre. Si j'aurais de

" ennuie."

Maybe. |f 1 get bored. Josephine huffed out an indignant

br eat h.

Col e tossed her a sharp-eyed glance. "Speak French, do you,
Enpress? Well, Gaston, | guess that nmeans we can only tal k about
her when she's not around.”™ Wth a sly wink, he strode to the
door .

Josephine stared after himangrily as he and the ot her nen



filed out of the kitchen. Just as she'd nearly decided there m ght
be a decent side to the man after all, he did sonmething to prove
ot herw se.

She shoul d have known better than to think he was capabl e of
actual kindness. The only reason he'd covered for her in front of
Henry and Gaston was to save face hinself. If his crew knew what
an idiotic m stake she'd nmade, Cole would | ook bad for having
hired her.

Filled with indignation, Josephine yanked open cabi net

doors until she located a pair of rubber gloves, sone cleaning
supplies and a full-length apron. Placing a towel on the floor to
kneel on, she knelt down and started nopping up the griny foam
pretendi ng she was wi ping the snug smle

right off Cole's face.

She woul d stop thinking about him she told herself firnmy.

She' d concentrate on doing her job and refuse to let himor any
of his ruffians get under her skin.

The sudden boom of what sounded |ike a | oudspeaker bl ared

outside the porthole. "Cast off the center line."

Curious, Josephine hurried to the window. Henry stood on the
deck, unl oopi ng an enornous rope froma concrete pillar at the end
of the dock.

"Cast off the stern line." She recognized Cole' s voice. He nust
be up in the pilothouse, broadcasting instructions

to the crew

"Cast off fore and aft. Al gone!" The engine roared. The fl oor
shifted under her feet. Qut the tiny w ndow, an expanse of choppy
brown water slowy w dened between the dock and boat.

A rush of excitement chased through her. She'd passed the point
of no return. For better or for worse, she was commtted to making
this voyage.

Despite all of her msgivings, a thrill of pleasure shivered up
her spine. Finally, finally, at long | ast, she was about to begin
alife on her owmn. Finally, finally, she had no one to answer to
except herself.

And Col e, as long as she was on his boat. Wth a sigh and a

gri mace, she turned away fromthe w ndow and back to the o0o0zing
oven.

Hal f an hour |ater, Josephine was still on her knees, doing
battle with the hardened plastic. She'd just stuck her head

in the oven to scrape a recalcitrant strip of nmelted goo off

| the burner with a butter knife when a shrill wolf whistle
startled her so badly that she hit the crown of her head on

t he oven ceiling.



Backi ng out, she | ooked up to see a pair of scumyl ooki ng nen
slouched in the galley entrance. The |l arger, ol der one had greasy
brown hair swept back in a ponpadour that exposed a receding
hairline and Elvis style sideburns. When he caught her eye, he
grinned lasciviously, then lifted his black T-shirt to scratch an
enor nmous, hair-covered belly. The redheaded, ferret-faced youth
besi de hi m si nul taneously scratched the crotch of his filthy
jeans. They | ooked so nmuch |ike a pair of mangy dogs that
Josephi ne hal fway expected one of one of themto lift a | eg.

The | arger one wi dened his grin to show several m ssing teeth.
"Hel | oooo, there, darlin ."

Oh, dear. This had to be Hanbone and Junior, and they were

wor se than anything she'd i magi ned. For a nonent, she considered
crawing in the oven and cl osing the door Ubehind her.

| Awarmfirst greeting sets the tone for all future

encount ers.

Renenbering the oft-repeated finishing school

| advice, Josephine reluctantly scranbled to her feet, peeled
off the yellow gloves and forced a pleasant smle. "You

must be Hanbone and Junior. |'m Josephine." She started

to extend her hand, then renmenbered what had happened

with Gaston. She opted to graciously incline her head

i nst ead.

Juni or turned to Hanbone. "She's not near as old or fat as the
ot her cooks."

"No, she ain't. Got a right nice booty on her, too," Hanbone
remarked, as if she weren't even in the room

Josephine's smle froze, then faltered. She had no idea why

they were discussing her |oafers, but she hated being tal ked about
as if she were an inanimate object. She forced a pl easant
expression on her face. "If you have sonething to say about ne,
|'d prefer that you speak directly to me about it."

"All right. Sure." Hanbone el bowed Junior in the ribs.

The skinny youth snickered. Hanbone's gaze returned to
Josephine. "1 |ike your booty."

"My shoes?”

Hanbone cackl ed. "No, sweetcakes. Your booty. You knowyour
tush. "

Dear heavens. WAs this man actually tal king about her backsi de?
From the way Juni or was sniggering, she was afraid he was. Onh,
dearshe nust have presented quite a view, bent over and reaching
in the oven. She stared at the nen, appalled and shockedal |l the
nore so because Hanbone was acting for all the world as if he'd
just paid her a high conplinent.



Her face heated, and she found herself at a loss for words. Al
she could think to do was pretend the remark had never been nade.
She started to turn away fromthem then whi pped back around, not
wanting to expose her backside for further exam nation. At |east
the front of her was covered by the grine-soaked apron.

"Woul dwoul d you gentl enen |ike sone coffee?"

"Why, sure, darlin'." Hanbone jabbed Junior again and spoke in

a |loud whisper. "She likes ne." Straddling the bench at the dining
tabl e, he continued to ogle her as she edged her way backward
across the kitchen. "See that?" he nmuttered to Junior. "She can't
t ake her eyes off ne."

Josephine funbled in the cabinet and pulled down two coffee

mugs, searching her mnd for sonething to say.. "Do ... do you
take cream and sugar in your coffee?"

"Nah, " Hambone replied, scratching his belly again. "Only thing
I"d like init is a hair of the dog that bit nme |ast night, but
Cap'n Cole don't allow no booze on the boat."

Thank heavens. Forcing a smle, she turned to Junior, who'd
seated hinsel f opposite Hanbone. "How about you?"

"I'"d, uh, like alittle sugar."

Hanbone guffawed. "This boy's always ready for a little sugar,

if you know what | nean." He gave Josephine a

broad wi nk.

Josephi ne suppressed a shudder and poured the coffee. She
dawdl ed over it as long as she could, then drew a deep breath,
squar ed her shoul ders and carried the nugs to the table.

The monent she set them down, Hambone's hand shot out and
grabbed her derriere.

Josephi ne junped. "What on earth do you think you're doing?"

she demanded, w enching away.

"Just admrin' your assets, darlin'," Hanbone replied, reaching
for her again.

"Stop that inmmediately!" Pulling herself free, she retreated to
the far end of the kitchen. Bracing her arms on the counter, she
stood with her backside protectively pressed into a corner.
"Ckay, okay. You just wanna talk, huh? Ckay, | can dig it."
Hanbone took a long, loud slurp of coffee, his beady eyes fixed on
her over the rimof the brown nug. "So tell ne, sweetheart. Wat
ki nda panties you wearin'bikini or thong?"

Henry froze in the galley doorway. He'd intended to have a few
words with his nen before they net Josephine, but it sounded |ike
he'd arrived too |l ate. The best he could do now was to get her
away fromthem as soon as possible. He cleared his throat and
sauntered in. "Good nornin' again, Mz Josephine. | take it you've



met Hanbone an' Junior. Boys, | hope you' ve been on your best
behavior, 'cause Cap'n Cole said he'd fire the next nman who

bot hered a cook."

Hanbone stared guiltily at the tabletop. Junior scratched at

t he back of his buzz cut.

"Mz Josephine, the cap'n would |ike you to take hima thernos

o' coffee and a bowl of Cheerios. I'll stay down here and get
breakfast for the boys whilst you go on up to the pilothouse.”
"Ch, certainly." Josephine | ooked i mensely relieved.

She untied the apron and pulled it off, then started opening

cabi nets and drawers, evidently trying to | ocate the needed
suppl i es.

"You'll find a tray in the pantry,” Henry told her. "There's a
thernos on that | ower left-hand shelf, an' the bows are in the
right-hand cabinet. There's a little pitcher you can put some mlKk
in nght beside '"em"

"Thanks, Henry."

He wat ched her assenbl e everything on the black plastic tray,
then tossed a few packets of sugar on for good neasure. Heaven
only knew Col e could use sone extra sweetening up. "Now you git on
up there an' see if you can git himto eat a good breakfast while
| have a little talk with the boys here.” Henry frowned in their

direction. "I hope you'll excuse them ma' am for the noise they
made | ast night, an' for anything insultin' they m ght have said
or done this norning. | know they'd sure appreciate it if you

could see fit not to nention it to the cap'n."” Henry glared at
Hanbone and Juni or, hoping they'd pick up on his cue and
contribute an apology of their own. He didn't really hold out much
hope. Neither of the boys was known for his smarts.

"I won't say anything this tinme." Josephine picked up the tray

and shot what | ooked |i ke a warning glance at Hanmbone and Juni or.
"But it had better not happen again."”

Henry sm | ed as he watched her march out the door, her head

hel d hi gh. Sonet hi ng about her rem nded himof his late wife
Hazel .

She had gunptionthat was it. H s Hazel had been full of it. A

soft smle playing on his lips, Henry let his mnd drift back
thirty-eight years to the first tinme he'd set eyes on his wfe.
She'd been a tiny young thing, delicate and dai nty-| ooking, fresh
off the farmand just starting a job as an oil field dispatch
operator in Sul phur, Cklahoma. He'd wal ked into the office to find
her kicking the shins of a roustabout tw ce her size. "An' the
next tinme you get fresh,

"Il kick you where you deserve it," she'd declared. The



redneck had beaten a hasty retreat.

The nmenory nade himsmle. Yes, sir, Hazel and Josephine were a
ot alike. He was certain his Hazel would have taken a shine to
her. Josephi ne m ght have sonme funny highfalutin manners, but she
had guts, signing on to work a towboat. There was sonet hi ng kind
of vul nerabl e about her, toosonething soft, something that
contradicted all her stiff, proper ways.

Henry swung back around and gl owered at his deckhands. "Wat do
you boys have to say for yoursel ves?"

"Aw, shucks, Henry, we didn't nmean no harm" Hanbone whi ned.
"That's right. W wuz just havin' a little fun.”

"Well, you' d better save all your fun for shoreside, or the

cap'n will kick your sorry tails overboard. An' |I'mgonna tell you
alittle secret. Even without all the cap'n's threats an'

war ni ngs, anyone who nmesses with Josephine is gonna damn sure wi sh
he never had."

"Whaddaya nean?"

"Well, it's a personal matter, and | really shouldn't be

tellin" you," Henry hedged. Josephine would have a fit if she knew
what he was about to do. But what she didn't know woul dn't hurt
her, and it was for her own good, after all. It was the only way
to ensure Hanmbone and Juni or woul d | eave her al one.

"Tell us what?" Hanbone denanded.

"Yeah, Henry. What?"

"Well, it's right sad."” Henry directed his gaze to the floor

and shook his head. If he knew his deckhands, they'd value the
information nore if they had to wing it out of him "But | really
shoul dn' be tellin" you. It's priv'leged info' mation."

"What is?" Junior urged.

"Conme on, Henry. Gve," Hanmbone urged.

Henry sighed reluctantly. "Ch, all right. I'll tell you, but

you' ve got to prom se not to breathe a word of this to anyone

el se.”

"I prom se,” Junior vowed solemly

"Cross ny heart and swear on ny nother's grave,"” Hanbone sai d.
Henry resisted the urge to tell Hanbone he knew for a fact that

his nother was still alive. Instead, he heaved anot her heavy sigh.
"l shouldn' be telling you this, but ..." He paused

nmel odramatically. "That poor girl's got an untreatable case of the
clap.™

"Clap?" the deckhands echoed simultaneously.

Henry nodded glumy. "A special kind fromthe Far East that

ain't got no cure. They say it's not so bad for a woman, but if a
man catches it " Henry nournfully shook his head.



"What happens?" the deckhands asked simnultaneously.

Henry stuck a chaw of tobacco in his cheek and chonped sadly.

He gave a long sigh for added effect. 'They say it makes his willy
shrivel up to nothin'."

"“Not hi n" ?" Juni or asked, w de-eyed.

Henry nodded glumy. "Damm near disappears. It just withers

away till a man can't even take a | eak standin' up."

"Wow, " Juni or said softly.

"I sure don' want none o' that," Hanbone nuttered. H s sl oping
forehead creased in a from. "Say, is it safe for her to be
handl i n® our food?"

Henry had to bite his |lip to keep fromgrinning. "Onh,
yeahperfec'ly safe. The gerns can't |live outside the human body.
You're not in any danger 'less you ness with her direc'ly."
"Well, | damm sure won't be doin' none o' that," Hambone stated
vehenent|y.

"Me, neither," Junior echoed.

Henry sl apped them each on the back. It was a good thing he was
standi ng behind themso they couldn't see his smle. "That's what
| was countin' on, boys. That's what | was countin' on."
Josephi ne hesitated outside the pilothouse door, the w nd

whi ppi ng her hair into disarray, and shivered in the danp, chil
air. The inside stairway to the top deck had | ooked too steep to
climb while carrying a tray, so she'd opted for the outside one.
She coul d see Col e through the wi ndow, seated in a brown

| eat her chair behind an enornous control panel, each of his hands
on a long, shiny lever. Balancing the tray on one arm she
tentatively tapped on the door.

"Cone in," he called, not taking his eyes fromthe river.
Juggling the tray, she tugged open the door.

She was struck by a sense of space and openness the nonent she
crossed the threshold, even though the roomwas small and crammed
wi t h equi prent The pil othouse was wall ed in wi nhdows, exposing a
panoramc view in all directions. Qut the front wi ndows, a flat
fl eet of faded green and red barges, four abreast, stretched

| onger than a football field. Fromthe sides, the banks of the

| evee rolled dowmn to expose the Kenner Rivertown devel opnent. Qut
t he back, nuddy water churned in the towboat's wake.

Cole flipped dowmn the armof his chair and unfol ded what | ooked
like an airline tray. He tapped it with his |ong, brown fingers.
"Put nmy chow here.™

Josephi ne stepped forward and gingerly set down the tray. The
scent of snoke fromthe norning's kitchen fire still clung to him
mngled with the aroma of coffee and sonething el se, sonething



essentially masculine that nade her pul se pound erratically. She
backed away |ike a skittish colt and searched for sonething to
say, sonething that dealt with hard, cold facts, sonething solid
that m ght anchor her thoughts and rein in the odd, junpy feeling
she got whenever she was around him

She gestured to the nmassive control panel. "Looks |ike
the cockpit of an airplane.”
Col e gl anced up and nodded. "In sone ways, it is. |In other

ways, it's as sinple as the dashboard of a car."

He seened nore at ease here, |less on the defensive, than she'd
ever seen him |If she could engage himin a nice, neutral
conversation, maybe it would dissipate sone of the tension between
them "What are those long things you re hol ding?" she ventured.
"These?" Cole briefly lifted his fingers fromthe silver |evers
on either side of his body. "W call themthe sticks. | steer with
them They're connected to the rudders.”

"What about the handl es between then®"

Col e rested a hand on one of them "They're throttles. Like the
gas pedal on a car."

"Oh. Wiy are there two of then®?"

"Because the boat has two engi nes."

She immedi ately realized she'd asked an idiotic question, but
she detected no derision in his tone. Encouraged, Josephine
pointed at a lit screen that |ooked like a TV to his right. "Is
this radar?"

"Yep. And this one's a depth finder." He gestured to another
screen suspended above the control panel to his left. "Tells ne
about the channel up ahead.™

"What's the round thing under it?"

"Aswing neter. It tells ne the rate of turnwhether |'m going
straight or not. Wth a towthis long, it's nore valuable than a
conpass. Especially at night."

He was evidently in his elenent here. Hoping to prolong his

good nood, Josephine | ooked around for sonething el se to ask
about. "What are all the phones for?"

He placed his hand on the one at his right. "This one goes
straight to the engine room | can call any cabin on the boat with
the other one, or get an outside line."

Josephi ne gl anced up at two bl ack boxes suspended over his

head. "Are those radi os?"

"Yep. Two different frequencies. They |let me conmunicate with

ot her vessels on the river." He pointed to a m crophone on a

| ong, coiled cord above his head, "And this |ets me comunicate
with anyone on the boat. | used it this norning to tell the



deckhand which lines to untie. It's connected to both the ship's
i ntercom and the outside | oudspeaker. In an energency, | can talk
to everyone at once."

"I had no idea that piloting a boat was so conpl ex, " Josephi ne
mur nur ed, gazing at the equi pnent. "How do you keep track of
everything all at the sane tinme?"

Hi s hands went back to the sticks. "Years of practice, Enpress.
Years of practice."”

Henry had said Cole started out as a deckhand at the age of

ei ghteen. Since then, Cole had sonmehow managed to earn his
captain's license, acquire six boats and becone a wealthy

i nvestor.

The man was an intriguing junble of contradictions. Josephine
gazed out at the long tow of barges, trying to think of a way to
get himto talk about hinmself. "Henry said you started working on
the river when you were as young as Junior."

Cole frowned. "Henry tal ks too nuch.”

He was starting to withdraw. She could feel it. H's very
reluctance to tal k about anything personal made her all the nore
curious. "It nust have been difficult, working your way up to
captain," she ventured.

"Not as hard as a lot of other things |I've done." Col e rose
fromthe chair and headed across the room

Josephine watched in alarm "lIs it safe for you to just get up
and | eave the driver's seat?"

Cole smled. "When we're on a straight stretch like this and no
other traffic's comng, it is." He strode to the right wall and
gl anced at three |arge bl ack nachi nes.

"What are those?" Josephi ne asked.

"Monitors for the electrical generators. W have two and a
backup. The nonitor for the bilge-punping systemis also up here,
behind the settee.”

"The settee? What's that?"

"The best seat in the house." Cole gestured to a tall,

built-in seat that |ooked like a vinyl-covered sofa on a snal
stage. "Cinb up and give it a try."

He watched her do so, noting the way her sl acks nolded to her
slim round derriere. The wi nd had | oosened sone of her hair from
the tight bun at the back of her head, and honey-bl ond strands
spill ed around her shoulders in wild abandon. There was sonet hi ng
erotic about her unintentional state of disarray. He shoved his
hands in the pockets of his jeans and deliberately turned away,

di sturbed to find hinself attracted to her. "So what do you think
of the river?"



"Ch, it's beautiful." Her voice was soft and fervent. He

gl anced over to see her gazing raptly out the front window. "It's
alnost like it has a spirita spirit of determ nation. Nothing gets
inits way, nothing slows it down."

Her response surprised him He hadn't expected her to see the
beauty of the nuddy, nmessy stretch of water. He'd thought a

hot house flower |ike her would restrict her admration of nature
to | andscaped gardens and nan-made |ily ponds. "Yeah, it's really
sonmething, isn't it? It gets even nore beautiful once we get
beyond Bat on Rouge. But there are sone great sights along this
stretch, too. You'll be able to see Destrehan Plantation in a few
mnutes if you keep | ooking over that way."

He pulled his hand fromhis pocket to point. As he did, the
newspaper clipping fluttered out and | anded on the settee, right
besi de Josephi ne' s hand.

Cole's heart junped to his throat as she picked it up. She

gl anced at the picture, then | ooked curiously up at him "Wy,
this is Alexa Armand! Her parents were friends of Aunt
Prudence's." She gl anced back down and scanned the article. "And
she's going to marry Robert MAuley. | know him toohis famly

al ways invited Aunt Prudie and ne to a ball the night before Mardi
Gras." She | ooked up and net his gaze, her eyes questioning. "Are
Al exa and Robert friends of yours?”

Friends? Not exactly the word Cole would choose to

describe his relationship with either one of them He reached

out and snatched the clipping fromher hand. "I went to high
school with them"

"You went to St. Al ban's?" Josephi ne repeated, her eyes w de.

Oh, hell. He should have figured she'd know that Al exa and

Robert had gone to the nost elite, nost exclusive private high
school in the parish. Wadding the clipping into a ball and shoving

it back in his pocket, Cole scowed. "I knowit's hard to believe
that such a hallowed institution would stoop to accept the |ikes
of nme, but yeah, | went to St. Alban's. | was the token charity
case."

He could see her m nd working. "You nust have been an awfully
good student."

Col e shrugged. "It's like anything else in Louisiana. It isn't
what you know, it's who you know. My foster nother used to clean
house for the headmaster's nother. She got the old lady to pull a
few strings with her son, and prestol was in."

"Did you say . . . foster nother?" she asked tentatively.

She was fishingdigging for information. A nerve twitched in
Cole's jaw. He shoul d have expected as much. These bl uebl oods



al ways judged a person's worth based on their famly connecti ons.
Well, if the Enpress wanted i nformati on about his famly, then, by
God, he'd give it to her. He'd tell her so nmuch she woul d wi sh
she' d never asked.

"Yeah, that's right,” he said brusquely. "I grew up in the

foster care system M real nomwas a junkie, and she abandoned ne
when | was four. My father died in prison. He was serving a life
sentence for nurder."

Col e wat ched her cl osely, expecting to see the usual

reacti onshock, revulsion, fear.

He saw none of it. He pressed forward, determned to wing a
reaction out of her. "l served a stint in prison, too, when | was
sixteen. It was actually a juvenile correction

center, but it was a prison all the sane."

She still didn't seemsufficiently shocked. He decided to go
further. "It was all thanks to your friend MAul ey."

Her eyes grew even | arger. "Robert?"

"Yeah, that's right. He framed nme. Over Al exa."

Josephine's nouth fell open. Good, Cole thought grimy. He was
finally starting to shock her.

"\Mhy 2"

"He found out | was secretly seeing her. You see, Alexa had a
taste for walking on the wild side.” A cold, dark fist of pain
clutched around his heart as he thought about it. "Getting it on
with a nurderer's son was her idea of excitenent. She used to do
anyt hing and everything with ne in private, then pretend she
didn't even know nme at school."

Josephine's eyes | ooked as if they were about to bug out. "You

dat ed her?"

Cole's nmouth twisted into a mrthless smle. "It wasn't

datingjust mating. | wasn't exactly big man on canpus. Bei ng seen
with the |ikes of ne wouldn't have been good for her inage." Hi's
gut tightened at the nenory. "I had an early norning garbage route
to help Mom Sawyer pay the bills, and | used to cone to class
snelling Iike the bottom of the corner butcher's trash can.” He
could still remenber the way he'd tried to clean up every norning,
changing fromhis work clothes into his school uniformin a gas
station rest room washing his hands and arns with Lava soap.
Despite his best efforts, the horrid, nasty stench of rotting neat
would cling to his skin and hair until he got the chance to shower
after third-hour PE. "You can imagi ne how popul ar that nmade ne
with the rich kids at St. Alban's. They used to call nme 'Trash
Boy." " His |lips stretched in a mrthless grin. "Wuldn't do for
word to get around that Al exa Armand was sl eeping with Trash Boy,



now, would it?"

I nstead of the revul sion he'd expected, Josephine's eyes grew

di sconcertingly soft. She stretched out her hand, her

brow furrowed in conpassion. "How awful for you."

Oh, hell. Instead of horrifying her, he'd only nade her pity

hi m

The |l ast thing he wanted was pity. He could stand anything but
that. He'd seen it dozens of tinmeson the faces of social workers,
teachers, even a few foster parentsand each tinme he'd | ashed out
in anger. He'd |l earned at an early age that people found it hard
to feel sorry for soneone they actively disliked.

It was a principle he called upon now. "I survived," he said
curtly. "And if you want to do the sane, you'll haul your tai
back to the galley and clean up that ness you nade. I'lIl let you
get by with just fixing sandwi ches for lunch, but you'd better fix
one hell of a dinner tonight. | hired you to cook neals, not set
fires and pour out bow s of Cheerios.”

She gazed straight at him her eyes clear and warm as a sunmer
sky. Cole had the eerie sensation she was seeing way too nuch.
Wth a dark scow and a nunbl ed oath, he strode back to the
captain's chair, lowered hinself into it and placed his hands on
the steering levers. H s knuckles blanched as he tightened his
fingers around the cold netal.

"Well, what are you waiting for?" he barked. "A mlitary
escort?"

This time his rudeness didn't seemto bother her. She didn't

get all stiff and prickly, and her lips didn't press into that
tight, thin line he'd come to expect. She sinply rose fromthe
settee, clinbed down and |eft the pilothouse, softly closing the
door behi nd her.

Col e muttered another oath under his breath. He'd neant to

upset her with the sordid details of his life, but he was the one
who' d ended up with a hard, cold knot in his stonmach. Instead of
scaring her off, he had the uneasy feeling that he'd inadvertently
given her a glinpse of his soul.

Chapter Six

Josephi ne placed the |ast carrot stick on the carefully

arranged plate of crudites, then nervously gl anced at her
wristwatch. Twenty-five mnutes after six. Henry had told her
earlier in the day that the crew woul d appear at the dinner table
at six-thirty sharp.

"An' ya better have supper ready, 'cause they'll be hungry as a
pack of rats.”

"How many pl aces should | set?" Josephi ne had asked.



"Five. Six, if ya want to sit and join us. Pete takes over as
relief pilot at six o'clock, so you'll have to take his neal up to
t he pil ot house."

That meant Col e would be dining here in the galley. The thought
made Josephine's pul se race. Wen she'd taken hima sandw ch at
noon, he'd deliberately kept his eyes on the river. He hadn't

| ooked at her and hadn't spoken, except to nmutter a curt "Thanks."
He probably regretted telling her so nuch about his past.

Vell, she certainly regretted hearing about it, she

thought, lifting the Iid on the pan of neatballs simmering on

the stove and peering in. Try as she m ght to keep her thoughts
focused on dinner preparations, she couldn't stop thinking about
Col e and Al exa Armand.

Anyt hi ng and everyt hi ngthat was what Col e had said they' d done
together. A hot shiver chased through Josephi ne. She coul dn't
begin to imgine all that anything and everything mght entail,
but the possibilities | eft her flushed and fl ustered.

Especially since it was disturbingly easy to picture the two of

t hem t oget her. Col e and Al exa nust have made a striking couple.
Both were tall and attractive, both were arrogantly sel f-assured,
bot h exuded an air of snoldering sexuality.

The | ast thought nade Josephi ne accidentally drop the pot Iid
with a loud clatter. She picked it up and rinsed it in the sink,
her thoughts still fastened on Col e and Al exa.

They m ght be physically well matched, but when it canme to

soci al standing, they couldn't have been nore different. Alexa's
famly was the crenme de la crene of New Ol eans society. Her
father owned a giant oil congl onerate and was a descendant of a
weal t hy ant ebel | um pl antati on owner. Her nother's famly could be
traced back to the Marquis de Vaudreuil -Cavagnial, the "G and

Mar qui s" who had governed Louisiana in the m d-1700s. Al exa had
even reigned as the Queen of Rex, the crowning honor for a New
Ol eans debutante. As a former Queen of Carnival, she was true New
Ol eans royal ty.

It was a role that Al exa had always played to the hilt,

Josephi ne t hought, picking up a spoon and turning back to the
nmeat bal | s. The gorgeous brunette thrived on being the center of
attention and conmanded it wherever she went. She could walk into
a room any roomat all, and every head would turn in her

di rection. Josephine had spent many an evening sitting on the
sidelines with Aunt Prudie, watching Al exa, wondering what it
woul d be like to be in

her shoes. How would it feel to be so beautiful, so confident,

so desirable that she could have anyt hi ngor anyoneshe want ed?



I ncl udi ng Col e Dumanski . Josephine distractedly stirred the
nmeat bal | s, her stomach tightening at the thought. Al exa could have
had her pick of any wealthy scion in New Ol eans, yet she'd chosen
to carry on a secret affair that would have nortified her parents.
Josephine realized she was stirring so hard that she'd smashed

two neatballs. She pulled out the spoon and set it on a saucer by
the stove. As much as it galled her to admt it, she could
understand Alexa's attraction to Cole. Even Josephine wasn't

i mune to his dark charm and she was supposedly frigid.

The heat fromthe stove suddenly seemed oppressive. Josephi ne
replaced the Iid on the pan and took a step back, wondering what
Col e had neant when he'd said Robert MAuley had framed him She
surm sed that the two nen had had sone kind of disagreenent over
Alexa. It nust have been quite an altercation if Col e had ended up
injail as a result.

She wondered why Col e was keeping the news clipping about their
engagenent in his pocket. Was he still carrying a torch for Al exa?
The question made Josephine's stomach cl ench agai n. She

del i berately turned her thoughts away from Al exa to what Col e had
told her about his upbringing.

A not her who abandoned him a father in jail, a childhood spent

in foster homes ... his whole youth sounded |ike a nightmare, she
t hought sadly. Even a turn of events that on the surface sounded
fortuitousbeing admtted to the finest private school in New

Ol eanshad turned out to be a hardship. It nust have been awful on
him being the only have-not in a school full of haves.

The information went a | ong way toward explaining Cole's

ant agoni smtoward her and society in general. Not excusing it, but
explaining it.

It was funny, Josephine nused, pulling six plastic Mardi G as

cups fromthe cabinet. In spite of all of their differences, she
and Cole had a lot in comon. Both had grown up with m ssing or
enotional ly unavail abl e parents, and both had been thrust into
narrow, circunscribed worlds where they felt |ike outsiders.

The difference was in the way they'd coped. Cole had rebell ed.
Josephi ne had conf or ned.

"What in blazes is all this?" demanded a fam liar masculine

voi ce.

Startl ed, Josephine turned to see Cole looning in the galley
doorway. Her heart pounded wildly, but she kept her expression
calm "Al what?"

He jabbed his thunb in the direction of the dining table, his

face creasing in a scowm. "Al this."

Josephi ne defensively strai ghtened her shoulders. "It's a table



set for dinner."

And given the limted resources she'd had avail abl e, she

t hought she'd done an admirable job of it. She'd artfully arranged
a cluster of grapes, pluns, yellow squash, red peppers and green
apples into a centerpiece in the mddle of the table. She'd

fl anked the arrangenent with two white utility candles she'd found
in the back of a drawer, now flickering in holl owed-out zucchini
chunks that she'd turned into candl e hol ders.

Col e snorted. "Looks like you' ve set up a fruit and vegetabl e
stand. And what the hell is with the sheet?"

Josephi ne was especially proud of her creativity with the navy

bed sheet she'd found wadded up and stuffed in the corner of the
gal l ey that housed a small washer and dryer. She'd swagged the
sides, gathered the corners with rubber bands and puffed the
fabric into large, dramatic poufs. "I couldn't find a tablecloth.”
Col e's nouth turned up nockingly. "Something wong with the
plastic one nailed to the table?"

He was baiting her. She wouldn't bite. "It's so nmuch nicer to
eat off fresh linen, don't you think?"
H's grin was slow and insolent. "I hate to tell you, darlin',

but you've got us set to eat off fresh polyester."

Irritation flashed through her. She'd worked hard to bring sone
senbl ance of civility to this squalid little room Instead of
appreciating her efforts, he was poking fun at her.

"It's still better than eating off stained plastic,"” she said,
tilting her chin at a stubborn angle. "I would think that a man
who' d been educated at St. Al ban's would have learned to
appreciate the anenities of civilized society."

"Well, now, Enpress, that's where you're wong." H's voice was

a low, lethal runmble. H's dark eyes grew even darker. "All |

| earned to appreciate about fancy manners is that they're usually
covering up sonething ugly. Like this sheet on this here

tabl etop." He waved a hand at it in a disparaging gesture, and
strode toward her. "I should have known better than to nention St
Al ban's to you. If you know what's good for you, you won't bring
it up again.” The intensity of Cole's black gaze nade Josephi ne
back up agai nst the countertop, her fingers gripping the edge of
it.

Foot steps cl anked on the nmetal stairs in the outside hall. Cole
turned away, and Josephine breathed a sigh of relief as the galley
door burst open.

Henry stepped into the room his nostrils twitching like a

bl oodhound' s. "Say, supper snells m ghty good."

"Thank you, Henry." Relaxing her grip on the countertop,



Josephine graced himwith a wide smle that deliberately excluded
Col e.

"What ya got fixed?" the old man asked.

“"Meatballs.”

"Wth spaghetti ?"

"No. | n pineapple sauce."

"Wth potatoes?"

"No. Wth . . . rice." A wave of uneasi ness washed t hrough her.
The rice, unfortunately, hadn't turned out nearly as well as the
neatballs. "Well, that ought to be good for a change." Henry
anbled toward the table, then stopped in mdstride and |l et out a
| ow whistle. "Hey, now Wat's the special occasion? Is it
soneone's birthday or sonethin ?"

"No." Josephine struggled to keep her voice from soundi ng as
defensive as she felt. Couldn't anyone sinply appreciate a

wel | -dressed table setting without trying to read sonething into
it? She hadn't realized she'd need to justify her efforts to nmake
the table attractive. "I just believe dinner should be an
aesthetically pleasing experience, that's all."

Henry scratched his jaw. "Well, | can't say as | know what
you're talkin' about, but it |ooks right fancy."

"Too fancy,"” Cole said in a grow, lowering hinself into the
gray folding chair at the head of the table.

"Ah, now, Cap'n," Henry said, seating hinself on one of the

si de benches. "Looks real nice. Mz Josephine nmusta went to a
whol e ot of trouble.™

Col e gave a throaty grunt, "Let's just hope she went to half as
much trouble on the food."

"Fromthe way it snells, | bet she did." Henry picked up the
paper towel Josephine had fol ded beside his plate and tucked it
into the front of his shirt. "Hey, we got napkins an' everything!"
"I couldn't find any cloth ones,"” she apologized. "I couldn't
even find any paper napkins."

"That's 'cause we usually just use our shirttails.” Henry

pi cked up a fork in one hand and a knife in the other, then | ooked
up expectantly. "Ckay. Bring it on!"

Josephine stared at him taken aback. "Don't you want to wait
until the others arrive?"

"Never have before."” The clatter of work boots sounded in the
hal | way, making Henry tw st around. "But here they are now. "
Hanbone and Juni or stepped into the room followed by Gaston.
The faint odor of unwashed bodi es acconpani ed

t hem

Hanmbone stopped abruptly. H's neaty jow s sagged in a frown as



he stared at the candles. "Sonmethin' wong with the lights in

her e?"

“No. | just thought dinner would be nore enjoyable if we didn't
have a bare lightbulb glaring in our eyes." Besides, Josephine
hoped the soft lighting would hide sone of her culinary
short com ngs.

"Where's the food?" Junior asked.

"Il bring out the first course as soon as everyone's seated,"”
Josephi ne sai d.

"First course!" Henry | ooked around the table, grinning

broadly. "Hoo-ee! Did you hear that, boys? Sounds like we're in
for sonme high-class eatin'." The older man's gaze fell on Junior's
hands as the scrawny youth sat down beside himand reached for a
pl astic cup of water. Henry frowned di sapprovingly. "Hey, there,
son, |l ooks like you forgot to wash your paws. Can't sit down at a
purty spread like this with hands |ike that."

Wth a nuttered oath, Junior rose and headed to the sink.
Josephi ne backed agai nst the countertop, afraid the deckhand woul d
attenpt to grope her derriere as Hanbone had.

To her surprise, Junior made a wde circle around her. H's

smal |, rodentlike eyes fastened on her warily. "Did you wash your
hands, M z Josephi ne?" he asked in his nasally twang.

The question made Josephine's nouth fall open. She rapidly
clanped it shut. "Wy, yes."

Junior flipped on the faucet and gazed at her, as if he were
trying to ascertain whether or not she was lying. "Wth soap?"
"Of course!"

"Just checkin'." He barely wet his hands, then reached for the

di sh towel, |eaving visible brown streaks on the terry cloth. "Ya
know, Cap'n," he said as he |oped back to the table, "maybe we
ought to put up one of those signs you see in restaurants.”

"What signs?" Col e asked.

"The kind tellin'" kitchen help they have to wash their hands
after goin' to the bathroom Ya know, to prevent the spread of

di sease an' such."

Josephine drew in a sharp breath. This depraved, filthy,

hal f-grown boy was worri ed about her sanitary habits? Josephine
wasn't sure if she was nore outraged or enbarrassed.

Her face fl ooded with heatand when Col e gazed at her, it grew
even hotter. But instead of the nocking amusenent she'd expected,
he | ooked al nost synpat heti c.

"Since when did you turn into Howard Hughes?" he barked at

Juni or.

The scrawny redhead stared at him bl ankly. "Wo?"



Cole nuttered sonething unintelligible under his breath. "Wen
did you becone so bl asted concerned about hygiene? If | didn't
force you to take a shower every week, your arnpits would sprout
t oadst ool s. "

Junior lowered his gaze, his expression sheepish. Seating

hi nsel f besi de Henry, he ducked behind the older man's back as if

it were a shield. "Just seens |like a good idea, that's all, since
she's handlin'" our food an' all."
Col e shot Junior a warning |look. "I don't know what's gotten

into you, Junior, but I'"'ma whole lot |ess worried about
Josephine's cl eanliness than yours. You owe her an apol ogy for
that remark."

"Ah, Boss, | didn' nean nothin'," the gangly redhead whi ned.
"All the nore reason to apol ogi ze."

"Sorry," Junior nunbl ed over his shoul der, not neeting
Josephi ne' s gaze.

Col e | ooked directly at her. "You'll have to excuse Junior,
Josephine. The only concern the rest of have about you handling
our food is when you're going to let us han- die sone of it
oursel ves."

Henry banged his knife and fork on the table. "Now you're
talkin'!"

It was hard to imagine Cole in the role of defender and

chanpi on, but that was precisely what he seenmed to be at the
nmoment . Josephi ne gazed into his eyes and was struck by the warnth
she saw t here.

And suddenly she understood why. The taunts he mnmust have

suf fered about his own hygiene as the result his garbage route
must have eaten at his adol escent soul. He was trying to spare her
the sane indignity.

Josephine stared at him her heart warm ng and softening |ike
cake icing in the sun. Sonewhere inside the man |urked an
unexpect ed streak of ki ndness.

But the realization failed to confort her. For reasons she
didn't quite understand, it made Col e seem nore dangerous than
ever. Josephine picked up the platter of vegetables and carried it
to the table, trying hard to act nore poised than she felt. "I

t hought we'd start with crudites.”

"Why, | believe Junior already did that, Enpress." Cole's hard
mout h curved in a sly, nmocking grin.

Enpress. The title set Josephine's teeth on edge. Good heavens,
the man was inpossible. One mnute he was forcing a deckhand to
apol ogi ze for insulting her, and the next, he was insulting her
hi nsel f.



But maybe that was the point, she thought, placing the platter

on the table harder than she'd intended. Maybe insulting her was a
privilege he was reserving for hinself.

She couldn't help but wonder if he was planning to reserve any

ot her privileges. The thought sent a shiver of heat scurrying down
her spine, and she quickly retreated to the far end of the gall ey,
needi ng to increase her distance fromhim She watched as the crew
passed the plate around.

Henry's jow s drooped in disappointnent as he stared at the

pl atter.
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"Ah, hell. Vege' bles," Hanbone procl ai ned.

"An' they ain't even cooked," Junior nuttered.

Josephi ne strai ghtened defensively. "Of course not. They're
supposed to be served raw. "

Henry gazed down at the plate, apparently |ooking for something
positive to say. "Well, they |ook real nice. What are the little
star things?"

"Cucunber slices." Josephine had called upon every trick she

coul d renmenber from her ninth-grade garni shmaki ng class. |If she
could inpress them enough with the way the food | ooked, naybe they
woul dn't notice the way it tasted.

"What are the round red flowers?" Hanbone i nquired.

"Cherry tomatoes." Josephine was particularly proud of the way
she' d peel ed back the skin to formtriangul ar petals.

Gaston | et out a raucous |augh. "Junior, man am naybe

Josephine is sending you a nessage |ike zee |last cook."

Junior's forehead furrowed in a confused frown. "Waddya nean?"

G inni ng suggestively, Gaston held up the tomato between his

thunb and forefinger. "Rowers . . . cherries ... Use your

i magi nati on, non am ."

Hanbone hooted | oudly. Gaston tossed the tomato into Junior's

| ap, which caused the gangly youth to junp as if it were a hot
potato. He |l et out a rude, explosive epithet.

Col e banged his fist on the tabletop. The |aughter cane to an
abrupt halt. "I've warned you once, and | don't intend to warn you
again," he said in a grow. "There'll be no swearing and no
harassi ng the cook. And Junior, regardl ess of what you're reading
in those smut nmagazi nes of yours, no one's sending you any secret
nmessages. "

"Better not be,"” Junior nuttered.

Col e glared around the table, |ooking each of his shipmates

dead in the eye. The nen ducked their heads and hunched over



t heir veget abl es.

Josephi ne stood perfectly still, stunned into silence. For the
second time in as many mnutes, Cole had cone to her rescue. But
any kindness attached to the fact was rapidly erased by the
ferocity of the scowl he directed her way.

"This rabbit food wouldn't fill a gnat's belly."

"I't's an appetizer," Josephine said defensively. "It's just
supposed to whet your appetite.”

One corner of Cole's nouth slid into a |lascivious grin. "Wy,
shucks, Enpress. You've already whetted it plenty."

A loud | augh broke the tension at the table. To her chagrin,
Josephine felt her face flane. Evidently the rules he set down for
others didn't apply to him He'd just reprinmnded Gaston for
maki ng a crude joke at her expense, yet he felt free to ridicule
her at will. Wat a boorish, autocratic nonster. She hoped his
crew nutini ed agai nst him

And yet no one seened the |east bit bothered by the double
standard. No one but her, that was.

Cole was still looking at her, his gaze disturbingly intent.

"Go ahead and bring out the real food."

"Yeah. Where're those neatballs | snelled?" Henry asked.

Hanbone gave a gap-toothed snicker. "If you nean the ones that
snell real rank, they' re between Junior's |legs."”

The men roared agai n. Josephi ne bl ushed seventeen shades of

red. They were Neandert hal sCro- Magnons! She'd never known the
human species could sink so low. She longed to flee the room but
she didn't want to give themthe satisfaction.

She woul d stand her ground and hold her head up high. She'd

ri se above their degrading remarks. She would focus on her work
and ignore their rudeness. The nore crassly they behaved, the nore
politely she would treat them

Mustering all the dignity she could, Josephine headed to the
refrigerator, pulled out two saucers heaped with iceberg |ettuce,
and returned to the table. She set one in front of Cole and the
other in front of Henry.

"What's this?" Col e demanded.

Josephi ne marched back to the kitchen and retrieved two nore

i dentical saucers, which she set in front of Hanbone and Gaston.
"I couldn't find any salad plates, so | had to nake do with
saucers." She headed back for the |ast two sal ads.

"I"'mnot asking about the blasted plates. | want to know why
you're serving nore rabbit food."

Josephi ne stared at Cole quizzically. Everyone ate sal ad. Even
brutes |ike these nust eat salad, at |east occasionally. Surely



Col e couldn't be upset about what she was serving, so he nust be
upset about how she was serving it.

She set a saucer before Junior, then inclined her head in a
polite smle. "I"'msorry. | assunmed you'd want American service,
but if you' d prefer European, why, 1'l|l be happy to bring out the
sal ads after the entree.”

Col e's eyes narrowed, displeasure shooting fromtheir dark
depths. "Are you nockin' ne, Enpress?”

"Why, no. 1" A feeling of panic swept over Josephine. Oh,

dear. She was crazy, thinking she could pull this off. She was
conpletely out of her elenent. She knew little about cooking,
not hi ng about the eating habits of towboat crews, and even |ess
about how to deal with this frightful man. The harder she tried to
pl ease him the angrier he seened to get. Josephine threw a

pl eadi ng gl ance at Henry, hoping for help.

"We like our food all brought out at the sane tine," the ol der
man expl ai ned. "An' we don't use saucers and sal ad plates an’
such. W eat everything off one big plate.”

"I see." Josephine didn't see at all, but she'd rather die than
admt it. It all sounded dreadfully nessy. "And what style of
service would you prefer?”

Henry's brow wrinkled in confusion. "Huh?"

"Plated, formal or fam|ly-style?"

Col e nuttered sonething dire under his breath.

Henry cut a worried glance at his boss. "Waddya nean?"

"Do you want ne to serve everyone's plate fromthe kitchen,

bring the serving platters around and hold them while you serve
your sel ves, or place the serving platters on the table and |l et you
pass thenf"

Col e drummed his fingers inpatiently on the table. Henry cast
hi m an anxi ous | ook, as if he were a vol cano about to blow. "I'l]I
tell ya what, Mz Josephinejes' bring ever'thin' out and |l et each
fella fend for hisself.”

Josephi ne gl anced nervously at Cole. "All right. Could you tel

me where the serving dishes are kept?"

"W ain't got none," Henry said. "The other cooks al ways jes'

put the pots and pans on the table."

Josephi ne opened her nouth to protest, then abruptly shut it.
When in the land of the troglodytes, do as the troglodytes. If

t hese barbarians wanted to eat in dog food bows off the fl oor,
why, that was exactly how she'd serve them

Retreating to the far end of the galley, she sorted through the
assortnment of garnishes she'd prepared, selected a delicate | enon
curl, and dropped it into the mddle of the pot of neatballs. Wth



as nmuch dignity as possible, she lifted the cheap al um num pan
fromthe stove and carried it to the table. She placed it directly
in front of Cole as if it were a sterling platter.

He peered into the pan suspiciously, as if he hal fway suspected

it was filled with snakes. Josephine was gratified to see his
eyebrows rise in surprise.

"Sayt hese actually | ook pretty good."

A rush of pleasure coursed through her. She'd followed the

reci pe exactly, and to her delight, the neatballs had turned out

| ooki ng exactly like the picture in the cookbook.

Henry craned his neck and peeked in the pot. "Looks

dee-licious, Mz Josie!"™ Sniffing appreciatively, he rubbed his
hands together. "Now, where's that rice that's supposed to go with
it?"

The rice. Josephine winced. The rice was a whol e ot her

story. "I"IlI"lIl get it." Returning to the stove, she gingerly
poked a spoon at the slimy, glutinous mass in the bottom of

anot her battered pan. Oh, dear. She'd tried to follow the
directions on the bag of rice, but she'd been preoccupied with

t houghts of Col e and Al exa, and she'd | ost count of how nmany cups
of water she'd put in. The flour she'd added to thicken the watery
rice hadn't hel ped nmuch, either. Now it | ooked |ike congeal ed

past e.

Maybe some spices would help its appearance. G abbing a box of
dried parsley off the shelf, she covered the top with a heavy

| ayer of the dull green seasoning. Therethat was better. She
tossed on sone paprika for added effect. Ch, good! The spices were
even sopping up sone of the extra liquid. Alittle yellow should
make the dish | ook nore distinctive. She sprinkled on a handful of
dry nustard, then artfully placed three carrot curls in the

cor ner.

She carried the pan to the table with what she hoped was an air

of nonchal ance and set it as far away from Col e as possi bl e,
hopi ng he'd stay preoccupied with the neatballs.

"Yum These are great!"” Henry popped another neatball in his

mouth with his ringers. Pineapple sauce glistened on his chin.
"What el se ya got cooked up there, Josephine?"

"Hot rolls." She hoped no one would notice that the

heat - and-serve rolls were m ssing their upper and | ower crusts,

whi ch she'd whacked off with a butcher knife after burning themto
a crisp. She'd swaddl ed what was left of the rolls like nunmmes in
a dish towel, hoping that the amount of handling required to get
at them m ght serve as an excuse for their m sshapen appearance.
"Anyt hi ng el se?"



"Green beans."” Although they weren't exactly green now. The

only recipe for green beans in her appetizer cookbook was for
batter-fried ones. She hadn't had the fresh beans the recipe
called for, so she'd substituted the

canned kind. And since everyone knew fried foods weren't

heal t hy, she'd tried baking theminstead. Unfortunately, the
resulting batter-di pped beans had resenbl ed soggy cigarettes. To
i nprove their appearance, she'd liberally sprinkled themwth

bl ack pepper, then drowned the whole thing in soy sauce.

She pl aced several lenon twists atop the |inp, browni shblack
green beans, telling herself the dish wasn't really that bad. It
was innovative, that was what it was. Heaven only knew she'd been
served sonme atrocious di shes by supposedly outstanding chefs, and
all she'd ever heard were raves and conplinents. She'd give the
beans a fancy nane and act as if she were serving haute cuisine.
Carrying the pan of beans in one hand and the plate of

munm fied rolls in the other, she marched to the table and seated
hersel f at the enpty seat opposite Cole.

Hanbone stared into the pan of rice. "What the hell is this?"
"Seasoned rice."

"What's all that colored stuff?"

"That's the seasoning."

"Sure is a lot of it." Hanbone squinted down at the dish, then

| ooked up at her. "Way's it all nushy-1ike?"

Josephi ne thought fast. "It's creaned.”

"Creaned?" Hanbone gave a leering grin. "Ya nean |ike
Junior'sOM" He cast an injured | ook at Henry. "Wiy'd ya kick nme?"
"To make you shut your trap. Save your randy cornnents till
later."

"Ah, hell. | wasn't gonna say nothin' harassin'.
"You weren't about to say anything too all-fired refined,

ei ther. Now shut up and pass sone of that fancy rice down this
way. "

Hanbone pl opped an enornous anount of the nulticolored rice
onto his plate, then handed the pan to Henry.

Across the table, Junior struggled with the rolls. He finally
unw apped them only to have themspill all over the floor.
Josephine was grateful for an excuse to di spose of them She
rose fromher chair.

Henry waved his hand at her. "Keep your seat, there, Josephi ne.
Junior can pick "emup." Henry wi ped his neatball-filled nouth
with the back of his hand. "Alittle dirt won't hurt the taste.”
Josephi ne shuddered as the gangly youth snatched the rolls off
the nasty linol eum plucking four of themfrom approxi mtely the



same spot where the raw bacon had fallen that norning. As
germ | aden as the floor no doubt was, it probably wasn't half the
heal t h hazard of Junior's griny hands. Josephi ne sank back into
her chair, a wave of nausea rising in her throat.

Col e wat ched the proceedings fromthe end of the table. "M ghty
funny-looking rolls, Enpress.”

The deprecating tone of his voice nmade her spine stiffen.
"They' re supposed to look |like that."

Col e's eyebrows rose nockingly. "Ch, yeah?"

"Yes." Josephi ne thought fast. "They're called ' Coeurs du Pai n:
"Hearts of bread?"

"That's right."

"Li ke artichoke hearts?"

"Exactly."

"Uh-huh."” H's eyes narrowed. She had the uneasy sensation he
wasn't fooled a bit.

She picked up her fork and poised it over her salad, but she
was too nervous to eat. Her stomach knotted as she watched the
beans nmake their way to Junior, then to Henry, then to Cole.
The captain stared down into the pot, then |ifted his gaze to
hers, one bl ack eyebrow riding high on his forehead. "And what,
pray tell, are these?"

Josephi ne's pal ns grew danp. The greater the tension, the nore
poi sed the lady. She lifted her chin. "Bl ackened G een Beans
Chi noi serie" "ls that a fact?"

Ch, dear. He wasn't buying it. She lifted her head and intated
Aunt Prudie's nost inperious tone, the one she'd al ways used

whenever anyone questioned her on anything. "It's Cajun-Asian
cuisine. It's all the rage at the better restaurants.”

Col e's expression was stony. "By 'better,' | assune you nean
snobbi er. "

She was quaking inside. To hide it, Josephine pulled her back
even straighter. "I'mreferring to restaurants where cuisine is
considered an art form™

Col e spooned a heap of the unsightly brown ness onto his plate.
"Let me see if |I've got this straight. Are you telling nme this
here is art?"

She | ooked at the distasteful nmound of sliny green beans. Oh,
dear. It was too late to back down now.

She was spared fromanswering by a loud fit of coughing across
the table. Al eyes turned to Henry, who seened to be gasping for
breath. His face was red and his eyes bul ged |i ke doubl e hernias.
Josephine's hand flew to her chest. "He's choking!"



"Looks to ne like he just bit into sonme bad food." Cole reached
over and gave the old man a hard slap on the back. Henry spat a
wad of beans into his napkin, then grabbed his plastic cup of

wat er and drained it. "Thanks, Cap'n," he said in a raspy voice.
Reaching in front of Junior, he grabbed the youth's cup and
drained it, as well.

" Ugh! "

Josephi ne whi pped her head in the direction of the sound to see
Gaston spew an enornmous nmout hful of rice directly onto his plate.
Then, as she watched in horror, the swarthy man stuck out his
tongue and wiped it with his napkin. "Tastes |ike nerde!"

Col e slung a pointed | ook at Josephine, his eyes blazing darts
of anger. "Culinary art, huh?"

"Well, taste is a very individual thing, and
"I'ndividual, ny ass. This food is inedible."
Henry finished draining Junior's water, then cast Josephine a
synpat heti c gl ance. "The neatballs are good,"” he bravely

vol unteered, his voice a thick rasp

"Thank you, Henry," Josephine replied. Her only recourse was to
try to bluff her way out of the situation. Tilting her head at a
regal angle, she shot Cole Aunt Prudie's nost disapproving | ook,
then pointedly turned back to Henry. "I'mglad to see soneone here
has a sophisticated pal ate.”

Sophi sticated pal ate? The words nade the hair on the back of
Col e' s neck stand up. Was this highbrow danme nmaeki ng fun of hinf? By
dam, he wouldn't stand for it. He renenbered all too well the
last tine he'd heard that phrase. It was the first tine one of her
ki nd had nocked him and he'd burn in hell before he'd let it
happen agai n.

It had been his first week at St. Al ban's. Robert MAuley's
parents had invited the entire junior classabout fifty studentsto
a get-acquainted party at their uptown mansion. At Mom Sawyer's
urgi ng, Col e had gone.

“I't'1l help you nmake friends and fit in," she'd urged.

Not hi ng about himhad fit in, fromhis home-cut hair to his

Kmart sneakers. After an hour of standing alone in the enornous
living room he'd been relieved when McAul ey and a gang of his
friends had approached him After a mnute or two of small talk,
McAul ey had offered to fix hima plate fromthe dining room
buffet. He'd returned and handed hima tidbit of toast with
sonething fishy-snelling sneared on it. "Try the snoked sal non.
It's delicious,” he'd urged.

Cole had fallen for it like a country rube. In his mnd' s eye,

he could still hear the |aughter echoing through the room



Everyone, it seened, was in on the joke. And they'd all found it
hilarious that McAuley had tricked himinto eating cat food.

A nerve twitched in Cole's jaw as he glared at Josephine. "Just
what the hell are you trying to pull?”

Her face grew white. "I-1"mnot trying to pull anything."”

He started to call her a liar, but sonmething in her eyes

stopped him There was not hing nocking, nothing insincere in their
w de bl ue depthsjust worry and agitation.

"I-1 was just trying to fix a pleasant dinner."

Col e | eaned forward, both el bows on the table. "Well, you

failed. Mserably. So let ne tell you howit's going to be in the
future.” He leveled a dark gl ower at her. "Forget about
fancy-schmancy, artsy cuisine. On this boat, we don't care what
food | ooks |like or what it's called. W only care how it tastes.
W want plain, straightforward, real, honest-to-goodness food. Do
you under st and?"

Josephi ne nodded.

Col e shoved away the pots of rice and beans with his forearm
"Now get rid of all this ness and bring us sone nore of those
meat bal | s. "

Josephine visibly swallowed. "That's ... that's all there is."
"That little dab is all you rmade?"

"The recipe said it would serve ten."

"Hell. That wouldn't serve ten pygm es." Cole shook his head in
di sgust. "Bring us a |oaf of bread, a jar of nustard and sone cold
cuts. And be snappy about it."

Josephine scurried to her feet.

"G ve her a break, Boss," Henry said in a | ow voice. "She don
know our tastes.”

"Well, she's going to learn, or she's going to be put off the
boat." Col e spoke to Henry, but his words were addressed to
Josephine. "This is a workboat, not a luxury liner. Everyone pulls
his own weight. If she can't cook food we can eat, she'll be

repl aced. "

The | ook he tossed her was unyieldingly stern as she approached
to pick up the pans. "You have until Natchez. W'I| dock there
tonorrow afternoon.” Chapter Seven

' Thanks for staying behind and hel ping ne cl ean up the dinner

di shes, Henry." And showing nme how to | oad the di shwasher,
Josephine silently added, carefully placing the |ast of the
plastic cups into the top rack of the di shwasher as the old nman
had shown her. Doing the dishes this way was a whol e | ot easier

t han washi ng them by hand as she'd done after breakfast and | unch.
Henry | eaned agai nst the counter and reached into his shirt



pocket. "I don' m nd. Rem nds ne of how things were when Hazel was
alive." Pulling out a tin of tobacco, he opened the Iid. "W had a
| ot of good tines in the kitchen."

Josephi ne studied the grizzled man as she dried her hands on a

di sh towel. "You nust mss her."

A far-off | ook clouded Henry's eyes. He nodded sonberly. "She's
been gone twenty-three years, and not a day goes by that | don

w sh she was here."

Josephine's heart turned over. "She was a | ucky wonan, having
soneone | ove her like that."

Henry gave a bashful smle. "Shucks, | was the |lucky one.”
"How | ong were you two nmarried?"

"Fifteen years. Best years of ny life."

"Have you ever thought about marryi ng agai n?"

“"Nan." Henry pinched a wad of tobacco and stuffed it into his

j aw.
"Why not ?" Josephi ne pressed.
Henry snapped the lid on the small, flat tin and shoved it back

in the pocket of his flannel shirt. "Wn' never be 'nother woman
i ke Hazel. '"Asides, who's likely to put up with the |ikes of me?"
As if he were anxious to change the subject, Henry bent down,
pul l ed a box of di shwashing detergent from under the sink and
passed it to Josephine. "Here ya go."

She gazed at the green box uncertainly. "What do | do with

t hi s?"

"Pour sone in here." Henry pointed to the cup in the open

di shwasher door and eyed her curiously. "Ya never |oaded a

di shwasher before?"

"Not this kind." Josephine poured the dry soap where he

i ndi cated, avoi ding his gaze.

"Well, 1'll showya howto turnit on." He closed the door,
flipped the lock and turned the knob. The machine runbled to life.
She gave hima grateful smle. "Thanks, Henry. | don't know

what |'d do w thout your help."

Henry strai ghtened and grinned. "Hey, it's in ny bes' interest.
| don' want you to | ose your job, 'cause | hate havin' to do al
this stuff nmyself.”

Anxi ety tightened Josephine's chest. "Wuld Cole really put ne
of f the boat in Natchez?"

The way Henry's eyes cut away told her all she needed to know.

Josephi ne' s shoul ders sl unped forward, and she heaved a heavy

si gh.

"Lookal | ya have to do is stick to fixin' sinple food,"

Henry told her. "Don' cook us any nore of that there hat



cue-sine or whatever you call it. W're just workin' folks. Don't
try to inpress us with a bunch of fancy grub."”

"I wasn't trying to inpress anyone. | was just trying to serve
a nice dinner."
"I know ya was. But the cap'n don' like nothin' that reeks of

hi gh society. He's awful touchy 'bout rich folks an' their ways
an' all."

Josephi ne sighed. "Seens to ne he's awfully touchy, period."

Henry reached out and awkwardly patted her shoul der. "Well,

don' let himscare you. His bark is worse than his bite."
Josephi ne was far from convi nced.

Henry gave her a lopsided smle that she knew was neant to be
encouraging. "Ever'thin" will be all right, Mz Josie. The cap'n's
always fair. Even if worse cones to worst an' he puts ya off the
boat, he'll pay ya for the days you worked and give ya bus fare
back to New Ol eans."

"I"'mafraid two days' wages won't be nuch hel p." Not when she

was facing life without a car, a job or a place to live, she

t hought dismally.

"Well, all ya have to do is cook a couple of good neals, an
won' have anythin' to worry about."

That was easier said than done. Besides, Josephi ne thought
glumy, the captain disliked her so intensely that he'd probably
find fault with her if she cooked |ike Betty Crocker. Unless she
could figure out a way to change his attitude toward her, she was
sunk.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the creak of the galley door.
She turned around to see Hanmbone and Juni or saunter in.

D smay fl ooded Josephine's chest. "Don't tell ne they' re hungry
again," she said in a |low voice to Henry.

The ol d man cackled. "Prob'ly so, but you don' have to worry

ya

about it. They'll jus' help thenselves to sone chips an' nuts an'
such."” He pointed to a dusty TV nounted on the wall in the fashion
one mght expect to see in a thirdrate hotel. "They're here to

watch the big fight."

Josephi ne gazed up at the TV. She'd noticed it earlier, but it

was so filthy she'd assuned it didn't work. "You get television
reception out here on the river?"

"Ch, yeah. Cap'n's got a state-of-the-art satellite dish on top

o' the boat that picks up all kinds of channels."”

Hanbone reached up and grabbed the renpote control fromthe top

of the TV, exposing a large stained circle in the arnpit of his
dirty T-shirt. A second later, the inmage of a topless woman riding
a notorcycle filled the screen.



"All right!" Junior yelled.

Ginning like a jack-o'-lantern, Hanbone |owered hinself onto
the bench at the dining table, never taking his eyes fromthe
worman' s bare chest.

Josephine couldn't take her eyes away, either. She'd never seen
anything so inmrense in her |ife. The poor woman was practically
def ormed. Josephi ne stared, opennouthed, as the woman's enor nous
breasts surged upward as she raced over a speed bunp.
Henry cut her a sheepish | ook and sm | ed apol ogetically.
' Course, sone of the channels are raunchier than others." He
strode to the table, snatched the renpte control from Hanbone's
fist and changed the channel. "There's a |ady present," he chi ded.
"If ya wanna | ook at that kinda stuff, go to your cabin and read a
magazi ne. "

"Aw, Henry," Junior whined.

"It's time for the fight, anyway." Henry surfed through the
channel s, stopping on the inmage of a heavyset man clinbing through
the ropes of a boxing ring. Junior settled hinself on the bench
besi de Hanbone. Henry started to sit in the chair Cole had
occupi ed at dinner, then paused hal fway down. "Wanna join us?" he
asked Josephine. "It's supposed to be a good fight. Mad Dog there
in the black cape splintered his |ast opponent's jaw, and the

ot her guy's known for breakin' noses."”

The thought of watching two nmen smash in each other's faces

was about as appealing as the prospect of spending tine in the
conpany of Hanbone and Juni or. Josephi ne shook her head. "Thank
you, Henry, but | believe I'll take a stroll around the deck."
Hangi ng the dishcloth over the faucet, she headed to the door. She
had t he uneasy sensation that several pairs of eyes followed her.
"She's sure got a nice booty," Hanmbone remarked in a | oud

whi sper.

"Yeah, but you know what el se she's got," Junior nuttered.

"Li ke Henry said, we best not be nmessin' with her."

Josephine couldn't repress a snile. Bless Henry's hearthe mnust
have tol d Hanbone and Juni or that she had sone kind of weapon and
woul dn't hesitate to use it. That nust be why the deckhands had
kept their distance since this norning.

She stepped into the cool, dark night, closing the hatch behind
her. She coul d handl e Hanbone. Juni or and even Gaston. She
genuinely liked Henry, and Pete was not a problem She'd net the

| arge, silent man when she'd taken his dinner to the pilothouse,
and he hadn't even pulled his eyes away fromthe river.

No, the captain was the only crew nenber who worried her. And

he worried her practically to death.



The boat lurched to the left, making her grab the |ever of the

cl osed hatch. There was no railing around the edge of the deck,
nothing to keep her fromfalling into the river except for the
knee- hi gh nmetal bulwark. G oping the side of the boat, she slowy
made her way to the | ong bench where Cole had carried her after
the fire.

The menory of his arns around her made her shiver. It was nost

di sconcerting, the way she kept having these carnal thoughts about
him Deliberately turning her attention to the scenery, Josephine
| onered herself to the bench and gazed out at the night. She

i nhal ed deeply, savoring the nusty scent of the river and the
peaceful quiet of the night. In spite of the roar of the boat

engi ne, she could hear water

sl oshi ng agai nst the side of the boat, hear the wi nd whistling
past her ears. She watched the |ights beyond the | evee, enjoying
t he sensation of novenent.

It felt good to finally be going sonewhere. It seened as if

she'd been in a holding pattern for years, as if her whole life up
till now had been in a long, tedious wait. The problemwas, she'd
never known exactly what it was she was waiting for. She still
didn't know. She knew only that at long last, things finally
seened to be under way.

Too bad they were going in a strictly downhill direction,
Josephi ne thought ruefully. Unless she drastically inproved her
cooking skills or managed to change Col e's opinion of her, she'd
be set ashore in Natchez.

A knot of fear formed in her chest. She needed the noney she'd
earn fromthis job in order to be able to start a new life. She
had to figure out a way to stay. She'd pore over that cookbook
before she went to bed, she thought determ nedly, and she'd get up
two hours early to start fixing breakfast. And the next tinme she
saw Cole, she'd try everything she could think of to establish
sorme kind of rapport with him

The wi nd whi pped at Josephine's hair, |oosening strands from

the neatly coiled bun. She tucked a wi sp behind her ear and gazed
out at the night. For a few nonents, she wanted to forget about
Col e Dumanski, forget about all her inadequacies, forget about the
sad state of her financial affairs. For a few nonents, she wanted
to | ose herself in the sheer pleasure of drifting through the

ni ght.

The bright lights of a two-story, white clapboard house beyond

t he | evee caught her eye. As a child, she used to | ook at houses
and inmagine what it would be like to live thereto be part of a
real famly, the kind where people | aughed and hugged and |ived



toget her. She'd been at boardi ng schools practically her whole
life. A hone of her own, a honme where she was wanted and bel onged,
had al ways been her fondest dream It still was, she thought
wistfully.

She wat ched snoke float into the night sky fromthe house's
chimey and let her imagination float wwth it. The little w ndow
under the eaves m ght be a nursery. Maybe the | ady of the house
had just rocked her baby to sl eep. Maybe she'd tucked the infant
gently into a cozy crib, kissed the child' s soft cheek, then

j oi ned her husband in front of the fire in the living room

The room woul d be dark except for the leaping flanmes in the
hearth. The man would put his arm around the woman and draw her

cl ose. She would turn, and the man would claimher lips in a hot,
possessi ve kiss. He'd have dark eyes and thick black hair, and his
arnms woul d feel as nuscled and hard as tree trunks around her.
Wth a start, Josephine realized the man in her fantasy was

Col e. The realization nmade her stiffen.

Col e was hardly the donestic type, she scol ded herself. Instead

of spinning ridiculous fantasies about him she needed to be
figuring out howto convince himto |let her keep her job.

A gust of cold wi nd whi pped down the deck, | oosening another
strand of her hair. She wapped her arns around herself and rubbed
her upper arnms. She was freezing, but she wasn't ready to go back
i nsi de. Maybe the back of the boat woul d provi de sone protection
fromthe w nd.

She rose fromthe bench and carefully made her way down the

deck. As she neared the end, she heard a loud clink, followed by a
deep grunt. Startled, she stopped and peered around the corner.
The deck was flooded with light fromthe deck above, and the sight
illumnated there made her heart catch in her throat.

Col ewearing nothing but a pair of brief navy shorts, straining
under the weight of an enornous barbell. Her stomach fluttered
madl y. Dear heavens. She'd seen pictures of muscular nen in the
beef cake cal endars sone of her students used to sneak into the
finishing school dorm - tory, but she'd never seen anything like

t his.

She stared, unable to pull her eyes away, as he hoisted the
barbell over his head, his arns extended. The man was all nuscle.
Hi s pectoral s bunched and his biceps bulged. H's thighs, his
stomach and his calves | ooked as if they'd been carved from stone.
He | ooked li ke Atlas holding up the world.

Even nore intimdating than his physique, however, was the | ook

of absolute, unwavering determ nation on his face.

A shiver chased through her as she watched. After |ong seconds,



he | owered the barbell, letting it fall with a heavy thud.
Josephine stared, nesnerized by the way his nuscles rippled. She
wat ched as he strode to a conplicatedl ooki ng wei ght nmachi ne and
adj usted the weights on it. She continued to gaze at himas he
wal ked toward her and pulled a towel off a bench near where she
stood. Too late, she realized he was |l ess than three feet away
fromher. She started to turn and flee, but before she could, he
| ooked up.

Hi s forehead i medi ately furrowed. "What are you doi ng out

her e?"

Heat rushed to Josephine's face. She felt |ike a Peeping torn
who' d just been caught. "lIl'msorry. | didn't nmean to interrupt
you." She again turned to | eave.

Col e reached out and grabbed her arm his face lined in a

scow . "When | ask you a question, | expect you to answer."
H's hand felt |like a manacle around her. "I-1 just thought 1'd
get sonme fresh air. | didn't know you were out here. | didn't mean

to bot her you."

He rel eased his grip on her arm The warnth of his hand on her
skin remained. So did his dark frown.

The dislike on his face was so intense she could feel it. She

had to do sonething to change his opinion of her, and fast. A

pi ece of charm school advice flashed in her mnd: The fastest way
to establish rapport with a new acquai ntance is to inquire about
his or her interests. She flashed

her nost congenial smle. "I didn't know you |lifted weights."
He nmopped his face with the towel and lifted a brawny shoul der
in a shrug. "It's a way of letting off steam It can get

physi cal Iy confining, being cooped up on the boat.
her over. "Do you work out?"

Josephine felt as if he were | ooking straight through her

cl othes, evaluating the condition of her body. Al arm crackl ed

t hrough her, making her want to turn and run to her cabin. There
was sonet hi ng dangerous about this nman, about this whole
situation. She renenbered the | ook of determ nation on his face
when he'd lifted the barbell.

He was used to getting whatever he wanted. What if he deci ded
he wanted her"?

The thought nmade her belly quiver. She was being ridicul ous,
she told herself sternly. The man seened to hate her guts. She
forced her thoughts back to the question he'd just posed.

"I'"ve never worked out on weights, but Aunt Prudie had a
treadm|l. | used to walk three mles a day on that."

Cole pulled the towel around his neck. "W don't have one of

Hi s eyes raked



those, but | let the crew use the weight machine."

Josephi ne gazed at it uncertainly. "I have no idea how it

wor ks. "

"It adjusts to work out different nuscle groups. If you're

still aboard after Natchez, I'lIl show you." Tossing the towel back

on the nmetal bench, he adjusted sonething at the front of the
machi ne, then clinbed onto the seat, grabbed sone pulleys and
began doi ng sonething that | ooked |ike row ng exerci ses.

If you "re still aboard after Natchez. It didn't sound |ike he
expected her to nake the cut. Desperation seized her. She couldn't
let himfire her. She'd try harder to get himtal king. "Wre you
involved in athletics at school ?" she ventured.

Cole's nouth curved into a sardonic grin. "Yeah, Enpress. | was
first string on the St. Al ban's garbage-lifting team"”

Chagrin poured through her. Swallowi ng hard, she tried again.
"When did you start lifting weights?”

“Injail."”

Oh, dear. She was striking out all around. She didn't know what
to do except press forward. "WAs it a required activity, or did
you take it up as a hobby?"

For a |l ong nonent, she thought he wasn't going to answer. "At
first it was just a way to pass tinme, but then 1 discovered being
in shape hel ped ne hold my owmn," he finally said, never
interrupting the rhythmc clink of the weights. "I was skinny as a
rail when | went in there."

She wat ched his arm nuscl es constrict and bul ge as he pulled on
the pulleys. "It's hard to i nagine you that way."

Hi s chest pectorals undul ated hypnotically. "Yeah, well, | used
to be a real beanpole. In fact, 'Beanpole' was one of the nore
flattering names | used to be called at good ol' St. Al ban's."
There was not hi ng beanli ke about hi mnow, Josephine thought,

her mouth suddenly dry. She forced her eyes away fromthe dark
curls on his chest and searched for sonething to say. "Sounds |ike
you really hated going there."

Col e' s expression suddenly grew cl osed. "Your friends didn't
exactly make it a picnic for ne."

Your friendshe nust nean Al exa and Robert. If she could get him
to open up and tell her what they'd done, maybe it would help

di spel his anger. At the very least, maybe it would hel p him see
how unfair it was to hold her responsible for their actions. "You
sai d Robert franmed you."

"Yeah."

"What did he do?"

Col e stopped rowing. Sliding off the nmachine, he grabbed the



towel and whi pped it around his neck.

"It's not sonething |I talk about."”

"Why not ?"

"Because it's in the past." Besides, it was too futile, too
frustrating. Cole's hand tightened on the towel. Tal ki ng about

it only filled himw th ragehot, hungry, voracious rage, an

all -consum ng rage that ate himfromthe inside out.

But hell he was feeling that rage right now anyhow. By God, it

woul dn't hurt the Enpress to know what kind of people she'd been
palling around with. He turned and | ooked at her through narrowed
eyes. "It's not pretty. Are you sure you want to hear it?"
"I"'msure." She |owered herself on top of the capstan and

primy crossed her |egs.

She | ooked like Little Mss Muffet on a tuffet, seated so
prissily on the giant stool the crew used for winding line. Wll,
the earful he was about to give her was likely to knock her right
off it. Damed if he wouldn't take sone satisfaction in doing just
t hat .

"It all started right after Mardi Gas ny junior year." Cole's
voice was flat and enotionless, but his insides churned Iike the
t owboat's wake. He strode toward the railing that surrounded the
aft deck, the only railing on the boat, and gazed down at the
boiling water. "Al exa dropped a note in ny lap during fifth-hour
English. 'Meet nme in Audubon Park tonight,' it said. '"Eight-thirty
by the Nashville Street entrance. Don't tell anyone.' " H's nouth
pressed in a hard line. "That |ast part was underlined."”

"Did you go?" Josephi ne asked.

Cole gave a mirthless grin. "You don't know nuch about

si xteen-year-ol d boys, darlin', if you have to ask a question |ike
that."

He was gratified to see a | ook of enbarrassnent col or her face.
"Did you keep it quiet?" she asked.

"Who was | going to tell? Al exa was the nost popular girl at
school, and | was Beanpol e the Trash Boy. No one woul d have
bel i eved ne."

"What about your foster nother?"

Col e shook his head. "Mdm Sawyer worked on the night janitorial
staff in the skyscraper Alexa s father owned.

She' d have been worried sick if she'd known I was foolin

around with her boss's daughter, and | never wanted to do anything
to worry Mom She was the only person who ever gave a damm about
me." He turned and | eaned against the railing, his eyes on the
right shore, his thoughts drifting back.

"What happened?”



"Al exa showed up carrying a fol ded bl anket, and she led ne to a
tiny gardener's shack hidden in a thick stand of azal ea bushes.
She pushed asi de sonme branches, and there was an unl ocked door.
The buil ding was so snall we had to bend down to go into it. It
had evidently been used to store equipnent. It had a concrete
floor, and it was cornpletely enpty."

Col e raked a hand through his hair, renmenbering. He could stil
see the way the soft light froma nearby street lanp had filtered
t hrough t he | eaf-shrouded wi ndow, could still smell the way

Al exa's perfume had mngled with the nusty scent of the closed-up
little building.

"How did you find this place?" he'd asked Al exa.

She' d tossed her dark hair over her shoul der in that

flirtatious way she had. "I used to play here all the tine when
was little. 1'd hide in here if | wanted to get rid of a nanny."
"Get rid of one? What do you nean?"

"My parents would fire any nanny who lost track of me. So if

one of themwouldn't let ne have ny way, I'd hide in here, and
voila." Al exa waved a di sm ssive hand.

Col e had i mmedi ately thought of Mom Sawyer, working the night
shift at Alexa's father's building, struggling to nmake ends neet.
It would have devastated her to | ose her job. Al exa's nannies must
have been in simlar situations.

"Didn't it bother you, getting themfired?" he'd asked.

"Way should it?"

"Because they probably have bills to pay and famlies to feed."
"That isn't ny problem"”

The indifference in her voice had sent prickles of alarm
coursing up his spine. He'd started to say sonething, but Al exa
was stretching out on the blanket, her pert breasts thrusting
upward, and the words had frozen in his throat.

"Cone here," she'd murnured, reaching out her arns.

The way her breasts had strained agai nst the fabric of her

white schoolgirl's blouse had swept all coherent thought from his
m nd. He'd pushed his uneasi ness aside and let her draw himinto a
ki ss that had revved his teenage hornones to a | oud roar.

That had been his second m stake, he thought now, staring out

at the water. His first was agreeing to neet Alexa in the park in
the first place.

"What happened in the shack?" Josephi ne asked.

Col e shot her an anused | ook. "Wat do you think happened,

Enpr ess?"

Her |ips parted, clanped shut, then parted again. Her eyes grew
w de.



Col e gri nned.

Josephine's brows pulled together. "Just like that? You didn't
go to dinner or a novie or anything? You just..."

There was sonet hing i nmensely satisfying about shocking this

pri m bl uestocking. Cole's grin widened. "What's the matter,
Enpress? Didn't we fulfill all the etiquette requirenments for
polite fornication?"

Even in the dimlighting of the aft deck, he could see her

col or. Her neck noved as she swallowed. "It just seens awfully
fast, that's all."

Col e couldn't help but |augh. "You have no idea how fast,
Enpress. After all, | was just a sixteen-year-old boy."

And Al exa had had the skills of an experienced call girl. Cole
rubbed his forehead with the towel, renenbering the way Al exa had
worked himinto a |ather.

"I"ve seen you looking at nme," she'd purred, easing herself

onto her side and splaying her fingers across his chest. "Do you
i ke what you see?"

Had he ever. He'd given a nervous smle and nodded, acutely
aware of Alexa's thunb stroking his nipple through his cotton
shirt. H's body had i nedi ately responded.

"Whuld you like to see nore?" Her fingers noved down his chest
and across his stomach, stopping just above his crotch.

Al'l he could nanage was anot her speechl ess nod.

"You can | ook, but don't touch." She w thdrew her hand and

sl oWy unbuttoned her blouse, noving with the deliberate
seductiveness of a professional stripper. Cole's nouth had gone
dry as she'd eased the white cotton from her shoul ders, revealing
two dusky nipples pointing through the sheer fabric of a lacy pink
bra. Slowy, slowy, she'd unfastened the clasp, releasing her
full, white breasts to his gaze.

Then she'd slowy unzi pped the green-and-blue plaid skirt, the
one she wore shorter and tighter than any of the other girls at
school, until she was wearing only a tiny wisp of sheer pink
panties. By the tine she'd wiggled out of them he'd spent
hinself in his jeans.

Col e had been enbarrassed, but Al exa had been pl eased. "Now you
can touch."

Col e' s confusion nust have registered on his face, because
she'd given a husky laugh. "I like it to last,"” she'd explai ned.
So Col e had touchedand stroked and ki ssed and ni bbl ed as Al exa
did the same to him

Josephi ne' s voice again broke into his thoughts. "Wren't you
afraid soneone would catch you?"



Cole grinned lasciviously. "My thoughts were on other things."
"But... but what about Al exa?"

"She was pretty busy, too."

"But getting caught woul d have rui ned her chances to be

Queen of Rex. | don't understand why she'd take such a risk.™

| just bet you don't. Cole's eyes raked over Josephine, taking

in her tightly pulled-back hair, her shapel ess jacket, her stiff
posture. But I'd jure like to show you.

The thought annoyed him Josephine wasn't his type at all. He
went for hot-bl ooded wonen, not icy school marns.

Only problemwas, he was beginning to suspect that underneath

all those | ayers of proper clothes and proper behavior, Mss
Josephi ne Evans wasn't icy at all. He renenbered the way she'd
clung when she'd fallen against himwhile getting on the boat. H's
fingers tightened on the railing.

"It's hard to i magi ne Al exa being so reckless,
her eyes wi de and fasci nated.

For such a proper young wonman, Josephine sure was interested in
of f-col or behavior. Well, if she wanted to know nore, he'd dam
sure tell her.

“I"l'l let youinon alittle secret about Alexa," Cole said
brusquel y. "Danger excited her."

He rubbed his jaw, renenbering. He'd been poi sed above her that
first night, eager and panting, aching for entrance to paradi se.
Al exa had teasingly pulled her thighs together.

"Tell me sonething before we go any further." Her voice had

been a sultry murmur. "lIs it true that your father's a nurderer?"”
Cole's heart had frozen in his chest. Mom Sawyer had gone to
great lengths to keep his father's identity a secret. Cole had
used his given nane, Collin, and was even enrolled at school under
Momi s | ast name to avoid being connected in any way with the

mur derer whose nane he bore. "Were did you hear that?"

"I'n the school office. | overheard Sister Magdal ena telling one
of the other nuns.” Alexa lifted her hips, rubbing herself against
himin a way that nmade his bl ood roar.

"I think it's soooo exciting." She squirmed intimtely against
him "Is it true?”

H s teenage body had throbbed with need. "Yeah, it's true."

Al exa's soft thighs had parted, and he'd thrust his way to hot,
slick conpletion

Josephine's voice cut through the nenory. "How |l ong did you and
Al exa go out together?"

Col e gave a derisive snort. "W never went out, Enpress. W

just screwed."

she mur nur ed,



Col e heard her sharp intake of breath. If she thought that was
shocki ng, Col e thought darkly, wait till she heard the full truth
about her high-society friend. He pressed on, his voice hard.
"Sorry if it offends you, Enpress, but that's the way it was.

The way Alexa insisted on it being. At school, she used to pretend
she didn't even know ne."

Josephine stared at him her eyes w de.

"I't was play by her rules, or don't play at all. | had to wait
for her to pass ne a note, telling ne when to neet her in the
park.” A bitter taste crept into Cole's nouth. "She held all the
cards, and her deck just kept getting larger and |arger. Every
time we'd neet, she'd ask questions about ny life. She wanted to
hear all the dirt about nethe details of nmy father's crinme, how
many foster honmes I'd lived in, and so on. Pretty soon she knew

j ust about everything about me, but she'd never tell ne anything
about herself. And at school, she acted like | was invisible."
"That must have hurt,"” Josephine said softly.

Hurt didn't begin to describe it. The first fewtinmes after

he'd been with Al exa, he'd floated hone, certain there was nothing
he couldn't do, nothing he couldn't be. If he could have Al exa
Armand, he could have anything at all. He'd been certain that he
| oved her, and he'd been desperate for her to feel the sane.

So each tinme he net her in the park, he gave away a little nore
of hinself, naively interpreting her curiosity as

concern, blindly hoping her interest nmeant she cared for him

And each tinme, he'd al nost nmanage to convince hinself she did,
because his revel ations were always foll owed by torrid, al nost

vi ol ent sex.

But each tine afterward, she'd | eave him as di spassionately as

if he were a paid enployee, then conpletely ignore himthe next
day.

It had started to eat at his soul. "I started pressing her to

go out with ne in public after about three nonths," Cole found

hi nsel f saying. "That's when she wanted to call things off. Her
little 'nmeet me' notes stopped coming. | tried to phone her, but
she wouldn't take my calls. | went to her house to see her, but
the maiid wouldn't et nme in. So one day | blew up and cornered her
in the hall at school, right in front of Robert MAul ey and sone
ot her kids. She finally agreed to neet nme that night in the park."
Col e turned and faced the water again, his fingers tightly coiled
on the railing.

"OF course, she stood ne up. | should have known she'd only
agreed to get rid of ne, but hope springs eternal in the heart of
a lovesick boy." H's nouth twisted sardonically. "I waited two



hours, but she never cane."

He could still renmenber the way he'd felt, as if soneone had

cut himopen and ripped out his heart. He'd tried to tell hinself
that he should be grateful for the time he'd had with her,

t hankful that Al exa had ever given himthe tinme of day, but try as
he m ght, he hadn't felt grateful. He'd felt wounded to the depths
of his soul.

"On the way hone, | ran into McAuley. He'd overheard part of ny
conversation with Al exa, and he'd shown up to taunt ne. 'Jesus,
Trash Boy,' he said, 'don't you know when soneone's putting you
on? Do you really think a girl like Al exa would ever have anything
to do with the |ikes of you? One thing led to another, and we
ended up in a fistfight."

Col e's nuscles tensed as he stared out at the dark river,
remenbering. He renenbered how the air had snell ed,

full of night jasm ne and magnolias, so sweet it hurt. He

coul d al nost hear the crack of his fist smashing into MAuley's
face, alnost feel the pain in his knuckles, alnost see the heavy
redhead sprawl ed on the ground. But the nenory he recall ed nost
clearly was the vicious, alnost overwhelmng urge to throw hinself
on top of MAul ey and beat himinto oblivion.

It had taken all of Cole's self-control to turn and wal k away,

but he'd nade hinself do it. He'd been afraid of what he'd do if
he stayed. He'd been afraid of the rage in his chest, afraid that
t he bad bl ood he'd inherited fromhis father would overpower him
afraid that once he started beating MAul ey, he wouldn't be able
to stop.

"Were either of you hurt?" Josephi ne asked.

"We banged each other up pretty good. W both got black eyes,

and | bl oodi ed McAul ey's nose."

"What did your foster nother say when you cane honme with a

bl ack eye?"

"She worked the night shift, so she wasn't there. | craw ed
into bed and fell asleep.” The nenories were com ng faster now,
growi ng nore intense, nore painful. "The next thing I knew, Mm

was shaki ng me awake. There're people here, and they want to ask
you sone questions,' she said.

"l could barely open ny eyesthe right one was nearly swol | en

shut. But sonething in Momis voice jerked me awake real fast, so |
sat up and squinted." Cole's chest grew heavy as the nenories
flooded in like water on a sinking ship. "Three cops were standing
in my bedroom And right behind themwere MAuley and his father."
He started to sweat again. Cole ran the towel over his face.

"I''ll never forget the way MAul ey pointed at ne. 'See?" he said.



'l told you | gave hima bl ack eye when | grabbed away his gun.'

" '@n? | said. 'What the hell are you tal king about?

"The ol dest cop, a big guy with a big potbelly, |ooked at ne

like I was the scumof the earth. 'Young M. MAul ey
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here says you held himup at gunpoint in Audubon Park tonight.
Says you took his wallet and his watch. He told us you wore a sk
mask, but he recogni zed your voice and your shoes.' "

"Ch, how awful ," Josephine said softly.

“"I"l'l never forget the way MAul ey just stood there and

smrked. | wanted to kill the lousy SOB. Mom and a policeman had
to restrain ne." Cole's heart was poundi ng hard just thinking
about it. "See, the one thing Mom had begged ne to prom se when
went to live with her was that |I'd never get in trouble with the
law. I'd promsed | wouldn't. Hell, the last thing | wanted was to
be like ny old man. And here was this jerk trying to set nme up.”
Col e shook his head, the old anger bubbling in his chest. He drew
a breath and conti nued.

"That fat old cop narrowed his eyes until he | ooked |like a

mole. 'If you' ve got nothing to hide, then you won't mnd if we
search the house,' he said.

" "Go right ahead,” | told him

"I stood by Mom agai nst the wall while they searched ny room |
knew | hadn't done anything, so | wasn't worried. | had ny arm
around Mom trying to reassure her. | renmenber that she was
trenbling.”

Col e had been trenbling, too, he recalled, but not with fear.

He renmenbered standing there in nothing but his jockey shorts,
vibrating with anger, inpotent to do anything about it.

"I remenber thinking it was all going to be okay. They'd find
not hi ng, and they'd | eave." Cole's nuscles tensed. "And then they
lifted the mattress."”

Even after all this tine, the nmenory made it hard to breat he.

He swal |l owed hard. "On top of the old, yellowed box spring lay a
bright red ski mask, a brown |eather wallet, a gold watch and a
gun. "

"Ch, no," Josephine said with a gasp.

"Ch, yes." Cole's voice was hard.

"What did you do?"

"What could I do? I1'd been franmed. | renenber feeling |ike
|*couldn't breathe, Iike | was about to puke."

"Did you tell themyou didn't put those things there?"



"Ch, yeah, | told them But who do you think they believedthe

son of one of the wealthiest, nost influential nen in town, or the
son of a convicted murderer?"

Josephine's fingers covered her nouth. "Ch, Cole. How awful."

"I't was awful, all right. And you know what was the worst part?
The | ook on Mom s face.”

He' d never forget that until the day he died. Momwas the only
person who'd ever believed in him and he'd |l et her down. The pain
in her eyes had sucked the air fromhis lungs and all the goodness
fromhis soul

"We're going to have to take you in, boy," Cole renenbered the
taller officer saying.

Col e had gazed pleadingly at Mom "I didn't do it. | swear it!

| didn't do anything!"

What happened next was now a junble of disjointed

i mpressionsthe cold netal of the handcuffs on his wists, the
sickening clink as they |locked into place, the struggle to pull on
a pair of pants with his hands cuffed together, the drone of an
officer's voice reading himhis rights.

But as he was |l ed away, a police officer on either side of him
two things had registered clearly, two things that were destined
to haunt himforever McAul ey's vicious grin, and Momis gray,
grief-stricken face.

"That was the last tine | ever saw Mom" Cole said grimy. "She
died of a heart attack three days |ater. Because | wasn't a bl ood
relative, they wouldn't even let me go to her funeral." He stood
abruptly and stared out at the water. "MAuley killed her. She was
one of the best people who ever lived, and MAuley killed her."
McAul ey had killed sonmething inside of Cole, too, Josephine

t hought sonberly, her heart aching wth synpathy. Col e had

prom sed Mom Sawyer he'd never get in

Prince Charm ng

trouble with the law. It nmust have crushed his soul to know

she' d died thinking he'd broken his word.

Josephi ne rose from her seat on the capstan, wanting to confort
him not knowi ng how H's broad back was turned toward her. She
reached out her hand to touch him then let it drop at her side.
"You served tine for sonething you didn't do."

Cole renmained as still as a statue. "I didn't even fight it. My
court-appoi nted attorney advised nme not to. He said | didn't stand
a prayer if it went to trial, that 1'd get out sooner if | just
pled guilty and took a reduced sentence. | would have fought it
with everything | had if Mom had been alive, but after she died,

it just didn't seemto matter."



No wonder he was angry and bitter, Josephi ne thought soberly.

No wonder he hated MAul ey. No wonder he held a grudge against al
New Ol eanians with position and noney.

"The only thing that kept me going during the two years | was

in that hellhole was thinking about MAul ey and how | was going to
get even."

"Hatred always hurts the one who feels it nore than the one

it's directed at," Josephine said softly.

“"Maybe that's because | haven't sufficiently directed it at
McAul ey yet."

Josephi ne watched himfor a long, silent nonent. "Are you

pl anni ng to?"

He didn't answer. He continued to stare out at the river. \Wen

he turned around, his dark eyes were nocking. "I bet | know what
you're about to say. 'Revenge is mne, saith the Lord." "

The words had been running through Josephine's mnd, but she

had no urge to say them al oud. She'd had the Good Wrd shoved down
her throat too many tinmes ever to want to force-feed it to soneone
else. "lIt's not up to nme to tell you what to do," she said softly.
Col e gave a coarse |augh. "Dam right. But that hasn't stopped
you so far." He | ooked above her head at the |ights

of an approachi ng towboat, his eyes hard, his expression

distant. "The way | see it, the Lord has had fourteen | ong years
to even the score, and he hasn't |lifted a finger. Maybe it's tine
| took matters into my own hands."

The approachi ng boat gave a short blast of its horn, breaking

the quiet. Cole slung the towel over one shoul der and turned
toward the stern. "Well, if you'll excuse nme, Enpress, | believe
|"ve have had all the pleasant chitchat about our nutual friends
that | can stand for one evening."

He stal ked off into the shadows, the white towel gl eam ng

agai nst his tanned skin. Josephi ne watched himgo, her heart
filled with an odd pain and a strange, unnaned | ongi ng.

Chapt er Ei ght

Henry hit the renote control, blackening the TV screen, then
stood up and stretched. "That was the nost disappointin' fight
|"ve seen in a while."

"Yeah. No one was unconscious for nore than a just few

m nut es."” Hanbone scoot ed back on the bench, dragging Junior with
hi m

The scrawny teenager shuffled to his feet, noddi ng agreenent.

"No teeth knocked out, no ears bitten off, nothin.' Hardly any

bl ood at all."

"Well, that's the way it goes soneti nes.

Henry gave a nournf ul



shake of his head, then |ooked at the beefy man. "Hanbone, you're
on the night shift, so you mght as well get to work. Check the
lines on the tow every hour. The cap'n says the top deck needs
paintin', so get it scraped and prinmed. Mp all the decks, too,
and clean off the portholes. By the tine the sun cones up in the
mornin', | want to be blinded by the shine.”

"Aw, Henry. What's the point in cleanin' everythin' up when

it's just gonna get dirty all over again?"

Henry had often thought the same thing hinself, but Cole

i nsisted on maintaining the exterior of the boat, the wheel house
and the captain's cabin in tiptop order. "That's how the cap'n
wants it, so that's howit's gonna be."

Hanbone gave a long sigh. Henry picked up the coffee can that
served as his portable spittoon and started for the door.

"Hey, Henry," Hanbone call ed.

The ol d nman paused and turned back around,

"l been thinkin about what you said about the cook."

It was al ways a dangerous thing when Hanbone got to thinking.
Henry frowned. "What do you nean?"

"You know, 'bout her havin' that incurable clap and all. | was
just wondering if nmaybe you was putting us on."

Henry froze. "Now, why would you think a thing like that?"
Hanbone shrugged a | unmpy shoulder. "I dunno. | just never heard
not hin' 'bout no incurable clap before.”

"Me, neither,"” Junior chinmed in. "None of nmy nagazi nes ever
mentioned it."

"Hell, Junior, you don't know if they nentioned it or not,"
Henry scoffed. "In order to know a thing like that, you' d have to
read the articles, not just |ook at the pictures.”

"I do read "em | always read the letters fromthe horny wonen
in the Nynpho's Corner."

"He does." Hanbone nodded solemmly. "Sonetines he reads 'em
aloud to me."
"Hell, those aren't real letters fromreal wonen." Henry spit

in his coffee can. "That stuffs all made up. It's prob'ly witten
by sone drag queen in Brooklyn wearin' panty hose and a feather
boa."

"That's not so!" Junior's chin jutted out stubbornly. He

rem nded Henry of a kid not yet ready to stop believing in Santa
Cl aus.

Henry lifted his shoul ders. "Look, you can believe what

you want. Don' make no never mnd to ne." He again started for

t he door.

"So were you puttin' us on?" Hanbone persisted. " 'Bout Mz



Josephine, | nean.'1l
Damm. Henry affected a wounded | ook. "Here | am doin" ny best
to | ook out for you boys, and this is the thanks | get? If |

didn't know better, 1'd think you were doubtin' nmy word."
Hanbone shifted unconfortably. "I didn' nmean to insult you or
nothin'. | was just wonderin' how you came to know a thing |ike
that. | nean, it's not the sort of thing a |lady |like her seens
likely to just up and say."

Henry scratched his chin, thinking fast. "It was, uh, in her

nmedi cal records.”

"Medi cal records?" Hanmbone's forehead creased. "Since when did
the captain start requirin' nedical records?"

"You know he nmakes ne give all crew nenbers drug tests."” Cole

had never asked himto test the cooks, but the deckhands had no
way of know ng that. "Wen Josephine took hers, she had to |ist
all the nedications she takes. She ev'dently takes sonethin' to
control her condition. It don" cure it, mnd you, but it keeps her
from havin' synptons."

"Chhh." Hanbone nodded wi sely, as if the explanation nade

perfect sense. "An' the captain's not worried?"

Hell. He didn't want Junior and Hanmbone rel ayin' this whopper

to the cap'n. Cole was bristly as a prickly pear where Josephi ne
was concerned, and there was no telling how he m ght take it.
Henry ran a hand nervously across his chin whiskers. "I didn't
tell him and I don't want you to, either. It's ny job to handle
things like this, and there's no need to bother himabout it."
Hanbone knit his forehead, as if he were thinking hard.

Henry frowned. "Ya |l ook |ike you' re about to strain your brain,
son. What's on your m nd?"

"Nothin'. I was just wonderin' if her underwear's contagious."
Henry narrowed his eyes. "Now | ookee here, Hanbone, if you're

pl annin' to steal any of her undies, | swear |I'm gonna"

"Ch, | wasn't plannin' that." The innocent | ook Hanbone tried

to affect wouldn't have fooled a newborn. "I was just wonderin
"bout the, uhuh, laundry. You know, if it's safe for her to wash
her stuff in the sane machi ne we use."

Henry shot hima know ng gl ance. "You got nothin' to worry

about, seenmi as how you never change your clothes, |et al one wash
‘em
"l sonetimes do," Junior piped up.

Henry cast him a doubtful | ook.

"Well, | do."™ Junior's al nbst nonexistent jaw jutted out
defensively. "I wash ny clothes every four weeks, right before we
dock back in New Orleans. So | need to know if the washer's safe.”



The old man scow ed. "Hell, yes, it's safe. Everything about

her is perfec'ly safe long as you don' ness with her directly.
Now, if you two chuckl eheads are through askin' stupid questions,
"' mgonna take ny tired oP bones to bed." Henry shuffled out the
door, but not before he glinpsed anot her thoughtful |ook on
Hanbone's face. He pulled the door closed behind himand shook his
head. It was al ways a bad sign when Hanbone got to thinking.
Josephine stared into the | arge bow the next norning, her

brows creased in a frown. After her experience trying to thicken
the rice last night, she knew better than to veer fromthe witten
i nstructions. She was exactly follow ng the recipe for crepes,
hopi ng to pass them off as pancakes, but the batter | ooked awfully
runny.

She couldn't afford any nore culinary disasters. She needed to
cook a delicious breakfast and a scrunptious

lunch in order to keep this job, and she intended to do just

t hat .

Keeping the job had come to nean nore to her than noney. She
knew it was irrational, but she wanted to prove to Cole that she
could do it. There was no |ogical reason why she should care, no
reason why Col e's opinion of her should natter in the |east, but
it did.

A psychol ogi st woul d probably say she had a deepseated need for
approval because she'd never gotten it from Prudie or her father,
she thought glumy. Both of them had gone to their graves with a
| ow opi ni on of her.

And Col e' s opi nion seened even | ower. For sone reason, it

stirred a desire within her for vindication. She wanted to prove
to himthat she was reliable, conpetent and trustworthy. By
proving it to him maybe she could finally prove it to herself.
There was only one problem she thought forlornly: she wasn't

any of those things. Not when it cane to cooking, anyway.

Well, that was all the nore reason to do her |evel best, she

t hought with determ nation. Wping her hands on a dish towel, she
consul ted the cookbook. G ease and heat pan. Drop two tabl espoons
of batter into pan. Tilt pan quickly to cover bottom Turn crepe
and brown ot her side.

Josephine pulled on a worn brown oven mtt and set to work. It
took her five tries before she managed to turn a crepe without
ruining it, but at |last she managed. Her chest swelled with pride
as she finally slid a respectabl e-1o00king crepe onto a serving

pl at e.

Her smle rapidly faded into a worried frown. It was a
great -1 ooking crepe, but a |lousy-looking pancake. It was as thin



as a sheet of paper.

Well, she'd make a whole ot of them pile them high and hope

no one noticed. The problemwas, it was going to take about a
mllion crepes to nake a sizable stack, and it

was already five-thirty. She'd better use two pans and cook
themtwo at a tine.

At | east the bacon was al ready prepared, she thought, bending
and retrieving another skillet fromthe cabinet. She'd cooked two
dozen slabs in the m crowave, and she was proud of the way they'd
turned out. After burning the first batch, she'd checked the next
pl ateful every few seconds until they were done.

The eggs shoul d be nearly done, too. She'd put three dozen in

t he | argest pan she could find and covered themw th water and a
lid. They'd been boiling for the l[ast halfhour.

Josephi ne set the second pan of crepes on the stove just as the
door banged open. Hambone stepped into the galley, his mssing
teeth giving hima jack-o-lantern grin. "Mrnin'."

"Good norning. "

He hitched his pants and strutted into the roomas if he were
God's gift to wonen. "How ya feelin' this norning?"

It was an odd question, but it seemed well-intended. Josephine
managed a pl easant smle. "Fine, thank you. And you?"

"Whew! |'m beat." Hanbone seated hinself at the dining table.
Hi s jeans rode down to expose a disgusting anount of cheek and
cl eavage. "Been workin' the night shift."

Josephi ne averted her eyes fromthe repul sive sight and focused
on flipping the crepes. "I didn't know you worked shifts."

"Ch, yeah. Junior or ne is on duty pretty much 'round the

cl ock. W& knock off for neals and for a few hours here and there
if we're not pickin'" up a |oad of barges or nothin', but

ot herwi se, one or the other of us is always takin' care of

t hi ngs. "

Josephine slid a crepe out of the pan, searching her mnd for
sonmething to say. "Do you usually take the night shift?"

Hanbone nodded. "Keeps ne in shape for when |I'm shoreside.”

"I'n shape?"

He wi nked suggestively. "For stayin' up all night makin' the

| adi es happy, if you know what | nean."”

Dear heavens. Josephi ne concentrated on evenly distributing a
fresh | ayer of batter in the pan, w shing she'd never asked.

"I bet you mss that,"” Hanbone renarked.

The pan froze in Josephine's hand. "I beg your pardon?”
Hanbone's | eer wi dened. "I bet you m ssyou knowbeing wth a
man. "



Respond to an overly personal inquiry with icy incredulity. The
offending party will usually realize that the question was

i nappropriate and change the subject. The old charm school advice
flitted through Josephine's mind. "I"msure | don't know what you
nmean, " she said in her frostiest tone.

"Ch. sure ya do. Cetting sone. Cetting it on. Bangin'. Ballin'.
Screwin'. F"

Josephi ne abruptly raised her free hand |Iike a crossing guard

halting traffic. "I get the picture." The concept of appropriate
behavi or was conpletely lost on this thick-wit. So was the use of
subtlety. "My personal life is not a topic for discussion.”

Hanbone ran dirty fingers through the side of his greased-back
ponpadour. "Now, now, ain't no point in getting all prickly.
There's not much about the people on this here boat that | don't
find out."

"I's that a fact?"

"Yep." He nodded earnestly. "And | just happen to know you got
sonet hin' that makes men keep their distance.”

He nmust nean the weapon Henry had evidently told himshe had.
Rel i ef fl ooded Josephine's chest. |If Hanbone thought she was arned
and dangerous, he nmust intend to keep his di stance. She placed the
skillet on the burner and the other one. "Henry told you about

t hat ?" He nodded. "Me an' Junior. But ya don't need to

Her secret's safe. W won't tell the captain.” yjoffy-.He

gave a weak smle. The captain nust have a

joseP jbjting guns on board. "Well, thank you. |I'mgl ad

| want you to know | admire you for your problem an' for

takin" such good care of

it."
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A . only thing you'll be watching, Hanbone, is your
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so rudely interrupted ne, that | don't know why Hanbone thought 1
woul d be receptive to such a | ewd suggestion.”

"I don't, either." Cole's lips curled into a taunting grin.

"But what really surprises ne is that he didn't suggest sonething
alittle nore, uh, interactive."

A hot shiver chased up her spine, but she refused to let him
know how badly he was rattling her. She lifted her head. "You're
no better than Hanbone."

Cole's smle lazily widened "Ch, yes, | am Enpress. |'m much
better." Hi s gaze roanmed over her, lingering on her chest. She
fought the urge to fold her arns across her navy cashnere sweater.
"For one thing, |1'd never attenpt to seduce a woman who didn't
want to be seduced.”

Ch, dear. Was he inplying that he thought she wanted to be
seduced, or that he thought she didn't? Either way, the remark was
di stinctly disturbing.

An even nore upsetting neaning hit her a second | ater. Dear
heavensmaybe he could tell she was frigid. For sone reason, the
possibility that he knew of her inadequacy upset her nost of all.
She gazed at him her heart pounding, and tried to conme up with

a wtty, indignant retort, but her tongue seened stuck to the roof
of her mouth. The way Cole was | ooking at her nmade it hard to
think. He seenmed to be staring right through her, filling her with
a strange, tense heat. She could swear she even snell ed snoke.
Snmoke. Her gaze darted to the stove. "Ch, dear!" She dashed

over and grabbed the handl e of one of the burning crepe pans. Too
| ate, she realized she'd forgotten the oven mtt.

"Omv " She yel ped, dropping the pan.

Col e was instantly beside her, turning off the burner and
steering her to the sink. "Are you all right?"

"Y-yes. It's just alittle burn on ny finger."

"Put it in cold water." He flipped on the faucet. "Hold it

there while | get sone ice."

He pulled a plastic bag fromout of a kitchen drawer, dropped
sonme ice cubes fromthe freezer in it, then returned to her side.
"Let ne see your hand."

Josephine turned toward him He gently took her hand and

exam ned the red welt on the side of her index finger. "Looks |ike
it mght nake a blister. Better put this onit for a while."

He pressed the ice to her hand, his touch |ight and

surprisingly gentle. H's forehead brushed the top of her head as
he | ooked down at her finger. He was so close that Josephine could
feel his breath on her face.

She suddenly felt |ight-headed and weak. Not because of the



burnit was just a little spot, no larger in circunference than a
pencil eraserbut because of Cole. He was so close, so very cl ose.
Josephi ne could snell the clean, soapy scent of his neck, feel the
heat emanating fromhis chest. Every nerve ending in her body
suddenly felt alive and sensitized and stimul at ed.

She gl anced up and caught him staring down at her. Their eyes

| ocked and held. A current, deep and hot and thrilling, charged
between themlike electricity through a buried power I|ine.
Josephi ne coul dn't breathe, and she couldn't | ook away. She

could only watch himwatch her. H's gaze fell to her nouth. Her

t houghts grew di m and foggy, and her heart pounded agai nst her
ribs. Ch, dear Lord. Wat would she do if he kissed her? The

t hought al armed her.

A second thought quickly followed, this one even nore al arm ng.
Oh, dear Lord. What would she do if he didn't?

She felt as if she were nelting fromthe inside out. She felt

hot and flushed and feverish. She was burning to be kissed,
burning to feel the heat of his body pressed agai nst her own.

She swayed toward him her body noving |like a cornpass needl e

to true north. He | eaned nearer, his eyes heavylidded and full of
desire. Josephine's eyelids fluttered cl osed.

"Here." Col e abruptly shoved the bag of ice into her hands and

st epped back.

Good grief, he thought, crossing the kitchen in |long strides,

had he conpletely taken | eave of his senses? He'd been about to
ki ss her. Even now, standing a good five feet away from her, he
was tenpt ed.

Dadbl ast it, he thought, jerking open a cabinet and yanki ng out

a chipped coffee mug. The last thing he wanted was to get involved
with a snooty bl uebl ood broad. Hadn't he | earned anything fromhis
experience wth Al exa?

Evidently not, he thought with disgust, filling the cup with
steam ng coffee. He'd spilled his guts to Josephine |ast night,
telling her things he hadn't even let hinself think about in
years. Just as he'd done with Alexa all those years ago.

He set the pot back on the burner. He was behaving |ike an

idiot, he thought darkly. And as for Josephine . . . Hell, he
didn't know what her gane was. He knew she was desperate for noney
and needed to keep her job, but she didn't seemworldly enough to
fake the |l ook he'd just seen on her face. Her eyes had all but
begged himto kiss her. The heat he'd felt radiating fromher big
baby blues had lit a fire in himlike he hadn't felt in years.
Damm it, her eyes were still snoldering. "There's a firstaid

kit on the top shelf of the cupboard if you need a bandage," he



said gruffly, taking a punishing gulp of coffee. He | ooked around
for a distraction, for sonmething, anything to focus on besides the
wonman who was making his jeans unconfortably tight.

H's eyes |it on the burned pan on the stove. "Wat the hel

wer e you cooking? Tortillas?"

"No. Pancakes."

Col e picked up the plate of cooked crepes beside the stove and
frowned. "You call these pancakes? They | ook

nore |ike communi on wafers."

Josephi ne' s back straightened. "They're thin, but they're
delicious with nelted butter and syrup.”

"I don't have tinme to wait for enough of those to make a neal . "
He headed to the pantry, pulled out a |oaf of Wnder bread and

undid the twist tie. "I'll nmake sone toast. \Wat el se have you got
cooked?"
"Bacon and eggs. I'lIl fix you a plate.™

Cole extracted two slices of bread and put themin the toaster

as Josephi ne uncovered a platter of bacon. He gl anced over. The
bacon actually | ooked pretty good, he thought begrudgingly. And it
snmel | ed delicious.

He watched her daintily |ift three pieces with a fork and pl ace
themon a plate. "Were are the eggs?" he asked.

"On the back of the stove."

Col e stared at an enornous pot that |ooked |ike a turkey

roaster. "Wat kind of eggs did you fix in a pot |ike that?"
"Hard-boi |l ed ones.™

"Yuck. Scranmble a couple for me, would you?"

... | can't."

Col e | ooked at her strangely. "Wy not?"

"Because | boiled themall."

"ALL of then? Every egg on the boat?"

Josephi ne nodded.

He knit his browin a hard frowm. "Wat the hell for? Are you

pl anni ng an Easter egg hunt?" Cole strode to the stove, lifted the
lid on the enornmous pot and peered in. The sight inside made him
take a step back. "Good Lord, woman. What did you do to thenP"
Setting the plate on the counter, Josephine quickly stepped
besi de himand | ooked in. Her eyebrows flew high in alarmand her
shoul ders sagged forward, but she pronptly pulled them back to her
normal ranrod posture. "They ... they're just a little cracked. It
shouldn't affect the taste.”

"Alittle cracked?" Cole stared at the mangl ed ness.

Har dened egg whites bul ged through the cracks I|ike

henorrhoi ds, and pieces of shell floated through the water I|ike



flotsam "They | ook |ike you' ve been using themfor batting
practice."

Josephine stiffened and stepped back. "Well, then, it's a good
thing | ooks don't matter.™

Col e's eyes narrowed as he regarded her. "Wat the hell are you
tal ki ng about ?"

"Last night you told me not to worry what the food | ooked

like."

Was this insufferable dame trying to teach himsonme kind of a

| esson? He eyed her suspiciously. "Are you saying you did this on
pur pose?"

Josephi ne blinked. "What?"

"Don't play innocent. Did you deliberately do this to prove

your poi nt?"

Josephine's wi de eyes grew wider. "Wiy, no. |I-I can't imgine
why you'd think that."

A nerve twitched in his jaw. "Because, Enpress, you either did

it on purpose, or you don't know enough about cooking to boil an
egg. Now which is it?"

For a nonent she | ooked |ike a deer caught in headlights; then
her chin tilted up and her eyes took on the haughty | ook she'd
worn after she'd wecked his truck. "I won't dignify such rudeness
with a response. You already seemto have everything all figured
out."

Cole's jaw clenched so tightly he could hardly speak. "The only
thing | have figured out, Enpress, is that | never should have
hired you in the first place.” Picking up his coffee nug in one
hand and a fistful of bacon in the other, he stal ked toward the
door, then stopped and gl owered at her. "You've got one nore neal
to prove you can cook. And if anythingl nmean anythingis wong with
it, I"'mputting you off the boat at Natchez."

She was in big trouble, Josephine thought gloomly five hours
|ater. Instead of ingratiating herself with Cole, she'd

managed only to alienate himfurther.

But she hadn't had nuch of a choice. Cole had been about to see
t hrough her. She couldn't very well admt she didn't know how to
boil an egg, could she?

Si ghi ng, she stared at the pots sinmmering on the stove and
prayed that this nmeal would pass nuster.

Figuring that nothing succeeded |ike success, she'd nmade

anot her batch of the neatballs Cole had |iked |ast night. To

di sguise the simlarity, she was serving themw th spaghetti, but
she'd had no idea how to nake spaghetti sauce.

Fortunately, inspiration had struck. Ketchup. It was nmade from



tomatoes, it was red and it was about the right consistency. If
she heated an econony-size jar of ketchup, it ought to pass for
mari nara sauce.

The spaghetti itself, however, was another problem She hadn't
known how rmuch to cook, or how long to cook it. The directions
sinply said "cook to taste.” Wanting to hedge her bets, she'd kept
addi ng pasta at regular tinme intervals. Some of the spaghetti had
cooked for nore than an hour, while sone of it had boiled for only
a fewmnutes. Al of it had hardened into an enornous, gooey
ball. What wasn't stuck to the bottom of the pan was stuck

toget her. Hopefully the neatballs and sauce would hide its rather
unappeti zi ng appear ance.

The sal ad she'd nade | ooked delicious, but she wasn't sure

about the garlic bread. She'd found a | arge bag of fresh garlic in
t he cupboard. Not knowi ng how nuch to use, she'd mashed seven
entire bulbs and thickly snmeared the paste on slices of French
bread. It didn't look quite right, but it snelled enticing as it
warnmed in the oven.

"Hey, Enpress.” A famliar |ow voice boonmed through the kitchen

i ntercom nmaking Josephine junp. "I'mgetting hungry up here.
Bring my lunch up to the pilothouse."

The heathen didn't even have the courtesy to use the word

pl ease. Resisting the urge to tell himas nuch

Josephi ne punched the button and forced a cal mvoice. "The

rest of the crew hasn't eaten yet. Shouldn't | wait and serve them
before 1 | eave the kitchen?"

"Nah. They don't sit down together at lunch like they do at

dinner. They'll straggle in one at a tinme over the course of the
next hour. Just set out sone plates, |eave the food warm ng on the
stove and they'l|l serve thensel ves."

Josephi ne's heart sank. She'd hoped to get Henry to take the
plate up to Cole so she wouldn't have to face him but the ol der
man was nowhere to be seen

"I can't wait to see what you've fixed, Enpress.
was a silky and dangerous purr.

He was taunting her. A shiver of trepidation raced through her.
"I-1"I'l fix you a plate and cone right up."

Josephi ne' s hands shook as she cut off a hunk of the nearly
solid spaghetti. She did her best to hide it under a heaping
hel pi ng of warmed ketchup and nmeatballs, then added a generous
serving of salad and two slices of the highly fragrant bread.

Her heart pounded as she clinbed the stairs. It beat even

har der when she reached t he wheel house door and saw Col e t hrough
the wi ndow. Seated in his captain's chair, he | ooked | arger than

Col e's voi ce



life and conpletely intimdating.

He seened to sense her presence. Wthout taking his eyes from
the river, he notioned her in. Drawing a deep breath, Josephine
opened t he door and stepped inside.

Cole still didn't |ook at her. He flipped out the tray hol der

in the armof his chair. "Set it right here."

He still couldn't bring hinself to say the word pl ease,
Josephi ne thought irritably. Know ng Cole, he was probably

deli berately wi thholding the word just to upset her. Wll, she
woul dn't let him She placed the tray where he indicated and gave
hima brilliant smle. "I hope you |like it,"” she said pleasantly.
"It's spaghetti and neatballs."”

"Meat bal | s agai n?"

| nwardly Josephi ne wi nced. Qutwardly she di spl ayed

the cal mof Lake Placid. "You seened to like them|ast night."
She turned to go.

He stopped her with a | ook. "What's your hurry, Enpress? Sit
down while | do a taste test."

She swal | owed hard, knowi ng she had no choice but to cont>ly.
Wth as nuch dignity as possible, she clinbed to the settee. Her
pul se pounded in her throat as he speared nis/ork into the
spaghetti and twirled. To her chagrin, the entire serving of
spaghetti spun on his plate like a rotating tire.

N lifted a dark eyebrow and shot her a questioning glante Qr
dear. She needed this job nore than she'd ever neecje(j anvthing
in her life. She'd never find another job that would pay so much
in such a short anmount of time. ~"s silently crossed her fingers
as he picked up his knife, cut c\ff a forkful an(j placed it in
his nouth. "~ stopped in mdchew. "Tastes |ike ketchup." T>h,
real | y?"

Veah. Really."” Crimny, it was awful. It was all Cole coul”j "o
to gag jt down. j}y damm, it was ketchup! He took a "'~ bite of
bread to chase away the sickly sweet taste. ~ chased it, al
right.

Aoly cat balls,” he said with a gasp. H s tongue was on

re\ VIis eyes watered, his nose ran, and his nouth felt |ike

|"e "side of an incinerator. He grabbed the plastic cup of

wat & on j~ tray an(j Downed it in one gulp. "What did you

d° ttC5> the bread?"

put garlic onit."

%l she ever. He reached for his norning coffee cup an . twlled
down the cold contents. Thank God he was navi %ating a straight
stretch of river wwth no oncomng train ¢ “e nougrjt; gasping for
br eat h.



Adbl ast the woman! She'd lied to him She was no norei of a

cook than he was a ballerina. He swiveled owa-<rd her, as inflaned
by anger as he was by the garlic. She was perched on the settee,
her back straight as the crease in a Coast CGuard officer's
trousers. He opened his nmouth, ready to tell her where to go and
how to get there, and then he noticed her hands. They were primy
fol'ded in her lap, her fingers tightly |laced together. And they
were trenbling.

Oh, hellfromthe | ook on her face, she m ght be about to cry.

Her skin was a ghostly shade of white, and her eyes were as |arge
and round as bl ue balloons. He was stabbed by an unexpected jolt
of pity.

Dammshe' d |ied because she needed the job. He'd done the sane
thi ng when he'd applied for his first job on a towboat, claimng
experience he hadn't had in order to get hired. She was sinply
struggling to get by, the sanme as he'd done.

The thought took the wind out of the sails of his anger, which
irritated himimensely. He was nuch nore cornfortable around her
when he was angry.

Still, it had taken a lot of guts for her to bluff her way
aboard, and he had to admit he admired her for it. The |east he
could do was |l et her down easy. He ran a hand down his face and
bl ew out a hard breath. "Look, Josephinethis whole situation just
isn't going to work."

She cl enched her hands until her knuckles whitened. "1'Il do
better. | promse."

Col e shook his head and turned his attention back to the river.
"There's no point in dragging this out. | think it's best for
everyone concerned if you just get off the boat at Natchez. 1"l
pay you for the days you' ve worked. Hell, 1'Il even throwin an
extra day's pay. And I'll give you bus fare back to New Ol eans. ™

"Don't fire ne. Please." She rose fromthe settee, dragged the
stool under the chart table toward the captain's chair and sat
down beside him "I can do better. | just need a new cookbook. You
see, the one | have doesn't really have very good recipes, and
The pl eading note in her voice was hard to resist. He

steeled hinself against it. "You selected that book yourself,"
he said coldly.

"I know. But | didn't look at it very carefully in the store,
and..."

He raised his hand. "I'msorry, Josephine, but your cooking is
even worse than Henry's."

"I really, really need this job."



"And | really, really need a good cook." He stared straight

ahead, not wanting to see the pleading |look in her eyes. "The only
thing the crew on a towboat has to |l ook forward to is its neals.
Take that away, and |'ve got a group of unhappy nmen who do a

hal f-assed job and won't sign on for the next tour of duty."”

He couldn't keep from sneaking a sideways glance at her. He

imedi ately regretted it. Her woeful expression nmade himfeel |ike
an ogre. He exhal ed an. exasperated breath. "Look, Josephine,
you're not cut out to be a cook. You'll be happier doing sonething
el se.”

"There's nothing else | can do," she said woefully. "I don't

have any real job skills."

She was right. She was |ike a hothouse fl ower who coul dn't
survive in the outside world. She was well traveled, highly
educat ed, expensively dressed and exquisitely mannered, but she
was conpl etely unequi pped to support herself. She'd been taught a
bunch of archaic skills that had no neaning in the real world.

A dangerous stab of pity assaulted his heart.

Col e groped for anything that m ght encourage her. "Sure you

do. You said you used to work in a library.™

She stared out at the river, her eyes bleak. "And | hated it. |

used to feel like one of the bookslifeless and dusty and stuck on
t he shelf."

The forlorn note in her voice nade his chest feel hot and

tight. "You'll find sonething else.”

She | ooked at hi m hopefully. "Maybe there's sonething el se |
could do here on your boat."

Col e shook his head. "I already have a full crew"”

"There's got to be sonething I could do."

She was desperate. The fact tugged at heartstrings he didn't
know he had, maeking himinmensely uneasy. Damm it. She needed a
reality check, and evidently so did he. He wasn't doi ng either of
t hem any favors by playing the nice guy. "Can you | ash a barge and
check the lines, or supervise the deckhands who do?"

"Well, no."

"Do you have a pilot's license | don't know about ?"

"OfF course not."

"Do you know how to repair an engi ne?"

She silently shook her head.

"The only job that |eaves is cook, and we both know you can't
handl e that."

A glumsilence followed. "I could clean and sweep and paint,"”

she said at |ength.

"About as good as you can cook, I'Il bet." Cole gave a | ook



meant to intimdate her. "I"'mnot in the market for a maid, but if
| were, you'd be the last person I'd hire."
She stared silently out the wi ndow, then suddenly turned toward

him "1 know sonething |I could do for you."

Didn't the wonan ever give up? "l've told you, Josephine. The
boat is fully staffed.”

"I"'mnot tal king about a staff position. I'mtalking about a

personal service | could perform It's sonething you desperately
need, whether you want to admt it or not."

Oh, dear Lord. WAs she suggesting what he thought she was
suggesting? He gl anced over at her, and she boldly nmet his gaze.
He turned his eyes back to the river and swal |l owed hard. Damm

it, but the idea was tenpting. Fromwhere she was sitting, he
could snell the faint scent of her perfunme. It nust be charged
wi th sexual pheronones or erotic |ong or something, because the
soft scent was driving himcrazy. He renenbered all too well how
her body had felt when he'd carried her fromthe galley after the
fire. More than anything, he'd like to carry her like that to his
bed.
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He didn't know what it was about her, but the thought of

peeling off all the l|ayers of her expensive, high-necked clothes
made hi mache to do just that. Maybe it was because it was so
unlikely ever to happen. Maybe he was turned on by her

i naccessibility. Maybe she represented all he'd been denied as a
t eenager .

Maybe. But the real reason, he suspected, was his grow ng
certainty that underneath all of her clothes and manners and

oh- so- proper deneanor |urked an expl osively passionate wonan.
What ever the reason, he only knew that he wanted her as he
hadn't wanted a wonan in ages.

But not like this. Not because she needed noney.

He slanted a slow grin at her. "Hey, I'mreal flattered, sugar,
but the crew would be likely to get awmfully jealous if | kept
your, uh, personal services all to nyself."

She breezily waved her hand. "Ch, | could do them too. That

woul dn't be a problem"™”

Cole's nouth fell open. H's stonach tightened like a fist

around a baseball. "It sure as hell would be,” he said gruffly.
It already was, just thinking about it. His fingers tensed on
the metal steering stick. It was downright painful, hearing the
Enpress denean herself |like this. He cast an uneasy gl ance at her.
"Look, 1'Il tell you whatyou're evidently in a worse financi al



bind than | realized. 1'll loan you an extra five hundred dollars
when we get to Natchez, but |'ve got to pass on your offer.

Not hing like that is going to take place on ny boat."

"I was afraid you' d say that." She breathed a soul ful sigh. "In
nmy experience, the people who need it the nost are always the nost
reluctant to sign up for it."

She coul dn't have surprised himnore if she'd hit himupside

the head with a two-by-four. "What do you nean, in your
experience? You nean you' ve done this before?"

She | ooked at himstrangely, as if he'd lost his mnd. "Wll,
sure. | used to nake a living at it."

Either she'd |ied about a ot nore than cooking, or their

wires were seriously crossed. He | eaned forward. "Wat the hel
are you tal king about ?"

Her exquisitely shaped eyebrows knit together. "Etiquette

| essons, of course. What did you think we were tal ki ng about ?"

Eti quette | essons. He threw back his head and | aughed, an
unexpl ai ned sense of relief flooding his veins. "Never mnd."
"I't's nothing to laugh at,"” Josephine said reproachfully. "The

| ack of social facility can be a serious handicap. It's unfair and
it's very unfortunate, but people discrimnate agai nst those who

appear ill-bred.™

"You're tellin' nme, Enpress.”

Her expression was deadly serious. "Well, | can help you with
that."

"l don't just appear ill-bred, Enpress.” Cole's nouth tw sted
inawy smle. "I amill-bred. The gene pool doesn't get any

| oner than the offspring of a junkie whore and a nurderer.”

He thought she would recoil at that, but she didn't. "There's

no excuse for unrefined behavior. Anyone can |earn to conduct

hi nsel f properly. If you chose to, you could have the manners of a
prince."

"“A prince?"

Josephi ne nodded.

An idea hatched in Cole's mnd, an idea so farfetched that it

made hi m shake his head. He stared out the river as the idea grew.
It was insane. It was bizarre.

It was the perfect solution.

It woul d never work.

But if it did, it would be the nost satisfying way he coul d

ever imagi ne of getting back at Robert and Al exa and all the other
hi gh-soci ety deadbeats who'd ever | ooked down their noses at him
Best of all, if it failed, he didn't stand to |lose a thing

except maybe his sanity fromhaving to put up with the Enpress



for the rest of this voyage.

Maybe even that wouldn't be so bad, he nused. Gven a little

nore tinme and proximty, nmaybe he'd have a chance to find out if
he was right about the passion he suspected | ay under Josephine's
primexterior. One thing was for certain: keeping her aboard woul d
ensure that the voyage wouldn't be a dull one.

He gl anced over at her. Her shoul ders were nore rounded than

he'd ever seen them and her eyes held a sad, defeated | ook.
Against his will, his heart softened toward her.

What the hell. She desperately needed a job, and her charm
course mght give hima once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to settle
an ol d score that had haunted himfor years.

"Etiquette | essons, huh?"

She nodded, her |ips pressed tightly together. She was

obvi ously braced for rejection.

It was nuts. He was nuts. He was certain he'd live to regret

it. All the sane, a feeling of anticipation pulsed through him
along with a sense of excitenment he hadn't felt in years.

Hs lips pulled into a grin. "All right, Enpress. Consider
yourself hired."

Chapter N ne

Henry cl osed the door to the pilothouse behind him "I just saw
Josephine down in the galley, an' she said she's gonna stay aboard
and give us etiquette | essons.”

Col e's eyes renmni ned steadfastly on the river. "That's right."
Henry squinted in the early afternoon sun, trying to read the
captain's expression. He didn't |ook |like he was pulling sonme kind
of a joke. "Wat the hell's goin' on?"

Cole lifted his shoulders in a casual shrug. "I figured |I could
stand a little polishing up, that's all. It'Il help ne in ny

busi ness dealings."

Henry frowned. "The way you're makin' noney hand over fist,

don' seemto nme that you need any hel p."

"Well, you never know. It mght cone in handy on down the road.
And while I'mat it, | thought 1'd let her shine up the rest of
you as well. wWn't hurt any of us to |learn a few manners."”

There was a ot nore to this than Cole was letting on. The way

he kept his eyes fixed on the river was a dead
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gi veaway he was up to sonmething. Henry pondered the situation

as he reached in his shirt pocket for his can of tobacco. On the
one hand, he was gl ad Josephi ne woul dn't be out of a job, because
the poor girl needed the work. On the other hand, he wasn't sure



remai ni ng on the boat was in Josephine's best interest.

O in anyone's best interest, when it got right down to it. "So
who' s gonna cook for us?"

"I just hired a new cook over the phone. She'll conme aboard in
Nat chez." Col e glanced over at him "She's Earl's cousin.”

Earl was one of the relief deckhands. "Are you sure this gal

can cook?"

Col e nodded. "Earl swore to it. Said she used to owmn a truck
stop on Hi ghway One in Nachitoches."

"What happened? She git closed down for givin' sonebody a case
of ptomaine or sonethin ?"

"Nan. A new stretch of interstate went in tw years ago and her
busi ness dried up. She's been the cook at a diner in Natchez ever
since, but Earl says she doesn't get along with the owner.

Besi des, she's always wanted to travel."

The wheel house door creaked open. Henry turned to see Josephi ne
enter, carefully carrying a steam ng nug. "Here's the coffee you
requested.”

Col e reached out his hand. "Thanks."

Josephine passed it to him then stood behind his chair, gazing
out at the view. "Looks like we're comng into a city."

Col e nodded. "W're just outside Natchez."

"Are you getting ready to park?"

Henry chortl ed at her choice of words. Even Cole smled. "Dock,
Enpress. You park a car, dock a boat. Although what we're going to
do is kind of |ike double parking. W won't pull up to the shore.
We'll stop in the river and a towboat will push sone nore barges
out to us."

"What are you picking up?”

"Four | oads of steel. And a new cook." Cole shot a

gl ance over his shoulder. "You need to go pack your

stuff.”

Josephine's face took on a stricken [ ook. "I-I thought

we'd agreed |'d stay aboard.™

"You are, but you're sw tching cabins.”

"Where ya novin' her, Boss?" Henry asked.

"In with nme."

The silence that foll owed was thick as Hanbone's skull.

"Wth you!" Josephine finally exclained, staring at Cole as if
he'd | ost his m nd.

Col e nodded. "There's a perfectly good bunk that pulls out

above ny bed. No one's using it. You can sleep up there.”
Josephine turned to Henry, her eyes w de and al ar ned.

Henry cleared his throat. "Hey, now, Cap'nl don't think that's



such a good idea. Wiy don't | bunk wth you and | et Josephi ne have
my cabi n?"

Col e shook his head. "No way. You know you snore |ike a freight
train.”

Josephi ne cast another pleading | ook at Henry. Against his

better judgnment, he went to bat for her again. "Ah, cone on, Boss.
Josephine's a lady, and she's kinda led a sheltered |life an' all.
You could take the cook's cabin and Il et the two wonen share

yours."

Cole's voice took on an irritated edge. "I'mnot giving up ny
gquarters. | need access to ny conputer and files and fax machi ne.
Besides, I'"'mnot the big bad wolf. She's got nothing to worry
about . "

Henry scratched his jaw. "Well, it just don' |ook right."

Col e brow plowed into a furrow. "So who's | ooki ng?"

Henry shifted unconfortably. "Well, the boys mght think ..

mean, they' Il get the idea that you two are ... "

Col e' s eyebrows rose challengingly. "So? Josephine will be

safer if they think exactly that."

"But they ain't been botherin' her none, Boss."

"Ch, yes, they have. | caught Hanbone bot hering her plenty just
this norning." Dadblast that boy! Henry would have to give hima
pi ece of his mnd. "But, Boss"

"Look, if it'll make you feel any better, 1'Il give you ny

word, Henry." He cast a sideways glance at Josephine. "I won't |ay
a hand on her unless she lays a hand on ne first."

Josephi ne sucked in an audi bl e gasp of air.

Cole turned his attention to the depth gauge. "And if Josephi ne
has a problemw th this arrangenent, why, then, she's nore than
wel conme to get off the boat in Natchez."

There was no m staking the challenge in his words. Cole

probably hoped she'd do just that, Josephine thought indignantly.
He was probably havi ng second thoughts about |etting her stay
aboard, and this was his way of trying to run her off.

Well, he was in for a surprise. She had no i dea what had

pronmpted himto take her up on her offer of etiquette |esson, but
she'd felt like a death-row prisoner who'd received a | ast-m nute
reprieve. Staying on the boat neant she could earn enough noney to
make a fresh start, and she wasn't going to |l et himscare her out
of the opportunity. Besides, it would give her the chance to prove
to herself that she wasn't as inconpetent as she feared.

She directed a pleasant smle at the first mate. "Don't worry,
Henry. I'msure the captain is a man of his word. If he says he'l
conduct hinself as a gentleman, why, |I'mcertain that's exactly



what he'll do." She turned to Cole, giving himthe sane cheerful

grin. "l appreciate your hospitality. Now, if you' H be so kind as
to give ne the key to your cabinl suppose | should say our cabin,
shouldn't I?-why, 1'Il go nove ny things."

A nmuscle twitched in Cole's jaw. "It's not | ocked, Enpress. No
one on this boat ever walks into nmy cabin uninvited.” Hs |ips
tilted in a challenging smle. "Wiy, | imagine that if soneone
were in there scream ng and yel ling bl oody nmurder, no one would
wal k t hrough the door wi thout ny say-so." He turned to the old
man. "lsn't that right, Henry?"

Henry swal | owed hard, his expression one of pure msery. "l

reckon that's so, Cap'n."

The barbarian was deliberately trying to frighten her. Wll,

she'd be darned if she'd et him She gave a cornposed smle.
"Excellent. That nmeans I'll be perfectly safe, doesn't it?"

She sure didn't feel perfectly safe, Josephine thought two

hours later, setting her suitcase down in the hall and staring at
t he door marked Captain. She felt about as safe as a rabbit
hopping into a den of |ions.

She wi shed she knew why Col e had so abruptly agreed to take
etiquette | essons. Before she could find out, their conversation
had been interrupted by Gaston, who'd sauntered into the

wheel house to di scuss sonet hi ng about one of the engines with

Col e.

"We' |l talk about this later,” Cole had told her. \Wen he'd
buzzed her on the intercoman hour |ater and asked her to bring a
cup of coffee up to the pilothouse, she'd thought she was finally
about to get sonme answers, but by the tine she'd clinbed the
stairs, Henry had been there. Whatever Cole's reasons, he didn't
seemto want to discuss themin front of his crew

She supposed she'd find out soon enough. Drawing a deep breath,
she opened the door, picked up her bag and stepped inside. The
door cl osed behind her with a solid thud.

Josephi ne set her bag on the floor and | ooked around. The cabin
was as unconpromnmi singly masculine as Cole. The floor was teak, the
wal I s were panel ed i n mahogany, and the furnishings, nost of which
were built-in and custom nmade, were a deep, rich cherry. Henry had
told her that a master carpenter had outfitted the captain's
gquarters to Cole's specifications. The roomwas neat as a pin and
far nore spacious than she woul d have i nmagined. Everything in it
was sinple, clean-lined and oversi ze.

Especially the bed. Instead of a narrow single mattress,

Cole's cabin featured a king-size bed built into the far corner of
the room It was covered wth an expensive plaid conforter in



shades of burgundy, deep green and blue, and had a nunber of
tailored pillows tossed against the built-in headboard.

Agai nst the wall above the bed, built into the rich woodwork so
well it would have gone unnoticed if she hadn't known to | ook for
it, was what | ooked like the outline of a narrow, horizontal

Mur phy bed. Two di screet wooden handl es were tucked into grooves
in the wood.

Her mouth went dry at the thought of sleeping directly over

Col e. He would know every tinme she turned over, every tinme she
drew a breath. She found it hard to draw one now, just thinking
about it.

She deliberately turned away, forcing herself to exam ne the

rest of the room A |leather arnchair sat in the corner. A heavy
cherry desk and cordovan | eather chair squatted against the far
wal I, under a porthole covered with a navy w ndow shade. The desk
was enpty except for a conputer, a nouse pad, a brass file hol der
and a fax machi ne. Josephine ran her hand over the back of the
chair, inhaling the rich | eather scent, then crossed to the heavy
bureau against the other wall.

Slowy, tentatively, she pulled open the m ddle drawer and

found it filled with neatly folded clothes. Clean T-- shirts,
crisp jeans and tidily paired socks were lined up with military
preci sion.

Josephine ran her hand across the soft fabric of a gray Tshirt.
For such a rough-hewn heathen, Cole took surprisingly good care of
his things. But then, fromwhat she knew about his past, it nade
sense that he would. He'd been raised without many possessions, so
he' d probably devel oped the habit of taking good care of the few
t hi ngs he had.

The thought sent a dangerous, tender ache edging into

Josephine's heart. Hoping to thwart it, Josephine closed the
drawer and inarched into the bathroom

It was tiled in white and scrupul ously clean. Tw ce the size of
the bath in the cook's cabin, it was still extrenely snmall. The
tiny counter held only a razor and a can of shaving cream
Josephine picked it up, pulled off the lid and sniffed. It snelled
like Cole's face.

An erotic shiver buzzed through her, shocking her with its
intensity. The reality of her situation settled in hard. She was
in Cole' s quartersthe roons where he bathed and dressed and sl ept.
She woul d di scover intimte details about him such as how | ong he
stayed in the shower, what kind of toothpaste he used, and what he
woreor didn't wearto bed. She would find out if he snored or

tal ked in his sleep.



And he woul d di scover the sane about her. A rush of alarm and
sonething that felt suspiciously like excitenent pul sed through
her .

"Hey, Enpress."” Cole's voice thundered through the intercom

i ke the voice of Cod.

Josephine junped as if she'd been poked with a cattle prod.

"The intercoms by the door. Press the button and | et ne know
if you're there."

On shaky | egs, Josephine crossed the roomto the small brown
box. "I-1'"m here."

"You can stash your stuff in the bottomtwo drawers of ny
dresser. Just nove ny things up to the top drawers. And there's
sonme extra roomin the closet and the bathroom nedi ci ne chest if
you need it."

Josphine's mouth went dry. "Ckay. Thank you."

"The tow s | ashed together and the new cook's aboard, so |I'm
gonna shove on upriver. As soon as you get settled in, conme up to
the pilothouse and we'll get these | essons under way."

Josephi ne couldn't hel p but wonder what el se he intended to get
under way. He'd said he wouldn't lay a

hand on her unless she laid a hand on himfirst, but she

didn't know if he could be trusted. O was it herself she doubted?
"All right, Enpress. Teach ne sonme charm"”

Josephine tightly folded her hands in her |lap and stared out

the pilothouse wi ndshield. Cole had insisted that she pull up a
chair beside the captain's. In order to fit behind the instrunent
panel with him she'd had to pull her chair close to his, and she
was sitting so near she could snell his shaving creant he sane
shaving cream she'd seen in his bathroomjust a few m nutes
earlier.

She tried to force her thoughts away from himand onto the
reason she was here. "Well, first I need to know what you're
hoping to get out these | essons.™

Col e shot her a displeased | ook. "What do you think |I'm hoping
to getan extra belly button?”

They were certainly off to an auspicious begi nning. "Wen

taught etiquette classes before, they were usually geared to a
specific purpose. | was either preparing young wonen for their
debut, instructing themin the art of entertaining, teaching
children tabl e manners and conportnent, or educating young nen
about social protocol and ballroom dancing.”

"Bal | room danci ng?" Col e's eyebrows rose incredul ously. "You
teach bal | room danci ng?"

He nade it sound as if she'd just confessed to nmugging little



ol d | adi es. Josephine |laced her fingers nervously together. "Just
the basics," she said defensively. "Nothing fancy. Just enough so
that my students can successfully navigate a dance floor."
"Hell," he nuttered.

Under the circunstances, Josephine thought it best to overl ook
his | apse into profanity. "So what, exactly, do you want to

| ear n?"

"Everything."
Josephine's surprise nust have registered on her face,
because he pulled his browinto a vicious scowW. "You said you

could teach ne to act like a friggin' prince, and that's what |
want you to do."

One | apse coul d be overl ooked, but two required action. "No,
didn't," she said archly. "I've never used the word frigging in ny

life."

"Well, you have now." He shot her an anmused gl ance. "But if you
like, 1'lIl rephrase the statenent. | want to know how to act I|ike
a prince."

"I... see.” She didn't at all. "Is there sone special occasion
you' re preparing for?"

"Yeah. | guess you m ght say there is."

He was being deliberately obtuse. She drew a deep breath and
willed her features not to show her growing irritation. "It would
be hel pful if you'd share that information with nme."

"You're going to hound ne till | do, aren't you?"

Patience is a virtue, she rem nded herself. "Well, | can't give
you what you're looking for until | know what it is.”

"Ckay, I'Il tell you.” He riveted her with a steely gaze. "But
this is just between us. Not one word to anyone, do you
understand? If you breathe a word of this, you'll be off the boat

before you can ask why."

Pul l ing her spine straight agai nst the back of the chair, she
nmet his menaci ng gaze as coolly as possible. "You don't have to
threaten nme. | always respect ny students' confidentiality."

He stared at her for a long nonment, then gave a curt nod,
apparently satisfied. "One other thingl don't want to hear a

| ecture, and I don't want you to try to talk nme out of it. In

fact, | don't want to hear one wordnot one syl |l abl eof di sapproval.
Have | made nysel f cl ear?"

"Perfectly."

"All right." He drew a deep breath and exhaled it, then turned
his eyes back to the water. "I intend to steal Al exa Armand away

from Robert MAul ey."
Josephine's heart gave a painful thud. "But"



"Not one word of disapproval,” Cole warned.

"But they're engaged!"”

"That's the whole point." Cole's nouth settled into a grim

line. "I intend to break their engagenent.”

Josephi ne stared at him dunbfounded. Her body froze, but her

i nsides churned with turnoil.

Al exa Armand. After all this time, she still had a hold on

Cole's heart. Sonething that felt m serably |ike jeal ousy clutched
at her chest.

She wasn't jeal ous. She couldn't be jeal ous. She certainly

didn't want Cole for herself.

D d she?

O course not.

No, she was sinply jealous of Alexa Armand's power to provoke
such tinel ess passion in a nan, she told herself. What would it be
like to be that kind of womanfor just one day, for just one hour?
What would it be like to be so beautiful, so desirable, that a man
i ke Cole would schenme to win her?

She woul d never know. Josephi ne stared out the w ndow, swanped

by old feelings of inferiority and insufficiency. The only |over
she'd ever known had declared her frigid. Cole evidently saw her
as so undesirable that he had noved her into his cabin with no
apparent ulterior notive at all.

Wel |, thank goodness, she tried to tell herself. She should be
grateful that Cole didn't have any designs on her.

But she didn't feel grateful. Not at all. She felt strangely

di sappoi nted and hol | ow.

"I-1 don't really understand what you want ne to help you do,"
she finally said.

"Like | said. | want you to help ne inpersonate a prince."

Had he |l ost his m nd?

Col e gl anced over and grinned. "Better close your nouth,

Enpress, before you catch a fly." Josephi ne wound her fingers
tightly together. "Perhaps you' d better explain.”

Col e | eaned back in his leather chair. "It takes a lot to

i npress Al exa, but she's always been inpressed with royalty. Back
in high school, it was the Mardi Gas variety, but I'd bet ny
bottom dollar there's nothing she'd |ike better than to be a
real-life titled princess. So if she thought | was a prince, |
think she'd dunp McAuley for me in a second.”

It was the craziest thing Josephine had ever heard. "But she
knows you!"

Col e shook his head. "I used Mom s |ast nanme when | enrolled at
St. Alban's so no one would know about ny father. His trial nade



himpretty notorious, and | had the | ousy |uck of being naned

after him | didn't even go by ny nicknane of Cole. | was known as
Collin Sawer."

"But Alexa will recognize you."

"I doubt it. I've changed a lot in fourteen years. My nose has
been broken twice and I'mno |onger as skinny as a scarecrow. |'ve

run into several people who used to know ne back then, and not one
of them ever recognized ne."

He spoke so calnmy that the insane plan al nbst sounded

rational. "But... but a prince has to be the prince of something.
O sonepl ace. Where are you going to say you're fron®"

"Romani a. "

"Wn't that be pretty easy to check out? And how will you
explain that you don't have a foreign accent?"

Cole smled. "That's easy. Princess |Iliana of Romania had six
children. She nmoved themto the United States after her
deportation from Comruni st Romania. | could easily be one of her
descendants born and raised in Anerica."

"Butbut..." Josephine's head reeled. "How do you know thi s?"

"l was researching an investnent prospect and ran across it on
the Internet.”

"You have a conputer connected to the Internet?”

"Not on the boat. At ny accountant's office in New Ol eans.

Wien I"mon the river, they | ook up anything | request and fax it
to ne over a cell phone."

"Butbut ..." It was a preposterous schene. There had to be a
reason it wouldn't, couldn't work. "Isn't it illegal to

i nper sonat e sonmeone?”

Cole grinned. "That's the best part. I'mnot going to be

i nper sonati ng anyone. "

Was the man conpletely out of his m nd? Josephi ne shook her

head. "You've lost ne."

Col e glanced at the radar screen. m not going to actually

say |'ma prince. That's the beauty of the plan. | intend to start
a runor and let the gossip mll take it fromthere." He stretched
his hand across the back of her chair. H's hand felt dangerously

close to her neck. "All | have to do is get the right people

whi spering that I'"ma prince who wants to remain incognito. |If
anyone asks ne if I'ma prince, well, 1'll deny it. Since |
supposedly want to be anonynous, my denials will only strengthen

the runors.”

Josephine realized her nmouth was hangi ng open. She abruptly
snapped it shut. "Let ne see if | have this straight. You' re going
to inpersonate a prince by denying that you are one?"



"That's right." Cole flashed her a blazing grin. "Pretty
brilliant, huh?"

"Pretty crazy," Josephine nuttered. "But so crazy, it just

m ght work."

Cole's teeth gl eanmed as he | aughed, nmaki ng Josephi ne's heart
unaccountably junp. She nust be as insane as he was, because she
was starting to think it mght actually be possible. He was
good- | ooki ng enough to pass for a prince. And heaven only knew he
had t he arrogance and sel f-confidence. Wth the right clothes and
manners, he just mght pull it off. "How long do you intend to
keep up the charade?”

He shrugged. "As long as it takes."

As long as it took to woo and w n Al exa, Josephine's heart

tw sted strangely in her chest. "Alexa will eventually have to
| earn the truth, you know," she said quietly.
"So? By then | will have ruined the wedding plans, humliated

McAul ey and nmade fools of everyone who bought into the story.™
"So this is about revenge." For sone reason, the thought lifted
Josephine's spirits.

"What did you think it was about? True |ove?" Cole gave a
scoffing snort. "There's no such thing. But there is such a thing
as settling old debts, and |I've been waiting for years to settle
this one.”" H's eyes took on a distant |ook. "Wien | was | ocked in
jail, the only thing that kept ne going was the thought that one
day |1'd get even. One day, when Robert |east expected it, | was
going to find out what he wanted nore than anything in the world
and take it away fromhim"

H s eyes glittered brightly as | ooked over at her. "And that

day has cone. Robert always carried a torch for Al exa. Even back
in high school, he followed her around |like a | ovel orn puppy,
waiting for her to toss himsonme crunb of attention.”

It was true, Josephine nused. She noticed the sane phenonenon

at every social event she'd ever attended with the two of them
"But what about her? Your plan is going to hurt her, too."

"It didn't bother her to hurt nme."

Were his feelings for Alexa as callous as they sounded? For

sonme reason, Josephine found herself fervently hoping they were.
But she couldn't help but wonder if his air of indifference was
hi di ng deeper, nore tender feelings. "Wat exactly are you hoping
to do?"

"Sweep Al exa off her feet. Then get her to tell Robert that she
and | are lovers, and she's breaking their engagenent."

Lovers. He intended to take Al exa to bed. The thought nade her
throat dry and tight. "Then what ?"



Col e shrugged. "I'mnot sure howlong I'Il string it out.

Maybe I'Il ask Alexa to marry ne and |l et her nake a big deal out
of our engagenent. And then ..." Cole's eyes glittered darkly.
"And then I'll announce to MAul ey and Al exa and the whol e world
exactly who I am Not a prince at all. but Trash Boythe sane sorry
SOB Al exa refused to acknow edge, the sanme lowife MAuley didn't
think tw ce about framng." Hs nouth curved into a cruel smle.
“I''l'l make fools of themall."

Josephi ne repressed a shiver. It was wong. Revenge was al ways
wrong. Yet after all that Cole had told her, she could understand
why he wanted it so badly. She could synpathize, even enpathize.
But could she help himdo it?

Col e seened to read her mnd. He turned toward her and caught

her gaze. \Wen he spoke, his voice was soft as suede. "And you're
going to make it all possible."

The intent look in his eyes nade her heart flutter. GCh, why did
he have to affect her so? If she had any other option, any at all,
she woul d refuse. She would run as far from Col e and t he dangerous
feelings he stirred in her as she possibly coul d.

Wul dn't she? Suddenly she wasn't so sure.

Ever since she was sixteen, her entire existence had been

predi cated on trying to make up for her horrible m stake. She'd
tried her best to follow all the rules of good behavior, but
suddenly no rules seened to apply. She was beginning to wonder if
t hey ever had.

No amount of good behavi or had ever assuaged her guilt. She was
beginning to see that it never would, because nothing could alter
the truththe truth was as hard and cold and i mmut abl e as her best
friend's tonb: her friend was dead, and she was to bl ane.

Col e nust feel the sanme way about Mom Sawyer's death. He, too,
must be tortured by a sense of responsibility. In his case,

t hough, the responsibility rightfully rested on soneone el se's
shoul ders.

Up ahead the river curved sharply, and she couldn't see what

was around the bend. Cole pulled on the throttle, picking up
speed, confidently steering into the great unknown. He steadied
the towboat's course and checked the swing neter, then turned his
eyes toward her. "You are going to help, Josephine.” The glint of
resolve in his eyes told her he woul d not be denied.

But then, she was no | onger sure she wanted to deny him

anyt hi ng.

Maybe evening the score would bring himpeace. She knew what it
was like to long for inner calm to want to silence the relentless
clanor of a stricken conscience.



She drew a deep breath and nodded, her heart poundi ng agai nst
her ribs Iike the wings of a bird against its cage.
"Good." Cole gave a satisfied smle. "Nowlet's get to work. By

the tine we get back to New Ol eans, | expect you to have turned
me into a regular Prince Charm ng."
Chapter Ten

Henry listed to the side |like a capsizing boat under the weight

of the hot pink duffel bag. The captain had asked himto show the
new cook around and help her get settled, and he'd already carried
two of her bags to her cabin. She'd insisted on bringing this one
to the gall ey.

Hi s shoul der ached as he | ugged the enornous satchel through

the gall ey door. "Wat ya got in hererocks?"

"Brought sone of ny own pots and pans.”

"Hell, we got plenty of those."

"Don't imagine they're as good as mne." Fanny Jarvis followed
Henry into the business end of the galley, planted her hands on
her anpl e hi ps and | ooked around. Henry | eaned agai nst the wall,
reached in his pocket for his everpresent can of tobacco and

wat ched her.

Merci ful days, but the woman had a chest on her! She wore a

baggy blue plaid flannel shirt with the shirttails hangi ng out,

but even in that god-awful getup, it was inpossible not to notice
her breasts. They were the big, soft, bouncy kindthe kind where

t he cl eavage probably started just bel ow the coll arbone.

If it weren't for her chest, though, Henry m ght have m staken

her for a man. Her salt-and-pepper hair was cut short and slicked
back from her face, she didn't wear a |ick of makeup and she noved
her short, stocky frame with all the grace of a | ongshorenman. The
fact that she was wearing a pair of |oose-fitting khakis and heavy
wor k boots didn't help any, either.

She was probably one of those wonen who didn't |ike nen. Well,

that was just as well. That neant Juni or and Hanbone woul d nost
likely | eave her alone. She was too old for them anyway. Henry
guessed that she was about five years younger than he wassonewhere
in her early fifties.

He watched her lunber to the oven and open the door. She bent

down and i nspected the inside, then nmade a harrunphi ng sound.

Sl ammi ng the oven cl osed, she turned her attention to the stove.
Henry stuffed a wad of tobacco in his cheek as she renoved one of
t he burners and checked the pan underneath. Good grief, the way

t he woman was goi ng over the kitchen, he'd have thought she was
consi dering buying the boat.

She opened the refrigerator and surveyed the contents. Henry



wat ched her pull a small notepad fromthe back pocket of her
pants, jot a few things down, then nove on to the cupboard. She
i nspected it shelf by shelf, scribbling as she went.

Now she was | ooking at the walls and the cabinets. Hell, this
could take all day. "Findin'" ever'thin' ya need?"

She turned around, and Henry found his gaze riveted to her
breasts.

He was di sappoi nted when Fanny fol ded her arns across her

chest. Henry haul ed his gaze up to see her bushy eyebrows pul
into afrowm. "I'mfinding that this place is a nmess. | thought a
first mate's job was to keep everything on a boat shipshape.™
Henry abruptly straightened, surprised by the unexpected
personal attack. "Hey, nowthe kitchen's the cook's domain."
Fanny shot hima reproachful |ook. "Hmph. The captain told ne
over the phone that you were the cook on nost of the last run."
Henry rubbed the back of his head. This bossy old broad had
sonme nerve. "Hell, it ain't so bad. The oven was cl eaned real
recent, and Josephine was real good 'bout washing off the stove
and countertop.”

"I'"'mnot tal king about those. |I'mtalking about the floor and
the walls and the refrigerator and the front of the cabinets.”
Fanny ran a finger across the front of the flatware drawer,
snearing a line in the dark woodwork. She held up a greasy finger.
"The place looks like it hasn't gotten a thorough cleaning in
fifteen years. No wonder it snells like a grease factory."
"Well, it's all yours now. You think it needs cleanin', you're
wel cone to clean it." He turned to | eave.

"Not so fast, Bub."

Who the heck is she callin' Bub? Henry whirled around. "You
talkin' to nme?" He pointed at his chest.

"You bet I am"™

Henry glared at her. "My nane's Henry."

“I"'mnot on first-name terms with anyone tryin' to sneak off
and get out of work."

"I wasn't sneakin'! An' it so happens |I've got ny own work to
do."

She pl aced her hands on her hips. "Well, then, you need to get

a couple of your nen in here. | was hired as a cook, not a
janitor, and I'mnot fixing a lick of food in this sty until it's
gotten a good goi ng-over with sone scouring powder and el bow
grease. "

Who did she think she was, tellin' himwhat to do? Henry
narrowed his eyes. "Now wait just a cotton-pickin' mnute" "No,
you wait a mnute," Fanny interrupted. "I won't cook in a kitchen



t hat woul dn't pass a health inspection.”

Henry could feel his blood pressure rising. "Is that so?"

"You bet your skinny backside."

Henry's tenper flared. "You'll do what you're told, or you

won't work on this boat."

The stubborn | ook on Fanny's round face rem nded Henry of a

bull terrier. "1I'lIl do what I'mtold if the captain does the
telling. | didn't hire on to be bossed about by the |Iikes of you."
A vein throbbed in Henry's tenple. "Well, we'll just see what
the cap'n has to say about this!"

"Say about what, Henry?" said a fam liar voice.

Henry whi pped around to see Col e enter the room

Fanny bustled over. "You nust be the captain. | recognize your
voi ce from our phone conversation. |'m Fanny Jarvis, the new
cook." She stuck out her hand.

Cole took it. "Cole Dumanski. Wl cone aboard."” He cast a
guestioning glance at Henry, then | ooked back at Fanny. "Is Henry
giving you a hard time about sonethi ng?"

"Nothing that | can't handle." She turned her back to Henry in
what the old man was sure was a deli berate snub. "Wuld you care
for a honemade cookie?"

Col e's eyebrows rose high. "You' ve al ready nmade cooki es?"

"I made themlast night and brought themwith nme. If you'l

unzip the top of that bag by your feet, Henry, you'll find themin
that plastic container right on top."

Henry had no choice but to conply, although it irritated the
heck out of himto take orders fromthe woman. Suppressing a
scow, Henry dug in the bag and | ocated a square bl ue contai ner.
Pulling up the Iid, he helped hinself to a cookie and passed the
rest to Cole.

The captain | ooked down at the cookies in his hand. "Chocol ate
chip. My favorite." He pulled one out and took a large bite. "Say,
these are great!" Fanny snmiled. "G ad you like "em™

Henry bit into his. He had to admt, it was the best thing he'd
tasted in a long tine.

Col e set the container on the counter and polished off his
cookie. "I wanted to |let you know that you'll be cooking for one
nmore person than | told you on the phone."

"You' ve got a new crew nenber?"

Col e rubbed his jaw. "Not new, exactly. The forner cook is
staying aboard. She's, uh, going to be giving us all etiquette

| essons. "

Henry took a certain nean-spirited satisfaction in the | ook of
shock that flitted over the cook's face.



"Etiquette?" Fanny asked. "You mean manners?"

Col e nodded. "Josephine used to be a charm school teacher, and

| figured sonme polishing up wouldn't hurt me in ny business
dealings. Wile she's at it, she's going to give the whole crew
pointers at nealtine.”

"Well, then, 1'Il set another place at the table."
She probably thought Josephine was Cole's mi stress, Henry
realized. Well, he couldn't blane her. If he didn't know the girl,

he'd think so, too. It was all mghty odd, especially considering
t he sl eepi ng arrangenents.

Fanny pulled a fol ded piece of paper out of her shirt pocket

and passed it to Cole. "I worked up a week's worth of nenus | ast
ni ght. See what you think."

Col e set the container of cookies on the counter and gl anced
down. "Fried chicken, corn bread, okra with tomatoes and honenade

apple pie . . . Pot roast with vegetables, honenade rolls, fudge
browni es... Snothered pork chops, mashed potatoes, green bean
casserol e and peach cobbler ..." He | ooked up and grinned at

Henry. "Sounds |like we've hit the chowtine jackpot."

Henry avoi ded answering by reaching for another cookie. Cole
gazed at himquizzically, then hel ped hinself as well to another
cooki e. "Everything sounds great, Fanny. And if these cookies are
an exanpl e of your cooking, we're in for sone mghty fine eating.”
Fanny's round face beaned. "Thank you, sir. |I've already checked
the supplies and nmade a list of what |1'll need, just |like you
asked when we tal ked on the phone.™

"Good. Just give it to Henry. He'll order it fromour supplier
and they' Il bring it all to us on a boat upriver." He turned to
Henry. "Josephine's in ny cabin drawing up a list of things she'l
need for our etiquette | essons. Be sure and get her list, too,
before you call." Col e grabbed another cookie and turned to go.
"There's one nore thing | need to discuss with you, Captain,"”
Fanny pi ped up.

Col e stopped and swi vel ed back toward her. "Yes?"

"It's about the condition of the kitchen."

"It's called a galley,” Henry said with a scow .

His correction failed to faze her. "Glley, kitchen whatever

you want to call it, the place is filthy. The floors, walls and
cabinets are just slick with dirt." She ran her finger across a
drawer and showed it to Cole, just as she'd done to Henry.

Dadbl ast her! Henry took a step forward. "I toF her that
keepin' the galley clean is the cook's job, Boss."
Fanny shot him a disapproving look. "I don't m nd keeping it

clean, but getting it clean in the first place is going to be



quite a job. If 1'd let the kitchen of ny truck stop get in this
condition, the board of health would have shut ne down. This place
needs a thorough scouring, and I'mnot going to have the tinme to
clean it and cook three neals a day."

Col e nodded. "I hadn't realized it was this bad. Wth all the
turnover we've had in cooks, | guess I've let it slip through the
cracks. Henry, get Hanbone and Junior in here ASAP. Fanny w ||
tell you what she wants themto do."

“I"'d like to tell her what she can do," Henry nuttered under

hi s breath.

Col e | ooked at himso sharply that Henry was halfafraid he'd
heard him The captain noved toward the door.
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"dad to have you aboard, ma'am |f you need anything, Henry
will be happy to help you."

|'d be happy to strangle her, that's what |'d be happy to do.
Henry's jaw cl enched as he watched Col e saunter out the door. He
waited until he heard the captain's footsteps clang on the netal
stairs, then turned to Fanny. "That was real slick, the way you
managed to pull that off," he ground out.

Fanny squatted down and pulled out a can of scouring powder
fromthe cabinet under the sink. "Pull what off?"

"Talkin' the cap'n into lettin' ya use ny deckhands. Don' think
| didn' see the way you buttered himup with cookies and got his
mouth to waterin' with all your fancy nenus before you sprung it
on him™"

Strai ghtening, Fanny poured a generous anount of cleanser in

the sink, sending up a small pale cloud. "I didn't spring anything
on anyone. | just explained the situation and | et him decide how
to handle it."

Who did she think she was fooling, acting all innocent? Henry's

hands cl enched at his sides. "Are you denyin' you set it all up?"
"I"'mnot denying anything." Her voice was maddeningly cal m

The wonman was nore irritating than a burr in his undershorts.

The fact that he couldn't seemto keep his eyes off her breasts
only aggravated himall the nore. What the SamH Il was the matter
with hin? He was starting to act as bad as Hanbone and Junior, he
t hought with disgust. If he didn't watch out, the next thing he
knew, he'd be buying those nagazi nes.

He frowned so hard his face hurt. "Well, don' be thinkin" you

can try it on ne, 'cause it dam sure won't work."

Fanny strode to the far counter and picked up the cookie
container. "I wasn't planning to. It would be a waste of good



cookies, trying to sweeten up an ol d sourpuss like

you." Looking himdead in the eye, she gave the lid a |oud

snap, stal ked back across the kitchen and pl aced t he contai ner
high in a cabinet beside the sink.

Henry's fingers curled and uncurled at his sides as she picked

up a sponge and set to work on the sink. He knew it was childish,
but he had a hankering to march over there and help hinself to a
cookie, just to show her she couldn't cut himoff.

He settled for shooting her a lethal glare. "You callin' ne a
sour puss?”

She refused to | ook up, so the glare was wasted. "I call 'em as

| see "em And speaking of calling, aren't you supposed to be

cal ling your deckhands in here?"

There were a few choice words he'd like to call her, by damm.

One of themwas on the tip of his tongue when he recalled the
war ni ng | ook Col e had sent him

Wth a mghty effort, Henry snapped his nouth cl osed and

marched to the door. Just before he slamed it behind him he

t hought he heard her give a soft chortle.

Henry's nood seened no better when he wal ked back through the
door fifteen mnutes later with two deckhands in tow. Fanny

conti nued scrubbing the | ower cabinets, pretending not to notice
the way the first mate scowl ed the nonent he set eyes on her.
Well, that was just fine. She wanted himto dislike her. She'd

| earned | ong ago that the easiest way to deal with a chest-ogling
man |ike Henry was to tick himoff right off the bat. Wen it cane
to fending off stares and | ewd remarks, the best defense was a
fast offense.

She' d been coping with men who couldn't see beyond her bust

line ever since her breasts had started devel opi ng at the age of
twel ve. For some reason, they all seened to think that just
because her chest was |arge, her brain was small and her norals
were | oose. Even worse, a lot of themacted as if the size of her
breasts affected her hearing. It was unbelievabl e how many nen
made rude remarks in

front of her as if she weren't even present. Fanny knew t hat

ot her wonen paid good noney to surgically acquire what she had in
over abundance, but as far as she was concerned, a chest |ike hers
was a curse and an enbarrassnent.

O course, things woul d have been different if she were pretty.
Men fell all over thenselves trying to inpress the pretty gals.
There was power in beauty. But there was no power at all in being
bi g-chested and honely, and Fanny knew she was honely. Her nose
was too big, her lips were too thin and her jaw was too square.



She was the kind of woman who woul d have faded into the background
if she'd had a normal physique, but her oversize bust nmade her the
center of unwanted attention. To avoid it, she downpl ayed her
femnity as nmuch as possible. Life was easier if she | ooked and
acted li ke one of the boysa boy with a tough,
don't-give-nme-any-guff, I'min-control-here attitude.

Fanny strai ghtened as Henry and the two younger nmen stopped in
the mddle of the room

"This here's the new cook," Henry announced ungraciously.

"She' Il tell ya what she wants ya to do." He turned on his heel
and stal ked off, |eaving Fanny alone with the two deckhands.
They were two of the sorriest excuses for human beings she'd
ever set eyes on. The ol der one | ooked |ike a sleazy Elvis

i npersonat or and the other one rem nded her of a skinny, teenage
nol e. Between the two of them they didn't |look like they had
enough smarts to tell tine.

"It's nice to neet you," Fanny said pleasantly. "My nane's
Fanny. "

The younger one gave a buck-toothed grin and el bowed his buddy.
"Ya hear that? She said Fanny!"

The heavyset Elvis |ug snickered.

Fanny marched around the counter, wal ked right up to the young
punk and poked himin the chest with her index finger. "That's
rightmy name's Fanny. |'mnanmed after

my grandnother. It's a good nane, a perfectly respectable

name, and | don't want to hear any flak about it. Do you

under stand ne?"

Juni or took a step back, his eyes wide. "Y-yes."

"Yes what ?"

"Uhyes, ma'am"”

She turned to Hanbone, her hands on her hips, and gave her nost
menacing scow. "And while we're on the subject, let's get a few
ot her things straight. | don't take kindly to snmart nouths, and
|"ve got a pretty bad tenper. If you don't want to find saltpeter
or sonethin' a whole |ot worse in your food, you won't mnake any
rude remarks or jokes at ny expense. There's ways of doctorin' a
person's food that nmake 'em sick to dying, and no one but the
person who did it would ever know what happened. Have | made
nmysel f clear?"

The potbellied Elvis swallowed visibly. "Yyes'm"

She turned to the ferret-faced younger one. He nodded so hard

he | ooked in danger of whiplash.

"Good." She gave a satisfied smle. "You treat ne right, and

"Il do the sanme by you. I'ma hell of a good cook and |I know how



to keep a man's stomach happy. Now. what are your nanes?"

"1'"'m Hanbone." The | arge one hooked his thunb at the younger

man. "An' this here's Junior."

"Hanbone and Junior.”™ Wth nanes |like that, they had no

busi ness nmaking fun of hers. Fanny grinned. "Nice to neet you. You
all watch your nouths, and we'll get along just fine." Fanny
strode back around the counter. "Wuld you two fellas |ike sone
honmemade cooki es before we get to work?"

Junior's eyes lit up like a Christnas tree. "Cookies! Wat

ki nd?"

"Chocol ate chip and peanut butter.”

He narrowed his already narrow eyes until they were only slits.
"Did you put anything in 'enf"

"Not hin' that won't nmake your nouth happy. The captain and

Henry both ate sone."

Junior visibly relaxed. "In that case, can | have one of each?"
"You bet." Smling, Fanny fetched the cookies. The two nen

hel ped thensel ves.

Hanbone crammed an entire chocolate chip one in his nouth, then
rolled his eyes in ecstasy. "Um |Is all your cookin' this good?"
"Hear tell it is."

"All right!"™ Junior exclainmed.
food around here."

"Yeah." Crunbs dribbl ed from Hanbone's nouth onto the top of
his protrudi ng stomach. "The | ast cook like to starved us to
death."

"You nean Josephi ne?" Fanny asked.

Juni or nodded. "Her cookin' was way too fancy."

"I don't know about fancy, but it was sure |ousy!" Hanbone
seconded.

"Well, she's evidently not |ousy at other things." Junior cast
a sly glance at Hanbone.

Hanbone' s eyebrows rose. "Watcha nean?"

"While you were out checkin' the tow, Gaston tol' nme he saw her
movin' her stuff into the captain's cabin.”

"Get out!"

"That's what he said. Said she's stayin' aboard to give us
charm | essons or sonething."”

"You're puttin' ne on!" Hanmbone excl ai ned.

"Am not." Junior made the sign of the cross over his chest.
swear it."

Hanbone | ooked at Fanny. "You know anythi ng about this?"
Fanny hadn't known about the room ng arrangenents, but she'd
guessed as nuch. She hadn't bought the captain's cockamam e story

"Bout tine we had sone rea



for a mnute. "The captain said he wants to learn etiquette and
protocol to help himw th his business dealings. Wile he's at
it, we're all going to learn with him Josephine is supposed to
gi ve us |l essons at dinner."

"Manners? Wiy the heck do we need to | earn about those?"
Hanbone asked.

Fanny had been wondering the sane thing, but as she watched

Juni or excavate a nostril, she decided it m ght not be such a bad
idea after all. "Can't hurt. Mght even help you boys with the
| adi es. ™"

Hanbone puffed out his chest. "Hey, | don't need no help in

t hat departnent.”

Fanny coul d barely suppress her grin. m sure you don't."
Hanmbone' s eyes suddenly grew wi de. He turned to Junior. "Saydo
you think the captain knows about Josephine's condition?"
"Henry said he didn't. Renenber? He tol' us it was a secret.”
Hanbone's forehead winkled, as if he were thinking hard.
"Yeah. He wouldn't be havin' her nove in with himif he knew"
Fanny's curiosity got the better of her. "Knew what ?"

Junior | eaned forward eagerly. "Henry says Josephine's got an
awf ul di sease that's got no cure. Any nman who, uh, fools around
with her will catch it, too."

Hanmbone ki cked Juni or on the shin.

"OM" Junior grabbed his | eg and scowl ed at Hanmbone. "Whatcha
do that for?"

"You weren't supposed to tell. It's a secret, stupid!"”

"Ch, dear." Fanny's mind filled with thoughts of AIDS and
hepatitis. "If this gal's got somethin' contagious, surely she'd
tell a man before puttin' himat risk."

Hanbone shook his head. "I don' know. | heard she don't got no
noney or place to stay, so she wouldn't be likely to say anything
that could get her throwed off the boat." Fanny frowned. This was

serious business. "Soneone's got to warn the captain,” she said
deci si vel y.

Hanbone t ook a step back, shook his head and threw his hands in
the air. "Don' |look at nme. |I'm not even supposed to know. Henry
said the stuff in her ned cal records is confidential."

"So why did he tell the likes of you?" Fanny denanded.

Hanbone and Juni or | ooked at each other and shrugged.

A wave of anger burned through Fanny. How dare that gossipy
little twerp of a first mate | eak privileged information to
entertain these two, but keep it a secret fromthe captain?
Especially when he was putting his boss's life in danger. "Well,
it seens to me Henry ought to be the one to do the telling."”



Hanmbone and Juni or nodded.

"Hanbone, go find Henry and nake himtell the captain right
now," Fanny ordered. "You tell himthat if he doesn't, you'll do
it yourself.” "I can't do that!" Hanbone whi ned.

"Well, then, tell him/'// tell the captain if he doesn't."

"But we weren't supposed to tell you.'" Hanbone's neaty face

tw sted in anguish. "He'll fire us."

"No, he won't. The captain outranks Henry, and it's his life
you're tryin' to save. You don't have to worry about being fired."
But Henry darn well m ght, Fanny thought heatedly. She'd be gl ad
to see it happen. She'd never net a man so worthless in all her
life.

“I''l'l tell you what," Fanny said decisively. "You take nme to
Henry, and I'Il handle things." The worthless cur was just the
type to pull a fast one. She wouldn't put it past the nan to say
he'd tell the captain, then do no such thing. Her |ips pressed
into a stubborn line. "Yes, sir, | think I ought to be standin
ri ght behind himwhen he has his little talk with the captain.
That way | can make sure Henry tells himall the facts."

She prodded Hanmbone in the ribs. "Cone on. Let's get

goin' before it's too late. The captain said that girl was in
his cabin, and | bet you dollars to doughnuts that's where he was
headed, too. No tellin' what they're doin" right now"

Col e found Josephi ne seated at his desk when he Il et hinself

into his cabin. She tore her gaze away fromthe piece of paper in
front of her and | ooked up, her eyes wi de. Her cheeks pronptly
reddened.

Good. As nuch as she tried to pretend otherw se, she wasn't
indifferent to him He closed the door behind him "Got your I|ist
fini shed?"

Josephi ne scooted back the | eather chair and rose, handing him
the paper. "Yes. Here it is."

Col e scanned the neat colum of itens. "Sal ad forks, soup
spoons, seafood forks, intermezzo spoons ..." Cole's brows rose
qui zzically. "Wat the hell is an internmezzo?"

"Sonet hi ng you eat between courses to cleanse the pal ate.
Usual Iy sorbet.™

"Hell. Is all this really necessary?"

"“A prince would know how to use all of these utensils. You'l
need to know how to use them too, if you' re invited to a fornmal
di nner. "

She had himthere. Sighing deeply, he folded the |ist and put

it in the pocket of his denimshirt. "Ckay. 1'll give it to
Henry." He | ooked around, but didn't see any of her bel ongi ngs.



"Did you get settled in all right?"

"Yes. But | was, ah, wondering about nmy bed." The color in her
cheeks deepened.

So she was thinking about bedtine already. Cole suppressed a
grin. "It pulls dowmn fromthe wall."

"I figured out that much. But how do | reach it?"

"You have to stand on ny bed." Kicking off his shoes, Cole
clinbed to the mddle of his mattress and reached up for the
recessed handle in the paneled wall. Wth a | oud creak, a narrow
Mur phy bed pulled down. "I'll get you sonme sheets and bl ankets."
Cli mbi ng down, Cole strode to the closet and pull ed sone |inens
froma bottomshelf. He returned to find Josephine carefully
removi ng her inported |eather |oafers. He clinbed back on the bed
and reached out his hand. She hesitantly took it and stepped up
besi de hi monto the king-size bed.

The mattress creaked seductively. Her hand felt small and warm
in his palm He reluctantly released it and handed her one of the
sheet s.

She awkwardly unfolded it and spread it over the chesthigh
mattress.

"You're going to have to clinb up on the mattress in order to
tuck in the sheet on the far side," Col e said.

" Okay. "

“I"1l give you a boost." G abbing her around the waist, he

hoi sted her up. He was unprepared for the inpact the warm wei ght
of her body would have on his libido. He could feel the flare of
her hips, the curve of her rib cage, the brush of her breasts
agai nst his chest. Desire, hot and instant, poured through him He
hel d her | onger than necessary before setting her on the upper
mattress.

She gazed down, her lips slightly parted. Her eyes held a

vaguel y stunned expression. So she'd felt it, too.

She pulled at her sweater, evidently trying to collect herself.
"Th-thank you."

Col e couldn't keep fromgrinning. "My pleasure.”

A shiver of alarm chased up Josephine's spine as she gazed into
his face. Sonething had transpired between them during the few
seconds she'd been in his arns, sonething electric and erotic,
something that felt far fromfinished. It was the sane thing she'd
felt when she'd fallen into his arns clinbing aboard the boata
feeling of inevitability. And now he was | ooking at her as if she
were a bow of mlk and he were a hungry tonctat.

She crawled to the far side of the narrow mattress and grasped
the sheet with shaking hands. Dear Lord, but this nman kept her off



bal ance! From the nonent he'd wal ked

in the room she'd found it hard to breathe and even harder to
forma coherent thought.

She was keenly aware that he was wat ching her every nove. She
nervously shoved the sheet under the edges of the mattress as best
she coulda difficult feat, considering that she was kneeling on
top of it.

"I'"ve got this side," Cole said. "Pull the back corner tight,
Enpress.”

She awkwardly tried to follow his directions, but she didn't

have a clue what she was doing. She tugged and pulled and tugged
until the sheet at last lay flat.

"Ready for the top sheet?" He unfurled a dingy gray sheet and
flapped it open. She jabbed it under the bottom of the mattress as
qui ckly as possi bl e.

"Here's a blanket." He tossed up a |ightweight blue one. "Tuck

it in at the bottom and we'll snooth it out fromdown here."
"Can 1 have two? | tend to get cold at night."

"That's the only blanket |'ve got. If you get cold, you can
always clinb down and crawl in bed with ne." He gave a wol fish
grin. "I promse |'ll keep you nice and warm"

He was teasingjust making a joke. Al the sane, her heart

pounded nmadly. A frightening, thrilling energy zinged back and
forth between them filling the roomw th a heady tension. She
struggl ed hard not to | ook as shaken as she felt. "You're all too
kind," she said dryly. "But I'd prefer another blanket."

"Are you sure?" His nmouth | ooked alarmngly sexy as it curved
into a grin.

Josephine found it difficult to pull her eyes away. "Quite."

He gave a low laugh. "Ckay. 1'll ask Henry to see if he can
find another in the storeroom If he can't, I'll have himorder
one." He held out his arnms. "Ready to cone down?"

She wasn't ready to touch himagain. "I-1 think | can make it
by nyself."

"What ever you say." He stepped out of her way, but not off the
mattress. Josephi ne scooted to the edge of the Mirphy bed and
dangl ed her | egs over the side. She pushed off, only to | ose her
bal ance and topple directly onto Cole.

The nonentum of her fall pushed them both over, and the next

thing she knew, he |ay beneath her on the kingsize mattress. His

t highs were as hard as concrete colums, his chest |ike sun-warned
cement. His breath was warm on her neck, and his beard prickled
her cheek. The faint scent of his shaving creamfilled her senses.
She intended to sit up and apol ogi ze, she sincerely did, but



t he nonent she raised her head enough to see his face, her senses
went spinning helplessly out of control. H's black eyes gleaned in
the afternoon light filtering through the porthole, telegraphing
sonmething that |left her shaken and aching w th unknown need.

She felt his hands nove around her back, his fingers on her

bare skin just above her waist, where her gray cashnere sweater
had conme untucked fromthe wai stband of her black wool sl acks.
Slowy, slowy, his fingers crept higher under the sweater,
blazing a trail of heat up her back. H's dark eyes | ocked on hers,
sonmehow nesneri zi ng her, hol ding her gaze against her will.

And then she had no willor hers becanme his. Her gaze shifted to
his nouth, and suddenly all that nmattered was getting close, then
cl oser.

She felt his fingers in her hair, felt his hand urging her face
toward his. And the next thing she knew, she found herself
pressing her lips to his.

Soft. The thought filtered vaguely through a haze of rapid-fire
sensations. H s nouth had | ooked so hard, but his lips were
surprisingly soft. And gentle.

And agile. Slanting his nouth beneath hers, he drew her bottom
lip between his and suckl ed.

Hot chills of pleasure shot through her. She'd never inmagi ned

a kiss could sinultaneously affect so nany parts on her body. Heat
tingled to the tips of her breasts, the pit of her stomach, the
apex of her thighs.

Col e sonehow noved cl oser, adjusting the alignnent of their

bodi es so that she |lay between his | egs. She heard a groan and
realized, as if froma distance, that it had escaped from her own
lips. Cole responded with Iow grow. Angling his nouth over hers,
he deepened the ki ss.

Oh, dear heavensshe was on fire. She instinctively noved

against him wanting to get closer, wanting nore, not even sure
exactly what it was she wanted, but wanting it with all her being.
Never, ever before had she felt anything so intense, so consum ng,
So urgent.

H s fingers slipped up her back, under her sweater, to the back

of her bra. He deftly unsnapped it. His fingers slid over her bare
skin, skinmm ng down her back toward the sides of her breasts.
Josephi ne shifted, aching for his touch. Slowy, tantalizingly,
his fingers noved forward, and then

A |l oud knock sounded at the door. "Excuse ne, Cap'n, but ['ve

got to talk to you.”" Henry's voice was nuffled but audi bl e through
t he thick door

Ch, nercy, what am | doing? Josephine stiffened, feeling as if



a magi c carpet suddenly had been yanked out from under her.

Cole tightened his grip on her, holding her in place. "Later,
Henry," he barked.

Josephine tried to pull away, but Cole's armwas |ike a vise.

She heard other voices in the hallway; then Henry apol ogetically
cleared his throat. "Sorry, Cap'n, but | need to talk to you now. "
"I said later."

"I"'mafraid it's urgent, sir." This tine the voice was fenale.
Wth a heavy sigh, Cole rel eased Josephi ne. Dazed and

di soriented, she rolled off him Her stomach quaked as she

wat ched himrise and pause to adjust the fit of his jeans.

"This had better be good," he thundered as he strode toward the
door. Wth a nurderous look in his eye, he yanked it open.

Chapt er El even

"What the hell do you want?" Col e denanded.

Henry nervously gl anced behind him Hanmbone and Juni or cowered

in the hallway behind Fanny. The woman stood with her arnms fol ded,
the | ook on her face just as fierce as the captain's.

Henry swal | owed hard. Lord have nercy, but they had hi m between

a rock and a hard spot! If he told Hanbone and Junior that he'd
lied to them he'd never get a lick of work out of them again They
weren't too bright, but they were awfully loyal, and they woul dn't
take kindly to being msled. If he didn't tell themthe truth,

t hough, that old battle-ax of a cook was going to spout off to the
captain that Josephi ne had incurable VD.

Henry twi sted his gnarled fingers together mserably. "There's,

uh, somethin' | gotta tell ya, Cap'n. Can | conme in and talk to ya
in private?"
n m. n

Col e stepped forward, blocking the doorway with his

body, but not before Henry got a glinpse into the cabin. H's

j aw dropped. Great balls of fireFanny was right! Josephi ne was
sittin" in the mddle of the captain's bed, furiously fussin' with
t he back of her sweater, as if she were trying to fasten her bra
or sonething. The bed was all nessed up and runpl ed, and so was
Josephine's hair. The tidy bun she al ways kept her hair skinned
back into had cone all undone, and blond hair spilled hal fway down
her back.

Henry forced his gaze back to Cole. "I really need to talk to

ya, Cap'n. One-on-one. It's kinda, uh, personal."”

Col e's gaze coldly swept the hallway. "Looks |ike you brought
quite a gallery of spectators for a personal conversation.” His
eyes | anded on Fanny and t he deckhands behind her. "Am 1 right to
assune that all of you know what this is about?"



"Yes, sir," Fanny affirnmed. Hanbone and Juni or nodded, their
heads bobbing |ike corks on the water.

Col e's eyes cut back to Henry. "Since everyone but ne seens to
know what this urgent matter is, | see no reason not to just go
ahead and speak your mnd."

"But it, uh, concerns soneone else.” Henry nervously tried to
peer around Col e's shoul der.

Cole turned and followed his gaze. His brows lifted as he

turned back around. "You nmean Josephi ne?"

Swal | owi ng again, Henry reluctantly nodded.

Col e's eyes narrowed, and his voice took on a steely tone.

"Now, listen, |I didn't expect you all to junp for joy at the
prospect of etiquette |essons, but | hardly think it qualifies as
urgent business. |I'll see you all at dinner." He started to cl ose
t he door.

Fanny stepped up beside Henry. "W're not here about the

| essons. We're here about your health.”

Col e's brows rode up. "My heal th?"

Fanny stared challengingly at Henry. "You gonna tell him or
shoul d | ?"
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Col e opened the door wi der and | eaned one hand agai nst the

frame, his fingers inpatiently drumm ng on the doorjanb. "Tell ne
what ?"

Henry couldn't bring hinself to | ook the captain in the eye.

"Well, uh, it seens that |, uh . . . " He shoved his hands in his
pockets, wishing the floor would just open up and let himsink to
the bottomof the river. "Ya see, | tol' Hanmbone an' Junior..."

"Henry tol' us Josephine's got sonme kind of incurable clap,"”
Junior interjected eagerly. "An' we're afraid you' re gonna get it,
now t hat she's noved into your cabin and all.™

Cole stared at Junior as if he'd lost his mind. "He told you

what ?"

"She's got sonme kind of Far East clap. It's not too bad for a
worman, but it makes a man's stallionhood shrivel up till it damm
near di sappears.”

"Stallionhood?" Cole turned his incredul ous gaze to Henry.

"Well, that isn't exactly how Henry put it. I'mtryin' to use a
polite term because Mz Fanny is present, an' that's what they
call it in my nmagazines."” Junior blinked earnestly. "Anyhow,

what ever you want to call it, Henry says it gets so teensy a man's
gotta sit down to go pee.”

Henry swal | owed m serably. Fanny stared at Junior as if he'd



just sprouted a second head, then poked Hanbone hard with her

el bow. "I thought it was AIDS or sone kind of hepatitis,” she
nmut t er ed.

Hanbone rubbed his side. "Nah. Junior's tellin' it just like
Henry said.”

Al eyes turned to Henry. He gave a sheepish shrug and ventured
a look at the captain. He was relieved to note a glimer of
anmusenent in his eyes.

Cole's hand tightened on the door frame. "I appreciate your
concern, men, but I don't think you have anything to worry about."
Junior took a step forward. "But Henry said"

Cole cut himoff abruptly. "I don't care what he said. It's

not true."

Hanbone and Junior stared at each other, then back at Cole.
Junior's eyes grew round with disbelief. "Ya nean Henry nade it
up?"

"He lied to us?" Hanmbone's voi ce sounded wounded.

Henry twi sted his fingers together and stared at the fl oor.
"Well, ya see, boys, I"

"Henry didn't lie to you," said a soft voice behind Cole.

Henry jerked up his head as Josephi ne appeared in the doorway
beside the captain. "I lied to Henry."

"What ?" Juni or and Hanbone chorused. Fanny stared from
Josephine to Henry and back again. Cole gazed at her, his brows
raised in surprise.

Josephi ne shot an encouraging smle to Henry, hoping he'd pl ay
along. "I'd been told that the crew on this boat was sonmewhat"she
hesitated, searching for the right word"flirtatious. Quite
frankly, I wasn't in the market for romance, so | figured if I
told Henry | had a horrible disease, why, everyone would | eave ne
al one. "

"So ya don't got nothin'?" Hanbone's eyes glittered eagerly.
Col e qui ckly snaked his arm around Josephine's shoul ders. "Of
course not. But don't get any ideas." He haul ed her tight against
his side. A shiver chased through her as the side of her breast
pressed against his chest. "She's offlimts. And | don't want to
hear of anyone giving Fanny here any flak, either. Have | nade
nmysel f cl ear?"

Juni or and Hanbone bobbed their heads.

"Good. Now get back to work." Pulling Josephine with him he
stepped back and firmy closed the door.

Josephi ne' s stomach qui vered as she found herself again al one
with Cole. Slipping away fromhis side, she noved to the desk,
putting it between them She was acutely aware of his gaze



follow ng her. "That was damm decent of you."

She pretended a keen interest in the brass file holder. "Wat

was ?"

"Taking the heat off Henry. He got hinself in quite a spot,
telling that whopper to his deckhands. Thanks for bailing him
out."

"I don't know what you're tal king about."

"The hell you don't."

Josephine hated to adnmit that he could see through her so
readily. She eyed himchallengingly. "How do you know | didn't
tell that story to Henry?"

Col e I owered hinself onto the corner of the desk, a slow smle
spreading across his face. "That little detail about the shrinking
stallionhood was a pretty good clue. It didn't sound |ike the kind
of synptomyou'd be likely to cone up with."

He had her there. Disconcerted by the dangerous gleamin his

eye, Josephi ne | ooked down, only to be even nore rattled by the
sight of his nuscular thigh on the polished cherry wood.

She turned away and noved toward the porthole. "Henry obviously
concocted that story to protect ne. The least | could do was
return the favor."

"You're full of surprises, Enpress.” Cole rose and foll owed

her. "Not many wonmen would call it a favor, having a story |ike
that circul ated about them™

"Henry meant well."

"So intentions are nore inportant than actions?”

"No. Well, not exactly. | mean, actions count, too, of course,

but ... " She was babbling. She couldn't think straight when he
was standing this close to her. Dear heavensshe coul dn't think of
anyt hi ng except the fact that he'd kissed her, and that he | ooked
i ke he was about to again.

What the heck were they even discussing? Oh, yes intentions.

She was tenpted to ask what his intentions were, but she was
afraid of the answer. She drew a deep breath and fol ded her arns
across her chest. "Lookwe need to tal k about what happened
earlier.”

"You nean when | did this?" He bent down and softly clained her
mout h. The gentleness of it rocked her as nmuch as the kiss itself.
He eased cl oser and then, heaven hel p hershe was nelting. Her
joints went soft and liquid, and her arns fell to her sides as he
drew her into his enbrace. She was falling again, tunbling into a
sweet, unknown place, just as she had earlier on his bed.

Hi s bed. The thought penetrated the heady fog closing in around
her m nd. That was where all of this was headi ng. She grasped her



| ast remaining shred of willpower and pulled back. "I... | can't."
Hi s hands tightened on her back. "Sure you can."

"You prom sed you'd be a gentleman!"

"I'"d never pronmise anything so unlikely." He gave a seductive
smle. "I said |l wouldn't touch you unless you touched nme first.
And you did." He ran a finger down her cheek. "You kissed ne,
remenber ?"

Ch, dear heavens. Had she really? She couldn't renmenber who had
first kissed whom She'd fallen on top of himand | ooked into his
eyes and then the next thing she knew ...

She abruptly pulled out of his reach. "It was an accident."”
Hs lips curved in a nost annoying smle.
She pl anted her hands on her hips. "Look. | agreed to teach you

etiquette, not becone your sex toy."

H s eyebrows rose in anusenent. "You really have a way with

words, Enpress."” He stepped toward her, a hot glitter in his dark
eyes. "If you're worried the situation will be one-sided, you
shoul d know that I'ma firmbeliever in equal opportunity. I'Il be
your sex toy in return.” He traced a finger slowy, enticingly
down the side of her neck, making her heart thud wildly. H's voice
was a | ow, sensuous

runble. "If you'll play nice with nme, | promse to play very,

very nice with you."

A shiver of heat pulsed through her. He bent his head and

brushed her throat with his lips, tracing the path his fingers had
just blazed. Hi s beard rasped deliciously against her skin, and
she felt herself going under, drowning in a whirlpool of
sensat i ons.

She forced herself to draw away. "Il don't go in for

recreational sex."

Col e gave her an inpatient |ook. "You' re holding out for the
procreational kind?"

The remark was a perfect rem nder of why she needed to keep her

di stance fromthis man. She strai ghtened her back. "I just don't
think sex should be casual,” she said stiffly.

"So I'll wear a tuxedo."™ His lips tilted in a charmng grin.

"Very funny." It was rather amusing, but Josephine woul d rat her
die than admt it.

"Let ne guess," he said dryly. "You have to del ude yourself

into thinking you' ve found | ove everl asting before you'll go to
bed with a man."

Josephine felt herself blush hotly. She wouldn't dignify the
speculation with a reply. She turned toward the porthol e and gazed
out the w ndow.



"Yep, you're the kind who wants to hear the L word, all right,”
he said, rising fromthe desk and following her. "So tell ne,
Enpress, have you been in love with all the nen you' ve sl ept
wi t h?"

All the nen! He nmade it sound as if she'd bedded the entire
seventh fleet and half of the eighth. Josephine turned indignantly
toward him "For your information, there's just been one."

Dear heavenswhy had she told himthat? Fromhis snmug sml e,

she'd evidently given himthe very informati on he'd been after.
"Well, since you don't go in for recreational sex, things nust
have been serious between you and this |ucky gentleman.” Cole

pl aced his hand on the wall behind her and | eaned cl ose. "How | ong
did you two date?"

Josephi ne turned away. He placed his other arm agai nst the

wal |, pinning her in place.
"Mght as well tell me, Enpress.
"I can be mghty persistent.”
Josephine's heart clanored loudly in her chest. He was standing
too close for her to think clearly. If she told himwhat he wanted
to know, maybe he woul d back off and | eave her alone. "About a
year and a hal f."

"Why didn't you two get married?”

"We, uh, discovered we weren't really in |ove."

"But you'd thought you were?"

She could snell his clean scent, alnost feel the heat of his

body. "I thought | mght fall in love with him" Josephi ne said
def ensi vel y.

"Ah. And what gave you that inpression?”

"Well, his nother was a friend of ny aunt's, and he was

entirely suitable, and"

"Sui tabl e?" Col e stepped back and dropped his arns, gazing at

her incredulously. "You went to bed with a man because he was

sui t abl e?"

Josephi ne skittered away. Wiy was she even discussing this

topic with this man? She crossed the room and st ood behind the
arnchair, drawing herself to her straightest posture. "My personal
life is none of your business."

"Sure it is. At least it's about to be."

"No, it's not." She needed to clear the air on this matter, and
the only way to do it was to confront it head-on. "That kiss was
an accident. It's not going to happen again.™

"That was no accident, and you know it. That was the result of

nmut ual physical attracti ondammed powerful physical attraction. So
let's reach an understandi ng here, Enpress. | don't believe in

Hi s voice was | ow and sil ky.



hearts and flowers and | ove and any of that other
happi | y-ever-after nonsense, and | won't pretend | do. If you want
to fool around, well, you just let nme know " He sank down on the
edge of his bed. "If you're not interested, I'll |eave you al one.
But don't go giving ne a bunch of mxed signals. Not in this
room" He stared at her for a nonent; then his eyes took on a
devilish glimer. "Now around the crew ..." He slowy rubbed his
jaw. "Well, that's a whole other matter."

Josephine didn't like the direction this conversation was

headed. "Wat do you nean?"

"I mean Hanbone was harassing you this norning, even when he

t hought you were a carrier of the dreaded shrinking stallion

di sease. Can you imagi ne how obnoxi ous he'll be now that he knows
you aren't?"
An uneasy feeling gripped Josephine's belly. "I'"ll just stay

out of his way."

"Junior's even worse. And | wouldn't trust Gaston with a
five-hundred-pound nun. You can't avoid the whole crew. "
Josephi ne' s back drew as straight as the pilothouse steering
stick. "I can take care of nyself."

Col e woefully shook his head. "1'd be tenpted to let you try,
Enpress, if we were only tal king about your safety. Unfortunately,
we're not. If the crew starts conpeting anong thensel ves and
showi ng off to gain your attention, it could create a dangerous
situation. Hanbone and Junior mght start acting |ike big shots
out on the barges, and Gaston mght pick a fight wwth themjust so
he can beat 'emup."

Col e thought the crew m ght fight over her? She knew it would

be a conpletely undesirable turn of events, but she couldn't help

but feel a small thrill of pride at the idea.

Col e | eaned forward. "As |long as everyone thinks you and | are
a cozy couple, well, all of themw !l |eave you al one, and
everyone will stay nice and safe.”

She'd seen the way the new cook had | ooked at her, as if

she were sonme kind of troublemaking trollop. And she hated to
have Henry think she'd sold her soul.

She suspected that Col e was exaggerating the situation to serve
his own dark purposes, but he'd managed to find her weak button.
She'd do anything to avoid putting sonmeone el se in danger. |f
there was a chance that the crew would reckl essly show off to

i npress her, she had no choi ce.

She gave a defeated sigh. "What do | have to do?" Cole smled
like a fox who'd just cornered a chicken. "Just follow ny | ead,
Enpress. Just follow ny |ead.™



Fanny checked the sinmmering pan of tomatoes and okra, w ped an

al nost invisible snudge off the stove and | ooked around the galley
with satisfaction. In the past three hours, she'd supervised the
cl eaning of the kitchen and made a neal guaranteed to pl ease even
t he nost ravenous nal e appetite. The potatoes were mashed, the
gravy made and the chicken fried, and it was still twenty m nutes
until dinnertine.

She lifted the Iid on the creamgravy and poured in an extra
dollop of mlk just as Henry wal ked t hrough the door. Fanny
automatically stiffened with dislike.

"Snmells mghty good in here,"” he renarked.

"Hmph." Fanny kept right on stirring the gravy.

Henry anbl ed past the dining table toward the counter. "Ah,

c'non, there, Fanny. I'mtryin' to nake peace here."

"Save your breath."

Henry's can of tobacco clunked |loudly as he slamed it on the
counter. "Now, listen up, mssy, an' listen good. |If anyone has a
right to be mad, it's nme. That was a | owdown, damm fool stunt you
pul | ed, draggin' ever'body up to the captain's quarters just to
enbarrass Josephine."

"It wasn' Josephine | was tryin' to enbarrass."”

Henry's face turned so red Fanny hal fway expected to see steam
shoot out of his ears. Good. She'd gotten his

goat, just as she had intended. "I was nmaking sure that your

| oudnout hed self didn't weasel out of telling the captain the
truth,” she added.

Henry's hands cl enched and uncl enched at his sides. "You don't
even know what the truth is!”

"You evidently don't, either. But that didn't stop you from
spreading all kinds of tales all over the place, you gossipy old
varmnt."

"You' ve got sone nerve! |If you' d kept your busybody fee-hind

out of things that are none of your concern, none of this would
have happened in the first place.”

"Well, well, well." The captain's anused voice interrupted from
the doorway. "I'mglad to see you two hitting it off so well."
Fanny whi pped around to see Col e sauntering into the galley,

his hand on the waist of the woman she'd glinpsed earlier in his
room So this was Josephine. Fanny had expected her to tease her
bl ond |l ocks into a big-haired 'do and slather on an inch of nakeup
like the tootsies who rode with sonme of the truckers, but
Josephi ne was the nost unfl oozy-I|ooking fermal e she'd ever seen.
She | ooked |ike she'd come straight froman old |lady's tea party.
Her hair was slicked back in a primknot, she wore pearls with her



expensi ve sweater twn set and her makeup was so di screet that
Fanny wasn't sure if she was wearing any or not. Even odder was
the fact that the woman seened to be trying to keep as much

di stance as possi bl e between herself and the captain, while the
captain seened equally determ ned to keep her clanped to his side.
Most of the truckers' babes she'd seen were practically superglued
to their meal tickets.

Col e guided her to the kitchen counter. "Henry, if you'll quit
arguing with Fanny for a nonent, 1'd like to properly introduce
her to Josephine.™

"It's a pleasure to neet you,
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Josephine said with a smle

Fl ustered, Fanny dropped the spoon into the gravy. She quickly
grabbed another one and fished it out, splattering gravy all over
her shirt and the floor in the process.

"Don'" know why you made ny boys scrub the kitchen if you're
gonna snear it up like that," Henry said with a snarl.

Fanny shot himan angry glare. "That was an accident. |'l|
clean it up."

“I''"l'l help." Josephine slipped out of Cole's grasp, rounded the
counter and pulled several paper towels off the roller attached
under the cabi net. Before Fanny knew what had happened, the
genteel bl onde was on her knees, w ping the floor. "Kitchens
certainly are nessy places, aren't they? Wiy, | seemto get
covered with food fromhead to toe every tine | step into one."
It was inpossible to imgine this inpeccable woman in such a
condition. Fanny knew she was exaggerating to nmake her feel
better. But oddly enough, it did.

"There. Al done." Josephine rose to her feet and tossed the
paper towels in the trash. Fanny continued to nop her fl annel
shirt.

Josephi ne peered in the pans and cl asped her hands toget her.
"Ch, this | ooks wonderful! Nothing | cooked ever turned out

| ooking this good."

"You can say that again,” the captain nuttered.

Josephine stiffened at the remark. A pink stain spread across
her cheeks. "Il1'Il set the table," she vol unteered.

Fanny nodded. "Thanks."

The captain's eyes foll owed Josephine as she extracted the
flatware fromthe drawer, his gaze both annoyed and hungry.
Fasci nated, Fanny watched himfromthe corner of her eye as she
pretended to check the okra. What was the deal with these two? The
t ensi on between them was thicker than a good gunbo.



Not hi ng about the situation was what she'd expected. Fanny had
figured Josephine would be a brassy gal with
tight clothes and a snooty attitude. What with the manners

| essons and all, she'd fully expected a real prim donna. She sure
hadn't thought she'd be nice.

Fanny stirred the gravy, eyeing Josephine curiously. "I hear

you'll be teaching us etiquette | essons at dinner."

"That's right. | thought I'd start by review ng basic table
manners. "

Henry made a | oud snorting sound.

Fanny shot hima heated glare. "Maybe you should start out with
sonet hing even nore basic, |ike how not to bray |like a jackass."
Col e | aughed, then strode across the galley and cl apped Henry
on the shoulder. "Looks like we've got a few m nutes before

di nner's ready. Way don't you and | go see how Gaston is com ng

with that problemin the fuel |ine?"

"Sure thing." Henry's brow |owered in dislike as he gl anced at
Fanny. "l need a change of scene, anyhow. "

Clutching an enornous handful of flatware, Josephine paused in
t he kitchen and watched the nen | eave. "Good heavens. | wonder

what's wong with Henry?"
"He's personality-challenged, if you ask ne." Not to mention

bi g- rout hed and obnoxi ous, Fanny silently added, opening the oven
and peering in at the corn bread.

"I"ve never seen himact so rude." The silverware clattered as
Josephine set it on the counter. "Qut of everyone on the boat,
he's the only one who's treated nme decently."

Fanny | ooked al her in surprise. "Wat about the captain?”
Josephine turned to the cabi net and began extracting pl ates.

"He's the worst of all.”

Her voice held a note of despair that made Fanny's brow furrow
with concern. C osing the oven door, she turned toward the younger
wonman, noting the tight |ines around her eyes. Fanny rapidly

| ooked her over. Josephine didn't have any visible bruises, but
then she was covered fromneck to foot by her expensive sweater
and slacks. "Is he abusin' you, honey?" she asked gently.
Josephine's brows rose in surprise. "Ch, no, it's nothing |ike
that." She net Fanny's gaze and gave her an awkward smile, then
turned back to the cabinet, |oading a set of saucers on top of the
plates. "He's just rude and ill-tenpered, that's all."

"Well, that's still not good. They had a show about enoti onal
abuse on one of the TV talk shows | ast week. Do you ever watch

t hose?"

"I don't watch nuch television,

Josephi ne adm tt ed.



"Well, they had a doctor on there, and he said enotional abuse
could be just as bad as the physical kind. Said if a woman's in a
relationship like that, she needs to get out pronto."

"Cole and | aren't in a relationship."

“I"'mafraid I"'mnot follow ng you."

"I mean we don't... | mean we're not... " Josephine drew a deep
breath. "There's nothing physical between us."

Ri ght. Fanny pl aced her hands on her hips and cocked her head

to the side. "Look, honey, | knowit's none of ny business, but
this is a pretty small boat, and it's hard not to notice where
folks are sleeping. You're stayin' in his cabin, aren't you?"
Josephine's fair skin flushed to the roots of her hair. She set
down the stack of plates with a clatter. "lI'mstaying in his
cabi n, but we have separate beds."

If it made her feel better to lie about the situation, then

Fanny woul dn't push her. She bent down and searched a | ow cabi net
until she found a dish she could press into service as a gravy
bow. "Well, like I said, it's none of ny business.”

"I't's not |like you think. Really." Josephine's face was earnest
as she gazed down at Fanny. "There weren't any other sleeping
acconpdati ons. Besides, the crew tends to give wonen a hard tine,
and Col e thought there would be less trouble if they think I'mhis
girlfriend."

Her eyes held a convincing sincerity. Fanny recalled the
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odd |l ook on Cole's face as he'd wat ched Josephine and t he

unusual tension between them Maybe they weren't |overs. At |east,
not yet. The situation certainly was interesting.

Josephine piled the silverware on top of the saucers, then

pi cked the whol e stack up and headed to the dining table. "W're
going to act like we're a couple in front of the crew, but we're
not. The truth is Cole doesn't even like nme."

Oh, he likes you, all right. Fanny thought, watching the

younger woman nove to the other side of the room And fromthe way
you | ooked at him you like himright back. She'd bet her first
paycheck they woul dn't be pretending the opposite for |ong. "Wy
do you think he doesn't |ike you?"

"He dislikes anyone fromuptown New Ol eans, and that's where |
lived before my aunt died. He thinks we're all a bunch of rich,
arrogant snobs." Josephine's lips twisted in a wy smle. "O
course, that's like the pot calling the kettle black. |I've never
met a nore arrogant man in ny life." She carefully laid five

pi eces of flatware at a table setting. "I wish Cole could be nore



i ke Henry."

"That ol d gossi py goat?" Fanny scowed. "I can't believe you'd
say that, after the way he gabbed all over the boat about your
so-cal l ed disease.” She lifted the pan of gravy off the stove,
then grinned. " 'Course, you nmust have had his nunber right off
the bat. That was pretty clever of you, making up that wild story
and telling it to old Mdtor Muth."

Josephi ne set down another fork. "I didn't make up that story."
Fanny froze, the gravy pan suspended in mdair. "But you said
you did."

"I just said that to cover for Henry."

Fanny's brows knit in consternation. "Wat do you nean?"
Josephi ne | ooked up. "Henry nade up that story so the

crew woul d | eave ne alone. He was trying to protect ne."

Henry had invented that tale out of kindness? Fanny pl opped the
pan back down on the stove and frowned.

OCh, dear. She'd been wong about the ol d goatdead wong. She
hated it when peopl e nmade unfair assunptions about her, but she'd
done that very thing to Henry. She'd assuned he was a lowlife cad
just because he'd | ooked at her chest a little overlong. She'd
wanted to believe the worst of him so she had.

The insight nmade Fanny wi nce. She | ooked up to find Josephi ne
regardi ng her curiously.

"You don't care for Henry, do you?" Josephi ne asked.

Fanny picked up the pan again and sighed. "I guess we got off

on the wong foot."

"What happened?"

Fanny resumed pouring the creamgravy into the white casserole

di sh. She gl anced at Josephine fromthe corner of her eye. "He,
uh, | ooked at ny breasts.”

It was Josephine's turn to stop and stare.

Fanny picked up a wooden spoon. "I know it sounds stupid, but
when | catch a man ogling ny chest, | get real testy." The spoon
scraped |l oudly against the netal bottom of the pan. "I've been
sel f -consci ous about being big busted ever since | was a girl.
Just because | have big breasts, nmen act like |I'measy or dunmb or
both. | learned a long tine ago that if I lash out at "emearly
on, it tends to keep themin line. So when | caught Henry | ooking
at ne all pop-eyed, | let himhave it." She placed the enpty pan
in the sink and turned on the water. "Then when Hanbone and Juni or
said you mght give the captain an incurable illness and Henry
didn't want himwarned, well, | guess | was just ready to think
the worst of the old coot." She picked up a gray oven mtt and
sighed. "Now | guess |I'll have to apol ogize and try to nake peace



with the old lech.”

Josephine couldn't help but smle. "That shouldn't be hard."
She wat ched the ol der woman open the oven and

pull out a pan of perfectly baked corn nmuffins. "Wen he gets

a taste of your cooking, | imagine he'll forgive just about
anyt hi ng. "
"I hope so. | hate to eat crow." The buxom woman reached in and

pul | ed out a second pan.

Josephine grinned as she laid out another place setting.

"Doesn't look |ike that's what you' re serving." She breathed
deeply, inhaling the fragrant steam "Mmm Were did you learn to
cook like this?"

"From ny grandnot her, back in Tennessee. She raised ne and ny
four brothers after ny nother died."

Josephine carefully set down a knife. "I lost ny nomwhen | was
young, too."
Fanny | ooked across the room her eyes filled with warnmth. "I'm

sorry to hear it, honey." The two wonen silently regarded each
other for a noment, a bond form ng between them "D d you live
with your dad?"

Josephi ne shook her head. "I lived at a boarding school in New
Engl and. "

"I thought you said you lived in uptown New Ol eans."

"I noved there three years ago. | had a great-aunt who ran a

charm school . She devel oped health problens, so | noved in with
her and hel ped out with her school."

"What did you do before?"

"I taught etiquette at a finishing school in Switzerland."

Fanny let out a low whistle. "So how the heck did you end up
cooki ng on a towboat ?"

"My aunt died and | needed a job. I didn't know the first thing
about cooking, but | thought | could fake nmy way through it." She
gave a sheepish grin. "There's a |lot nore to cooking than

t hought . "

"Don't feel bad. I"mjust as | ost when it conmes to manners.

G andma knew how to cook, but she didn'" know nuch beyond ' pl ease’
and 'thank you.' " Fanny smled, her eyes filled with adm ration.
"It took a lot of guts, signing on and trying to bluff your way
along. | admre a
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A sensation of warmh spread through Josephine's chest. She had
the feeling she'd just made a true friend.
"I''ll bet it took even nore guts to talk the captain into



takirf manners | essons. How in bl azes did you do that?"
Josephine hesitated, renenbering Cole's instructions to keep
his plans quiet. "He has quite a few business interests. He
thought it mght nake himnore at ease in social settings.”
"Well, nmy hat's off to you." Fanny added sone salt to the okra.

"An' 1'mlookin" forward to your lessons. If you want, | can repay
the favor by teachin' you how to cook.™

The warm feeling in Josephine's chest expanded. "I'd |ike that
very much."

"Well, it only seens fair. Besides, | |ike havin' conpany in

the kitchen." Fanny snmiled generously, then glanced at her watch.
"Ch, ny, we'd better quit gabbing and get dinner on the table! The
men will be here any nonent.”

Josephi ne stood by the counter as the nen straggled into the

di ning room clutching her danp palns stiffly together. She'd
already failed as a cook. She couldn't fail at this as well.

But she'd never seen a nore unlikely-Iooking bunch of etiquette
students in her life. Their clothing alone violated all the rules
of polite behavior. Hanbone's faded plaid shirt was torn and
dirty, Junior's black T-shirt had stains and dark underarm
circles, Gaston's gray sweatshirt was covered with grease and
reeked of sweat, and Henry's work shirt sported a tobacco stain on
the right pocket. To her dismay, she noted that Henry was toting
his coffee-can spittoon to the table. She watched in amazed horror
as the nmen slunped onto the benches around the table.

Col e's sudden earsplitting whistle made Josephi ne junp. "Okay,

men. As you all know, we're going to be | earning about nmanners at
dinner. | expect all of you to listen to Josephine and do as she
says."

"Ah, Boss. Whatta we gotta do this for?" Hanbone npaned.

"Yeah," Junior nuttered.

"I mwondering zee sane thing, Capitaine," Gaston nuttered.

“I'"l'l nanme some reasons and you can take your pick. Nunber

one." Cole lifted his thunb. "Not everyone | do business with is a
river rat, and | don't like looking |like an ignorant clodhopper.
Acquiring a little polish will help ne in ny business dealings."
He lifted his index finger. "Nunmber two: | believe in taking
advant age of opportunity when it cones al ong, and we happen to
have an etiquette teacher here in our mdst. And nunber three: |I'm
one generous son of a bitch. Instead of hoarding this font of

know edge all to nyself, I'"moffering each of you the opportunity
to better yourselves.”

"What if we don't want to?" Junior said.

Cole eyed himsternly. "Well, then, 1'll take that as an



i ndication that you don't want to work on this boat."

"Ah, Cap'n," Hanbone said with a noan.

Col e | eaned forward, his hands on the table, his eyes hard.
“"Now | isten up. Manners have to be practiced, and |I'm not gonna be
practicing genteel politeness on you jerks only to have you act

i ke a bunch of rude rednecks in return. We're in this together."
He sank down in his chair with an air of finality and noti oned
toward Josephine. "All right, Enpress. You're on."

It was not the nobst glow ng of introductions. Josephine drew a
deep breath, trying to still the quaking inside.

It would be a | ot easier to concentrate if Cole weren't | ooking
at her that way, she thought. He was staring at her boldly, an
anused half smle on his |ips. She couldn't help but think about
the way those |ips had felt on hers. Judging fromthe way he was
| ooki ng at her, he was thinking the sane thing.

He'd said he'd wait for her signal. The arrogant man

probably thought she'd throw herself at him before the night

was over. Well, by George, if that was what he thought, he had
anot her think com ng. She wasn't sure exactly how that kiss had
happened, but she was certainly not going to let it happen again.
Haughtily lifting her head, she gave her best imtation of Aunt
Prudi e's nost intimdating schoolroom deneanor. "Good eveni ng. As
the captain explained, 1'Il be giving a course in etiquette during
t he di nner hour. Can anyone tell nme why etiquette is inportant?”
The question was net with silence. "Guess no one thinks it is,"
Hanmbone said at | ength.

The ot her nen sni cker ed.

Josephine refused to be thrown off balance. "Etiquette is

really nothing nore than show ng ki ndness and consi deration for
ot hers. Know ng how to behave appropriately in social situations
hel ps everyone feel nore at ease.”

"I feel plenty at ease already." Hanbone sni gger ed.

"Me, too," Junior agreed.

They certainly | ooked at ease, Josephine silently admtted.
Hanbone sat sprawled with his el bows on the table, his |owriding
j eans exposing a | arge expanse of hairy backside. Junior sl unped
forward, casually noodling his nostril with his pinky. Gascon
tilted back in his chair, his feet propped agai nst the nail ed-down
leg of the table, while Henry busily tucked a napkin into the neck
of his shirt. Only Fanny and Col e showed any sense of decorum at
all.

"There's a difference between maki ng yourself confortable and
seeing to the confort of others around you," Josephine said
firmy. "Mdst people are ill at ease when they're forced to watch



behavi or that is disrespectful, disgusting or ignorant."

"Hey, Junior, she's talkin' to you!" Hanbone el bowed the young
man's ribs, causing the youth to ramhis finger all the way up his
nose.

"OM "

in disarray again, I'mafraid I'll have to ask you to return

to your cabin to nake the necessary adjustnents.”

A round of | ow npbans and grunbles circled the table.

"Ww can we sit down and eat?" Hambone asked.

“In just a mnute, Hanbone. And for the record, it's inpolite

to show i npatience with the host or hostess.”

Hanbone heaved a | oud si gh.

"That includes sighing, finger tapping or fidgeting." Josephine

| ooked sternly at Gaston, Hanbone and Junior, each of whom were
commtting one or nore of the naned of fenses. "The reason | asked
you to remain standing is because it's customary for the host to
direct guests to their seats.” She | ooked at Cole, and felt a
shiver chase through her at the intense way he was gazi ng back.
"Wuld you like to direct anyone to another pl ace?"

Yeah, 1'd like to direct you onto ny |ap, he thought. Cole

pushed t he thought away and shook his head. "No."

"I'n that case, the appropriate protocol is to wait for the host
or hostess to invite you to sit down. Once the invitation is
issued, it is customary for the mal e guest of honor to pull out
the hostess's chair. The male host will usually assist the female
guest of honor with her seat. Any questions?"

Yeah. Why do you act so cool when you kiss so hot?

He wat ched her | ook around the group. Her gaze rapidly junped
over him then darted back. She was the very picture of conposure,
except for the way she tried to avoid | ooking at him

"Since this is our first lesson, I'll give the signal tonight."
She gl anced nervously at Cole. "If that's all right with you, of
course. "

Cole gave a slowgrin. "I'meagerly awaiting your signal,

Enpress.”

He was gratified to see her cheeks color. It was insane, the

way this primlipped school marmturned himon. She sonehow nanaged
to aggravate hi m beyond words whil e sinultaneously arousing him

al nost beyond endurance. He was starting to get hard just watching
her .

She smiled around the table. "Wn't you pl ease be seated?"

Cole gratefully sank into his chair as his nmen did the sane.
"Captain, aren't you forgetting sonething?" Josephi ne pronpted.

/ haven't forgotten a thing. | renenber exactly how your nouth



opened under m ne and how that sweet body of yours squirned
against ne as if you were trying to craw into ny skin.

"You' re supposed to hel p Fanny," she rem nded hi m

|'"d rather help nyself. To you.

And | will, too, Cole silently vowed, rising to his feet and

pul ling out the bench for the cook. He'd prom sed to foll ow
Josephine's lead in the romance departnent, but he hadn't prom sed
not to try to influence her decision. He could hardly wait to get
her al one again to put his powers of persuasion to work. Chapter
Twel ve

"H there, Captain!" Fanny cheerily called an hour |ater.
Josephi ne | ooked up to see Cole striding back into the gall ey.
She tensed at the sight of him accidentally rattling the plates
she was hel ping Fanny | oad into the di shwasher. Col e had

di sappeared with the rest of the crew after dessert, saying he was
headed up to the pilothouse, and Josephine had been relieved to
see himgo. Every time she'd glanced at the end of the table
during dinner, his dark eyes had been fixed on her, and she'd
found it difficult to think about anything except the way his
mout h had felt on hers.

Fanny smled brightly at Cole. "Josephine's hel ping nme clean

up. We're just about finished."

"So | see.” Cole |leaned a hip against the counter. "Thanks

again, Fanny, for the excellent dinner." He turned a pointed gaze
to Josephine. "And thank you, Enpress, for a very informative
etiquette | esson.”

The unexpected praise rattled Josephine. She pulled the box of
detergent fromunder the sink, trying hard to act
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unaffected by his presence. "You and Fanny are good students.
I"'mafraid | can't say the sane, though, about the rest of the
crew. "

Fanny chuckled. "Fromwhat | saw, it's a step up for those boys
not to eat with their hands. | never saw a nore uncouth band of
hooligans in ny life." She wagged her head. "I thought truckers
were unrefined, but these guys nmade them | ook |ike pinky-lifting
tea sippers. They were shoveling in their food so fast | was
afraid they were going to bite their own hands."

Col e | aughed, his white teeth flashing. "That's their way of
conpl i menting your cooking."

Fanny shrugged nodestly. "Ah, well, | was |ucky enough to have

a grandma teach me how. |'ve offered to do the same for Josephi ne,
if it's all right with you."

Col e gl anced at Josephine. "Fine with ne. But | don't think the



Enpress is interested in cooking | essons.”

"It so happens I'mvery interested," Josephine said stiffly,
irritated that Cole thought he could speak for her. She turned to
Fanny with a smle. "Can we start at breakfast?"

"Sure. You mght want to wait till lunch, though. Breakfast
cones around at a mghty early hour."” Fanny straightened and
dusted her hands together as if she were wi ping off invisible
dirt. "Well, if it's okay with you two, | think I'll go to ny
cabin.”

"It's fine with us.” Cole anbled toward Josephi ne. Before she
knew what had happened, she found herself encircled by his arm
"In fact, we're about to do the sane. Right, honey?"

Josephi ne's heart pounded so hard she found it difficult to
forma coherent thought, nmuch |less a response. She |longed to tel
Col e that Fanny knew the truth and there was no reason to pretend
they were a couple in front of her, but she didn't think Cole
woul d appreci ate her having shared that information. She nanaged
to nod and smle |anely.

Fanny regarded themcuriously. "All right, then. I'll go

unpack and settle in. I'll see you both in the norning."

The room suddenly seened unconfortably warm and small as the
door cl osed behind the cook. Josephine tried to draw away from
Cole's side. "There's no need to act affectionate now that no
one's around."

I nstead of dropping his arm Cole tightened it. "You never know
who m ght be right around the corner.” His fingers curled softly
on her upper arm stroking the skin on the sensitive underside in
a way that sent shivers up her spine. She strongly suspected his
plan to pretend that they were |overs was nothing nore than an
excuse to taunt her, but it would do no good to say so.

H's fingers slid slowly up her arm "If you're going to get up
bef ore dawn for cooking | essons, maybe we'd better turn in early
as well."

Turn i noh, dear. The thought of going to bed nade her

i ght - headed. Josephine's mnd raced. "You, uh, prom sed to show
me how t hat exerci se machi ne worked."

Col e gave a lazy smle. "You feel |ike exercising? Wy, sure,
sugar. | could go for a little workout nyself." He gave her arm
anot her squeeze. "Let's go change clothes.™

Josephi ne bal ked. "I, uh, don't have anything to change into."

Col e ran his gaze over her cashnere sweater and wool sl acks.

“I'"l'l loan you a T-shirt and sonme drawstring shorts."”

The thought of wearing Cole's clothing struck her as

disturbingly intimate. So did the idea of acconpanying himto his



cabin to change into them

He noved his fingers on her armin that alarm ngly sensual way
again. "Cone on."

She had no choice but to go with him Wy, oh, why had she | et
himbully her into sharing his cabin? Because he'd threatened to

| eave her in Natchez, that was why, and she hadn't doubted for a
second that he would have done exactly that.

Besi des, she'd thought he was bluffing. As much as he seened

to despi se her, she hadn't thought he'd want her constantly
underfoot. Something had shifted in his attitude toward her,

sonet hing that had changed all the dynam cs between them

Sonmet hing had shifted, all right, she thought ruefully. She'd
shifted herself right on top of himand kissed himlike a

| ust-crazed bi nbo.

She bit her lip in chagrin as he | ed her through the darkened
hal | way. She didn't know what had gotten into her, behaving in
such a shanel ess fashion. Just as upsetting was the way she seened
unable to put it out of her mnd. She couldn't | ook at himw thout
her gaze sliding to his nmouth. At dinner, she'd been in the mddle
of explaining the correct way to hold a knife when her gaze had
fallen on his lush lower lip, and she'd conpletely |lost her train
of thought. Then he'd curled his nmouth into a knowing snmle, and
her stomach had sunk with the certainty that he could sonehow read
her thoughts.

She only hoped he couldn't read them now. He opened the door,

st epped back and swept his hand forward. "After you."

" Thank you." She entered his cabin, her stomach quaking. If she
prai sed his efforts to behave politely, perhaps it would encourage
himto continue his gentlemanly conduct. "You know, your nanners
are rapidly inproving. You not only did well at dinner, but you
opened that door for ne just now as if you' d been doing it al

your |ife."

Hi s gaze noved over her.
notivation."
"Motivation?"

Hi s sensuous nouth curved into a rakish angle. "Getting you

alone in ny cabin.”

Ch, dear. He could turn the nost innocent remark into sonething
suggestive. She noved as far away from him as possible and sm |l ed
brightly. "Well, I'"'mready to switch roles and |l et you teach ne
about that exercise machine.”

"I can think of a few other things |I'd rather teach you."

He was doing it again. She was relieved when he turned to the
dresser, opened a drawer and pulled out a white T-- shirt. He

m a qui ck | earner when |'ve got



tossed it to her, and she caught it awkwardly agai nst her chest.
He opened another drawer and pulled out a pair of navy shorts.
"Here you go," he said, passing themto her as well.

She froze and stared as he started unbuttoning his denimshirt.
Hi s eyebrow lifted. "Sonething wong?"

He |l oved to upset her. As long as he thought he was succeedi ng,
he would only continue to do so. She wouldn't let on that she was
the |l east bit bothered by the fact that he was taking off his
clothes right in front of her. "OF course not."

"Good." He peeled off the shirt and threw it on the bed, his
bronze bi ceps bul gi ng. Josephine's nmouth went dry. Good heavenshe
was gorgeous. Dark hair curled across his nuscul ar chest,
narromng to a line that bisected the hard nuscles of his stomach.
He reached for the button on his jeans.

Josephi ne swal | owed convul sively. Dear Lordhe wasn't going to
strip naked right in front of her, was he?

The hiss of his zipper answered her question. Hugging the

shorts and shirt to her chest, she whi pped around and gestured
awkwardly toward the bathroom "I'll, uh, go change in there."
She fled to the safety of the tiny, white-tiled roomand | ocked

t he door behind her. She peeled off her sweater, only to renenber
she was wearing a black bra. Geat, she thought dismallyit was
going to be clearly visible under the white cotton T-shirt. The

| ast thing she wanted to do was to show of f her underwear, but she
couldn't bring herself to sashay back into his bedroom and pul

out another bra right in front of him She guessed she'd just go
bral ess. She scranbl ed out of the undergarnent and into the shorts
and shirt, then silently counted to two hundred, giving Col e
plenty of time to get fully dressed before she stepped out.

He eyed her appreciatively when she energed. "I never knew ny

cl othes could | ook so good."

He | ooked awfully good, too, in a |oose white nuscle shirt and

bl ack nylon shorts. They stood there, |ooking at each other for a
nmoment, sexual energy gathering in the air between themlike

el ectricity in a storm cloud.

She needed to get out of there before |ightning struck. She

fl ashed an overly bright smle. "Let's head on up."

Col e opened the door, gesturing toward it. "After you."

Her stomach fluttered. Dear heavens, but the man nade her

nervous! Directing the topic back to manners seened |ike a good
way to keep their relationship on safe ground, and she desperately
felt the need for safety.

"You're doing very well, renmenbering courtesies to |adies," she
remar ked as she wal ked t hrough the door he was hol di ng.



"It's easy to renenber |I'maround a | ady when you're dressed
like this." H's voice was |low and warm and it sent a current of
heat racing through her belly. "You' ve got a great pair of legs."
The remark startled her so nuch she froze in her tracks.

He gave a slow grin. "No one ever told you that before?”

She considered |lying, but she figured her reaction had al ready
gi ven away the truth. She shook her head, then rapidly resuned
wal ki ng down the hal | way.

He strode beside her. "Not even that guy you dated for a year
and a hal f?"

She shook her head agai n.

"He nust have been blind. What was his nane?"

"Wal ly. "

"Wal | y?" Cole's voice held a distinct note of anusenent. " Your

| over was a guy naned Wally?" She had no interest in defending
Wally, but Cole's attitude rankled. "A person's nane has nothing
to do with what a person is really like."

"Maybe not, but it can sure determ ne whether or not a person
is suitable, can't it?"

Josephine bit her bottomlip. Wiy had she ever even nentioned
Vally, much less tried to explain her involvenment with hinf
Especially since she didn't quite understand it herself. The
unfortunate |iai son had been a conbi nati on of desperation,
curiosity and blind hopeful ness that |ove would foll ow romance.
Not that anything she'd ever done with Wally had seened the | east
bit romantic. "I thought we were tal king about first nanes."”
"You're right, Enpress. W were. And for your information,

first nanes and ni cknanmes say an awful | ot about a person." He
clattered down the stairwell, |eaving Josephine to foll ow
"Wally is short for Wallace,"” she said when they reached the
next deck. "He's naned after his grandfather. It doesn't nean
anyt hi ng. "

"I't means he's a winp. If he were any kind of man, he woul dn't
answer to a nane that sounds like it belongs to an overwei ght
wal rus. "

It was rude to be argunentative, but she couldn't resist a
retort. "You told ne you were called Trash Boy. Did your nicknane
fit?"

"At the tine, | guess it did."

Good heavens, but he was stubborn! Not to nention irritating.
And provoking. "If nicknanmes are so significant, suppose you
expl ain why you call ne Enpress.”

Hs lip hooked into a snug smle. "You nean aside fromthe fact
that you act |ike one?"



He was truly insufferable. She lifted her chin. "Yes. Aside
fromthat."

He | eaned down and | ooked directly into her eyes. "Because you

i nsi st on being called Josephinenot Jo or Josie or sonething nore
approachable.” The remark was delivered in such a straightforward
manner that it took Josephine aback. She stood staring after him
as he turned away and opened the hatch.

"My ... ny father insisted everyone address ne by ny conplete
name, " she found herself saying as she stepped up and over the

hi gh threshold into the cool night air.

n W]y?ll

Why i ndeed? Josephi ne gazed out at the | apping water, not

wanting to speak ill of the dead, but not know ng how to talk
about her father otherwise. "He was sonewhat . . . rigid." To put

it mldly. "He said it was ny proper nane, the nane he and Mom had
given nme, and that's what | should be called. He believed it was
important to do things correctly.™

"Sounds like a control freak."

It would be disrespectful to agree al oud, so Josephi ne renmai ned
silent.

"What did you call hinP"

"Father. | once called himDad, and he sent nme to bed w t hout
any supper."

"Sounds like a real nice guy," Cole said wyly. "Did you al ways
do what he want ed?"

"Most of the tinme." Except for once, she thought guiltily.
Steering her mind away fromthe painful nenory, she gripped the
side of the boat and nade her way down the open deck.

Col e wal ked besi de her. "Was your father the one with the

fam |y connections and noney?"

"No. That was Mom"

Col e glanced at her in the dimlight. "Was she rigid |ike your
old man?"

Josephi ne shook her head. "She died when | was five, so | don't
remenber a | ot about her, but | do recall she was kind and caring
and affectionate.”

"At | east you renmenber sonething," Cole said. "I don't renenber
anyt hing about ny nom" His nouth twisted into a hunorless smle.
"Al t hough fromwhat |'ve heard about her, it's just as well." A

pang of synpathy, warm and strong, shot through Josephi ne.

"Tell me what you remenber about yours,"” Col e urged.

Josephi ne carefully navigated her way around the netal bench.

"I only have one really clear nenory. | guess | was about four,
and Mom and Dad and | were in New Ol eans, visiting Aunt Prudie.



Mom and ny father took nme to the Audubon Zoo. Mom was wearing a
pal e yell ow dress, and | renenber thinking how it matched her
hai r, and how her hair matched the sunshine, and how her | aughter
sonehow matched it, too." Josephine smiled. "I renenber ny parents
were on either side of me, each holding ny hand and swinging ne in
the air between them It's the only nenory |I have of ny father
ever |aughing." Josephi ne rounded the corner to the back deck.
"Prudi e said he changed after Mom di ed. She said he thought God
was puni shing him"

"For what ?"

"For planning to |leave the nmssion field." Josephine pushed a
strand of hair out of her face. "Wien | was little, Dad ran a
mssion in Central America. Momwanted to raise ne in the United
States, so when | was big enough to go to school, she tal ked Dad
into accepting a job with Aunt Prudie's husband in New Ol eans.
But before we could nove, Mom caught a fever and died. Dad thought
it was God's way of making himstay."

"Ni ce concept of God he had there,” Cole said dryly. "Wat kind
of m ssionary work did he do?"

"Rel i gi ous education and health care. He organi zed teans of
health care workers and other vol unteers who'd spend their

vacati ons hel ping the underprivileged. That's how he met Mom She
came to work as a volunteer, and she never left."

"What happened after she di ed?"

"He sent me to a religious girls' school in Miine, and he

stayed in Central Anmerica. He cane and visited ne twice a year,
but he never let me cone visit him | guess he was afraid |'d get
sick |like Mom™"

Col e wat ched her wap her arns around herself and stare out at

t he dark sky. She | ooked small and al one, and an unexpected rush
of synpathy poured through him Fromthe sound of things, she'd
grown up al nost an orphan. He turned his gaze up to the sky and
wat ched thin, w spy clouds scud by, whitewashing the inky night.
"It's quite a leap froma religious school in New England to a
finishing school in Switzerland. How did that happen?”

"It's a long story," she said evasively.

"I"ve got tine."

"I really don't want to get into it."

Her refusal to answer whetted Cole's curiosity. He decided to
try another tactic. "How does a missionary happen to have enough
nmoney to pay for a fancy finishing school ?"

Josephi ne | ooked up, her eyes earnest. "Ch, Father didn't pay

for it. Mmleft ne a trust fund. Aunt Prudie took it over after
Fat her di sown" She stopped abruptly. Pressing her |ips together,



she | ooked away.

"After your father what?"

"Not hi ng. "

He stared at her. "You were about to say di sowned, weren't

you?"

She blinked hard and | ooked away.

"Why the hell did your father disown you?"

"I-1 can't talk about it."

"You nean you won't."

"That's right," She tilted her chin up obstinately, but she

still refused to neet his gaze.

Curiosity was burning a hole in him "Ah, cone on, Enpress.

It's the nost interesting thing you ve told ne about yourself."
She wal ked across the deck to the railing. The light fromthe
upper deck was dim but not so dimthat he couldn't see the |ines
of pain etched around her nmouth. "I nade a m stake, okay?" Her
voi ce was tight and tremulous. "It hurts to think about it, much
| ess tal k about it."

| f anyone knew about m stakes that hurt, it was Cole. He

imedi ately felt chagrined. "Hey, | didn't nean to upset you. It's
just hard to imgi ne you ever getting in any kind of trouble,
that'sail."

"Ch, | got in trouble, all right." The wi nd caught Josephine's
voi ce, maki ng her sound far away even though she was | ess than a
foot in front of him "My father called ne the devil's own
handmai den. "

"No ki ddi ng?" He | ooked at her with renewed respect. Maybe he
could pry sone nore information out of her if he tried a different
tack. "This school you went towas it strict?"

"To say the least." She turned toward himand gave a rueful

smle. "Chewing gumwas agai nst the rules because it was

consi dered a hedonistic pleasure.”

Col e shook his head. "Ww. "

Josephine's smle faded. "Father thought the place was too
lenient.”

It was a wonder the Enpress had any spunk left at all, after an
upbringing Iike that. Cole watched her tuck a | oose strand of hair
behi nd her ear, his chest strangely tight. The wind blew the shirt
agai nst her back, freeing strands of silvery-blond hair from her
t opknot and outlining the ridge of her spine. She | ooked so
slight, so vul nerable.

She turned and notioned toward the exercise machine. "I thought
you were going to show nme how this thing works."

Col e rubbed his jaw, unsettled to be caught staring at her,



unsettl ed by the unexpected tenderness he felt toward her. "Well,
| don't knowif | should."”
"What do you nean?"

He gave a rakish grin. "It mght not be wise to help the
devil's own handnai den punp up.”
She smled, just as he'd hoped she would. "I never should have

told you that."

"' mglad you did. It nmakes you seem nore human." Her forehead
knit. Her eyes grew defensive. "I didn't seem human bef ore?"
She'd felt plenty human in his bed that afternoon, but he

didn't think she'd appreciate hearing that. "Let's just say it's
good to know you have sone chinks in your arnor."” "Wat do you
mean, ny arnor?" "Well, you've got to admit, you're a little
stiff-necked." "Stiff-necked? Exactly what do you nean by that?"
Crimny. Why had he ever opened his big nouth? "You're a little
too ... proper. Too controlled."

"You' d prefer it if I were inproper and out of control?" He
grinned. "Sure sounds like a lot nore fun."” She stared at himfor
a nonent, then surprised himwth a | augh. He sm | ed back at her,
and sonething crackled in the air between thensonething bright and
hot, sonething that sent an unexpected warnth creeping into his
chest.

"It mght help if you d let nme call you sonething besides
Josephine,” he found hinself saying.

She | ooked away, her expression alnost shy. "Ckay." He felt the
oddest stab of enotion, of sonething that felt suspiciously |ike
tenderness. "All right, thenJo." Her gaze flicked back to his.
"Make it Josie, please.” Just when he thought that high,

i npenetrable wall around her was about to crunble, she reverted to

form He frowned in irritation. "There you go again.” "There | go
wi t h what ?"

"Being stiff-necked. Insisting on calling all the shots.” "It's
not that." She awkwardly | ooked down at her fingers. "It's justl
had a good friend who used to call ne Jo. Sheshe died, and now
every time | hear it, I..." Her voice trailed off and she | ooked

away. She never tal ked about Lauren. What on earth had pronpted
her to nention her now? She was telling this man far too nuch
about herself. Cole reached out and placed his hand on her back.
The

touch was gentle, and when she gl anced up, his eyes were warm
and synpathetic. "Hey, I'"'msorry. Josie it is."

Josie. Hearing himcall her that made her feel sonehow freer
and lighter. Her pul se quickened.

She turned away and gestured toward the exercise nmachi ne. "How



do | operate that giznmo?"

"Let ne adjust it and I'lIl show you."

He wal ked to the machine, crouched down and twi sted a knob t hat

| onered the | ong, padded bench. Mwving to the front of the

machi ne, he flipped forward a netal plate, then adjusted two
pulleys. "All right. Sit down and straddle the bench, facing the
machi ne. "

She did as he requested. To her consternation, he straddled the
bench behind her. H s chest pressed agai nst her back, his arns on
either side of hers. He |l eaned forward and grabbed the pulleys,
aligning his body even closer with hers. "Put your feet on that
metal plate in front."

Anwkwar dly she conplied. H's nmuscled thighs swng up beside

hers, |eaving her trapped by both his arns and | egs. "Make sure
your knees are flexed. Ready?"

Josephi ne nunbly nodded, so keenly aware of the hard mascul i ne
body behi nd and around her that she could scarcely think.

"Pull with your arns like this.”™ He snoothly pulled the

pul l eys, and the seat went gliding forward. Josephi ne found her

| egs bent in front of her.

“Now push back with your |egs." Cole snoothly pushed off the
nmetal plate, causing the seat to glide back. "See? It's a sinple
back-and-forth notion. Pull with your arns, push with your feet."
He handed her the pulleys and clinbed off the seat behind her.
"You try it."

She swal | owed hard, aware of his eyes on her, and awkwardly
tugged on the pulleys. The bench shot forward so rapidly that she
slid off.

Col e's strong hands were i medi ately under her arns, |ifting
her back on the bench. "You need to rel ax. Keep your knees bent.
Try again."

Frowni ng in concentration, Josephine pulled again.

"Good," Cole said approvingly. "Atta girl!"

Atta girl. An odd feeling of warnth poured through Josephi ne.
Al'l of her life she'd | onged for soneone to encourage her, to
cheer her on, to be in her corner rooting for her. Al of her
life, she'd longed for an atta girl.

How ironic that this hard-boil ed towboat captain should be the
first to give her one.

The thought disconcerted her. She jerked on the pulleys and
once nore shot off the bench, this tinme | anding hard on the netal
deck.

Col e grinned in anmusenent, and Josephi ne found herself grinning
back. "Maybe we should start with an exerci se where the seat



doesn't nove." He adjusted the pulleys again, then knelt beside
her and tightened a knob under the bench. "Sw ng your | egs around
and face the other direction."

She did as he ordered. To her disconfiture, he straddled the

end of the bench and sat facing her. His black shorts rode high on
hi s nmuscl e-bound thighs. She had a hard tine keeping her eyes
avert ed.

"Grab the pulleys behind you," he instructed.

Josephi ne stretched back and tried to reach them but couldn't.
Col e | eaned forward, his chest pressing against her breasts. She
gave a sharp intake of breath, feeling her nipples harden.

Cole slowy | eaned back and handed her the pulleys. "A'l right.
Pull themforward."

She awkwardly conplied, all too aware that she wasn't wearing a
bra and his eyes were fixed on the front of her Tshirt.

He was directly in her line of vision. She |ooked to the side

and tried to focus on the shore beyond the river, but the |lights
were a nesnerizing blur. Her thoughts becane a blur, too. The only
thing that seened real was the man seated inches away from her,
his dark eyes fastened on her breasts. "Relax. You're way too
tense.” He placed his hands on the tops of her shoul ders and
kneaded her muscles. The contact of his hands on her skin nade her
tense up all the nore.

"You need to | oosen up. Just relax and go with the pull."

He was tal ki ng about the exercise machine, wasn't he? Because

she was certain that an entirely different sort of pull was being
exerted on her. Her throat convul sed as she swal | owed.

"Don't fight it, Josie.” H's voice was a | ow nurmnur.

Josi ehe' d used that nanme again. A flash of heat raced through

her stomach. She gave anot her awkward pul |.

"That's it," he said. "Relax and take it easy."

Hi s touch was anything but relaxing. Tension coiled all through
her. The pulleys clanked |l oudly as she rel eased themtoo suddenly.
"Sorry," she rmunbl ed.

"Easy does it. You don't want to rush it." He |eaned forward

and retrieved the pulleys for her again, once nore brushing his
chest agai nst hers. Josephine's hands tightened on the handles as
he passed themto her, her nerves ready to snap.

"Take it slow, Josie." His nouth lifted in a sultry smle.
"Pretend you're naking love with Vlly."

"In that case, |I'd already be finished.”" The words were out
before she knew it. She stared at him her face heating.

Cole's eyes widened in surprise; then he burst into a hearty

| augh.



She was nortified. The remark was totally out of character. She
didn't know what had pronpted her to say such an outrageous,
revealing thing. "I-1"msorry. | shouldn't have said that," she
st ammer ed.

Col e was devastatingly handsone when he smled. "Wy not?"

"Itit wasn't kind."

"Was it true?"

Josephine couldn't neet his eyes. Rising fromhis seat,
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Prince Charm ng

he | eaned forward and took the pulleys from her hands,

rel easing them back to the machi ne. Then he sat back down, his
knees touching hers, his hands again on her shoul ders. She could
feel the heat of his gaze up on her. "That WAlly was a real |oser,
wasn't he?"

Josephi ne shrugged.

His fingers curled on her shoulders. "Sounds to ne |ike you've
had a m ghty poor experience in the romance departnent."”

Oh, dear! This was getting far too personal. She needed to pul
back, to put himin his place. "My experience isn't any of your
busi ness. "

“I"'d like to make it mne." He slid closer, noving his hands up
t he back of her neck, into her hair. H's touch nade her feel dizzy
and disoriented, as if she'd had too nmuch chanpagne. Her breath
caught in her throat and her heart pounded w ldly.

H s eyes were dark and hypnotic, his gaze conpelling. He seened
to pull her forward, |ike a magnet woul d steel shavings.

She ought to get up. She ought to wal k away. She ought to..

She ought to kiss him Her body angled toward his, as if pulled
by gravity. Her eyes seenmed to be closing of their own volition.
And then she was in his arns, and his nouth was just as she
remenbered, just as thrilling and demandi ng. This was nothing |ike
t he sl obbery pecks she'd endured fromWlly. This was
differentfar, far different, as far renoved fromanything in her
previ ous experience as the thin crescent noon over head.

This was a man who knew what he wanted, a man who knew how to
make her want it, too. Her arnms wound around Col e's neck. He

| eaned agai nst her, pressing her back, and before she knew what
was happeni ng, he'd stretched her out on the bench. She |ay
beneath him sprad
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di ed, her head and torso resting on the padded | eather. He



| eaned over her, warm and strong and man-scented. "Josie," he
mur mur ed.

And suddenly, that was who she was. She was no | onger

Josephine, fettered and tied by inhibitions. She was Josie, the
woman she'd al ways | onged to be, the wonman | ocked away in her
deepest bei ng.

Cole's nouth slanted over hers, his kiss deepening. She curled
her fingers into his shirt, feeling the heat radiating fromhim
drawi ng that heat into herself. Al thoughts, all reason
evaporated in the face of the fire flaring within her.

She gave a little nbpan and shifted. His pelvis aligned with

hers, and she reflexively noved under him She opened her eyes to
see his dark, snoldering gaze gl eam ng back.

H's nmouth clainmed hers again, then slid down her neck. Softly,
gently, his |ips nmoved back up to her nouth as his hand ski mred
her side. His fingers noved over each rib, nmoved slowy, slowy
toward her aching breasts. She thought she would die of need
before his hands lightly traced the undersides, then the upper
sides, then firmy cupped them bot h.

She arched her back, leaning into his palnms. H's thunbs flicked
agai nst her nipples through the soft cotton. Pleasure, sharp and
hot, pul sed through her. She strained to get closer, to get nore.
She wr apped her |egs around his and heard himgroan in her ear.
She was caught up in a whirlw nd of sensationthe sweet

saltiness of his nmouth, the warnth of his hands, the weight of his
body. The world seened to be spinning faster, heat seened to
enconpass her, and light seenmed to pulsate fromthe innernost
parts of her being. She could swear she even heard nusic. It
seened to pour fromthe skythundering, ol d-fashioned nusic,
growi ng increasingly | ouder and shriller. Strangely enough, it
sounded |i ke a calliope.

"Damm, " Cole nmuttered, pulling back.

Josephi ne opened her eyes. Oh, dear heavensit was a calli ope!

An enornous, brightly lit paddl e wheel er rose out of the water

| ess than twenty yards to the left. To her nortification, a | arge
group of senior citizens lined the railings, staring right at
them A white-haired woman pointed in their direction, and her
war bly voice carried across the water as she shouted to be heard

over the blasting nmusic. "lIs that one person or two, CGeorge?"
"I think it's two. Looks |ike a couple spooning to ne," cane
the reply.

"Let ne see,” sounded anot her voice eagerly.
Dozens of winkled faces craned in their direction. Cole
rapidly pulled Josephine upright on the bench and stood in front



of her, shielding her fromthe curious eyes. "They' Il be gone in a
monment , " he said, bending over her shoul der.

It was one of the |ongest nonents of Josephine's life. She sat
perfectly still, humliated beyond belief, as Cole blocked her
fromthe stares of the elderly tourists.

The calliope finally faded into the distance along with the

enor nous passenger vessel, but Josephine's sense of despair failed
to fade with it. How could she have all owed herself to get so
conpletely carried away? She'd | ong ago prom sed hersel f that
she'd never | et her enotions overrule her head again.

Every nodi cum of common sense within her told her that getting
involved with Cole was a disastrous idea. There was no possibility
of a future. He was col d-bl oodedly planning to seduce Al exa
Armand. How coul d she sleep with him know ng she was hel ping him
prepare to seduce anot her woman?

Especi ally when she was so inexperienced in the ways of

| ovemaki ng. A lunp fornmed in her throat. He was probably | aughing
to hinself at the eager way she'd naively responded to his Kkiss.
Col e sank beside her on the padded bench. "Sorry for

the interruption.” He placed a warm hand on her thigh. "Now

where were we?" His voice was | ow and seductive, his gaze hard to
resist.

She had to resist. Josephine stood on wobbly legs. "I-1"d |ike

to go inside."

"Good idea." H's eyes held a sexy, lazy gleamthat nade her
stomach tighten. He | ooped an arm around her wai st.

It took all of her strength to pull away. "No."

"No what ?"

"Justno. | can't do this."

"Dam it, Josiewhat's the deal with you?"

"There's no deal. | just think this is a bad idea, that's all."
"You didn't seemto think so a few nonents ago."

She swal | owed hard. "lwe got carried away."

" So?"

"So ... | don't think it's a good idea."

"There's nothing to think about, sweetheart. | want you and you
want ne."

She couldn't deny it. Not after the way she'd responded to him
She | ocked her gaze on the river.

"Why are you taking something so sinple and turning it into
sonet hi ng conpl i cat ed?"

It wasn't sinple. Nothing about this man was sinple, and

not hi ng about the m xed-up, churning way he nade her feel inside
was sinple, either. She settled for raising her shoulders in a



hel pl ess shrug.

"You're sending out nore m xed signals than a nonkey at a Morse
code nmachi ne, Josie."

"I"'msorry," she nmuttered softly.

Sorry? Dadbl ast ithow was he supposed to respond to that? Wat

the hell did this danme expect himto do? He ran a hand through his
hair and bl ew out a hard, exasperated breath. "I've never taken a
woman agai nst her will, Josephine, and I won't start now |If
you're trying to goad nme into playing some kind of roughhouse sex
gane, you're flat out of luck." She |ooked up, her expression
shocked. "I'mnot playing a sex gane!"

"Coul d have fooled nme."

The hum of the towboat engine throbbed in the silence between
them She stared down at her fingers. "Under the, uh,

ci rcunstances, don't you think it would be better if | slept
sonmewhere el se?"

"And just where would that be? The only extra bed on the boat
isin nmy cabin.” He wasn't going to make this easy for her, by
damm. "Besides, it's in your best interest for the crew to think
you and | are an item™

He stepped closer to her, so close he could snell the soft

scent of her perfume. The scent teased his nostrils, and he
briefly wondered who was puni shing whom He |owered his voice to a
| ow, om nous tone. "No, sugar, if you're staying on the boat,
you're staying with ne. But don't you worry that pretty little
head of yours. | won't lay a finger on you when we're alone in the
cabin until you tell ne you' re good and ready."

“I"l'l never be ready!"

Liar. You al ready are.

Hi s face nust have given away his thoughts, because her

forehead furrowed furiously. "You are the nost col ossally arrogant
man |'ve ever net."

"I"'mnot arrogant, sweetheart." He | ooked straight into her

bl ue, blue eyes. "Just honest with myself. | suggest you give it a
try." Chapter Thirteen

Fanny was m xing a bow of biscuit dough when Josephi ne wal ked
into the galley the next norning. The ol der woman | ooked up and
grinned. "Well, good nornin'! | didn't expect you to be up this
early."

"I wanted to take you up on your offer of cooking |essons.”

Fanny dunped t he dough out on the floured counter, her eyes on
Josephi ne. "Maybe you should have waited till lunch. You | ook
mghty tired."

Josephi ne rubbed a spot on her aching forehead. "I didn't sleep



very well."

To say the | east. Even though she'd been exhausted, she'd

barely slept at all. She'd been too busy replaying the events of
the night like a continuous tape in her mnd. Never in her life
had she felt anything |ike the hot, quivering sensations Col e had
stirred within her. She'd read about such things in romance
novel s, of course, but she'd figured the descriptions were grossly
overstated or that she was incapable of feeling what other wonen
felt. Nothing

she'd experienced with Wally had ever hinted at the

possibility of anything so overwhel m ng.

Overwhel m ngt hat was the word for it, all right. Cole had

conpl etely overwhel ned her common sense and good judgnent. It was
nmortifying, know ng that he had that power over her. Even nore
nortifying was the thought of how much she'd enjoyed it. In plain
view of a steanboat full of passengers, no | ess!

She must have tenporarily taken | eave of her senses. \Wenever

she was around Col e, she hardly recogni zed her enotions as her
own. He made her feel unsettled and restless and confused.

Not to nention attracted. She'd never felt nore attracted to a
man, despite the fact that he was the nost galling individual
she'd ever encountered. He'd even had the nerve to | ecture her
about sel f-honesty!

After the paddl e wheeler had rolled past, she'd escaped to his
cabin, and he'd gone to the pilothouse to take care of sone
paperwork. She'd pulled up the shade over the porthole to let in
sonme |ight fromthe upper deck, then craw ed into the bunk and
pul l ed the covers to her chin, hoping for the blissful

m ndl essness of sleep, but it had eluded her. To her chagrin,
she' d been w de- awake when the door had creaked open around

m dni ght .

Col e. Her heart had pounded traitorously as she'd heard him

enter and cl ose the door behind him She'd lain perfectly still,
her face to the wall, feigning sleep and listening to his
nmovenents. The sound of a zipper and the rustle of fabric had told
her he was shedding his clothes right in the mddle of cabin, just
as he'd done earlier. She'd heard the soft padding of bare feet,
the cl osing of the bathroom door, and the wet pounding of the
shower .

When he finally energed fromthe bathroom soapscented steam
wafted out with him She'd heard the flap of covers being lifted,
then the creak of his mattress bel ow her. Thank heavenshe' d gone
to bed wthout giving her the slightest notice. She knew she
shoul d have felt



relieved, but instead she'd felt a strange tinge of

di sappoi nt nent .

The bed had creaked again, directly bel ow her. She'd wondered

if he were naked. Barbarian that he was, he probably slept in the
nude. The thought had sent a feverish chill chasing through her,
but she'd made herself lie quietly. At |least she'd fooled himinto
t hi nki ng she was asl eep. She hadn't been able to fool himon any
ot her score.

She had finally begun to relax her taut nuscles when his voice
runbl ed through the darkened room "You can go to sleep now,
Enpress. Sweet dreans.”

What an utterly infuriating man! Her hands had tensed into

tight fists, but she hadn't given himthe satisfaction of a
response. Hi s deep, even breathing had filled the cabin a short
time later, irritating her all the nore. It was unfair that he
shoul d be able to sleep so peacefully when his nere presence in
the room made her so hot and edgy.

She' d been enornously relieved when he'd risen, dressed and
quietly left the roomat five. She'd gotten up soon after.
Fanny's voi ce brought her back to the nonent. "Can't say |I'm
surprised you didn't get nuch sleep.”

Josephi ne frowned. "What do you nean?”

Fanny's lip pulled in a knowing grin. "Just figured the captain
woul dn't give you nmuch rest, that's all."

Josephi ne watched the cook rub flour on the wooden rolling pin.
"What are you trying to say, Fanny?"

"Why, nothin'." Fanny expertly wheeled the rolling pin over the
bal | of dough. "But after | got all unpacked last night, | took a
little stroll around the boat." She cut a sly glance at Josephi ne.
"I wal ked all over the outside deck, fromthe front to the very
back. "

Josephine's stomach tightened. She tried to keep her voice
casual . "Wat tinme was that?"

"About the tinme that paddl e wheel er cruised by."

Josephine felt a flood of heat wash over her face. "You saw

us."

"Now, now, don't be enbarrassed."” She reached out and patted
Josephine's hand with her flour-covered palm "I only saw enough
to know that things aren't exactly platonic between you and the
captain.”

"But they are! | nmean, what you saw is all that happened.”
Fanny's eyebrows rose. "I can't inmagine the captain's any too

pl eased with that."

"Well, that's just too bad." Josephine turned and pulled a



coffee mug out of the counter. "I signed on as his etiquette
teacher, not his paranour.”

Fanny resumed rolling the dough, her nouth upturned in a smle.
"Well, 1've got to tell you, honey, I'd have a hard tine refusing
t hat man anyt hi ng."

Josephine turned and stared at the ol der wonman, the enpty nug

in her hand.

Fanny grinned. "He's a hunk and a half. Don't tell ne you
haven't noticed."

"Well, he's nice-looking, if that's what you nean," Josephi ne
sai d begrudgi ngly.

"He darn sure is. And intelligent. And personable. And
unattached." Fanny gently turned the dough on the counter.

"He's al so rude and arrogant, and he has the biggest chip on

his shoul der |'ve ever seen.”

Fanny's grin widened. "AH1'msayin' is a gal could do a whole

| ot worse than a man |like the captain.” She reached up, pulled a
juice glass out of the cupboard and placed it rimdown on the
dough, using it as a biscuit cutter. "Lord knows |I'm not mnuch
qualified to give advice in the romance departnent, but | do know
thislove is darned hard to conme by. |'ve always regretted not
marryi ng and having a famly of ny own."

"Cole's not in the market for |ove and marri age!"”

"None of '"em are, honey." She placed the cut biscuits on a
baki ng sheet. "Not at first, anyway."

Josie was about to reply that Col e never woul d be when Henry
sauntered into the galley, clutching his ever-present coffee-can

spi ttoon.

He scow ed at Fanny. "I cane to fetch a thernos of coffee for
the cap'n.”

Fanny w ped her hands nervously on her |arge white apron.
"Josephine, will you handle that? Henry and | need to have a
little talk."

Josephi ne gl anced at the ol der woman, noting the agitated way
she was waddi ng the remai ni ng dough back into a hard ball. "O
course. "

Henry spit into his coffee can. "I got nothin' to say to the

i kes of you."

"Maybe not, but you have sone listening to do."

Josephi ne grabbed a thernos fromthe bottom cabinet, filled it
wi th steam ng coffee, then quickly headed for the door.

Fanny waited until she heard the latch click, then drew a deep,
steadying breath and gl anced up at Henry.

His face creased in a dark scow. "Wel|?"



Fanny picked up the rolling pin and began flattening the bal

of dough, avoiding his eyes. "I, er, owe you an apol ogy."

"Damm right ya do." Henry spit again. "Ya gonna give nme one?"
Fanny pressed the dough harder than necessary. "That's what |'m
trying to do right now "

He pl opped his coffee can on the counter. "Well, what's

stoppin' ya?"

This was the nost inpossible man she'd ever net in her life.

“"You are, you old coot!"

The snarl on Henry's nouth eased, then evaporated. She was
surprised to see the corner of his nmouth curl up. "My wife used to
call nme the very sanme thing."

"Wth good reason, no doubt."
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Henry's sm | e w dened. Fanny wondered why she'd never noticed
the vivid blue of his eyes before. She cleared her throat. "You
and I... we kinda got off to a bad start. I'msorry for nmy part in
that. | apol ogize for anything unkind I m ght have said or done."
Henry took so long to respond that she was begi nning to wonder

if he ever would. "Apology accepted,” he finally nmunbled. "An" |
reckon I owe you one of ny own."

Rel i ef fl ooded Fanny's chest. Her head bobbed curtly. "Ckay."
"Ckay." Henry awkwardly shoved his hands in his pants, then
pull ed them out again. He picked up his spittoon, then placed it
back on the counter. Fanny continued to roll the dough, even
though it was already far too thin.

"Do you, uh, ever play poker?" he asked.

"Sure do."

"Ya any good?"

Fanny gl anced up. "Don't nean to brag, but | bought an extra
refrigerator for ny cafe with the poker winnings |I hustled off ny
custoners. "

"Is that a fact?" Henry grinned. "No one on this boat likes to
play 'cept me an' the cap'n, and he never seens to have any spare
time. Mebbe you an' | can get up a gane this evenin' after

di nner. "

"All right. But | hope you're not a sore |oser."

Henry swaggered around the counter and pulled a nug fromthe
cabinet. "You don' have to worry 'bout that. Only thing you need
to knowis I"ma right cocky w nner."

Fanny smled. "l just bet you are. But that won't be a problem
'cause you're not gonna wn."

Henry lifted the coffeepot off the burner, grinning hugely. He



wasn't at all bad-1ooking when he smled, Fanny thought with a
little jolt of surprise. In fact, sonething about hi mwas rather

appeal i ng.

He sl oshed sone coffee in his nmug. "Better watch your nouth,
woman. You'll be eating those words before the night is over.™
Fanny chortled. "I'mnone too worried."

Their eyes caught and hel d. "Speakin' of eatin', are those

fresh biscuits you' re makin'?"

"Sure are. If you conme back in twenty minutes, there'll be sone
sausage and redeye gravy to go with them" She slid the pan of

bi scuits into the oven. "How do you |ike your eggs?"

"Over easy." Henry replaced the pot on the burner, his blue

eyes bright. "Ya know, Mz Fanny, you and me m ght just get al ong
after all."

"Hph. Let's see if you still think so after a few rounds of
seven-card stud."

He anbl ed for the door, his face creased in a smle. "Hope

you're as good at losin' as you are at talkin' ."

"You' d best be hopin' the same for yourself."

Henry hesitated at the door, still grinning widely. Fanny felt

a jolt of sexual awareness. She reflexively folded her arns across
her chest, even though his gaze was fixed on her face.

"Have a good nornin'."

He pulled the door closed behind him It wasn't until he'd
already left the roomthat Fanny realized that this tinme, she was
t he one who'd been doing the staring.

Hanbone frowned at the slab of pie Fanny set before hima week
|ater. "Heyyou didn't give ne near as nuch dessert as you gave
Henry!"

"It's inpolite to comment on the size of servings," Josephine
said fromthe end of the table.

"Well, | want sone nore pie."

Josephine fixed himwi th a patient gaze. "Can you think of a

nore polite way to phrase that request?”

Hanbone rolled his eyes and gave an exasperated sigh. "Wuld

you pl ease gi nme sone nore apple pie?"

"That's much better." Josephine smled approvingly. "But you

need to wait until everyone has had a first serving before you ask
for seconds. And if you're a guest in some- one's hone or in a
formal dining situation, you shouldn't ask at all, but wait for
seconds to be offered.”

"There're too many rules to this manners business,"” Hanbone

conpl ained. "There's no way a person can renenber themall."
"It's just a matter of practice," Josephine said. "The nore you



practice, the better you becone."

"I can think of lots of things |I'd rather be practicin'.
Hanbone's thick lips curled in a |ascivious grin. "Li ke what you
and the cap'n are practicin' in his cabin."

Juni or hooted. Gaston gave a raucous |augh. Even Henry sm |l ed.
"We' [l have no nore of that kind of talk," Cole said sternly.

He gl anced at the end of the table, and took a vicious pleasure in
the fact that Josephine's face was flushed, her expression
distinctly unconfortable. Good. By dam, she should be
unconfortable. He'd been unconfortable ever since she'd boarded

t he boat .

But especially since she'd noved into his cabin. He hated the

way he |ay awake at night, listening to her toss and turn above
him He spent half the night cursing hinself for ever having the
bright idea of making her nmove in with him and the other half
wondering why the hell he'd nade that rash prom se not to lay a
finger on her. He ached to just pull her into his bed and do
everything the crew thought they were doi ng anyway.

The menory of how she'd felt and snelled and tasted that night

on the deck had been driving himcrazy all week. Not to nention
the nenory of the way she'd responded. The way she'd w apped her

| egs around hi mand noved agai nst himhad nearly sent himover the
edge. Even after a week, just thinking about it could make him

har d.

He rubbed his jaw irritably. She wouldn't be worth the

aggravation if she weren't doing such a good job preparing himto
get back at MAul ey. Despite how she bothered himpersonally, she
was hel pi ng hi machi eve his goal. She wasn't just teaching him
etiquetteshe was giving hima

crash course in upper-crust culture. He was | earning about

art, architecture and antiques. She was teachi ng hi mabout w nes,
whi skeys and even cigars. She was coachi ng himon el ocution,

acquai nting himw th European custons and phrases, and drilling
hi m on common, everyday courtesies until they were becom ng second
nature. She was doing exactly what he'd hired her to do, and doing
a better job of it than he'd ever imagined. She was providing him
with the neans to hurt the man responsible for Mom s death.

The thought sent a deep ripple of satisfaction straight to his
gut. It was the thought that soothed himin the mddle of the

ni ght, the thought that energized himin the norning, the thought
that made himapply hinmself to | earning what he'd al ways

consi dered shall ow, useless information. He was | earning what he
needed to know to enter McAuley's world and shatter it all to
bits. That was nore than worth a few sl eepless nights or an



overw ought |i bi do.

"That was a right delicious neal, Fanny." Henry | eaned back in
his chair and patted his stomach. "Apple pie happens to be ny
favorite. ™

Fanny slid another slice onto Hanbone's already enpty pl ate.
"That's what | heard. G ad you liked it."

"You woul dn't by any chance be try in' to butter nme up so's

"Il et you pick the type of poker we play tonight, would ya?"
“"Now why would | do that? |I've whupped you good at five-card
draw, second-hand fling and seven-card stud."

"And | won back every penny on Low Chicago," Henry retorted.
Fanny flipped her wist dismssively. "You got a |ucky hand.

But if it'll nmake you feel any better, you can decide the gane
toni ght."

"All right." Henry grinned. "How 'bout Mexican Arnpit?"

"Never heard of it."

"Sounds a little hairy to nme," Junior said. Hanbone and Gaston
sni cker ed.

"It's a right good gane,"” Henry said. "I"lIl help you clean up

t hese dishes; then I'lIl show you."

Col e | ooked around, noting that Hanmbone had al ready wol fed down
his second piece of pie. He pushed back his chair. "Fanny, that
was anot her excellent dinner."

He | ooked at Josephine, waiting for her to confirmit was tine
to end the neal. She net his gaze, then quickly | ooked away. Just
the slightest glance made her skittish these days. Well, good. She
was the one who insisted on keeping their relationship platonic,
so it was only fair that she should be as unconfortabl e around him
as he was around her.

"Fanny, it was wonderful,” Josephine said. "Gentlenen, you're
doi ng an excellent job with your manners." She rose from her
chair, signaling that the nen were free to | eave the table.

Col e sauntered toward her as she picked up her dessert plate
and started to gather the one to her left. "Let Henry do that."

“If I help, too, it'll get done twice as fast."

"You' ve got other work to do."

Josephi ne | ooked at him "I do?"

"You haven't begun to teach ne how to dance yet."

Josephine's eyes widened. "I didn't think you were interested."
"Ch, I'minterested, all right."

She shot hima warning | ook. "In dancing."

He grinned. "In that, too."
"You made fun of it when | nentioned it."
"I'"ve thought it over. It's a skill I'"'mlikely to need. As |



recall, Al exa took dance |essons in high school."

Josephine stiffly nodded. "She's an excell ent dancer.”

"Well, then, we'd better get toit. |I've got a CD player in ny
cabin. 1'Il bring it up to the aft deck and neet you in there in
five mnutes.”

Josephi ne stood in the breeze on the back of the boat, her arns
wr apped tightly around herself. She was unsure if it was the
breeze off the water or the prospect of dancing with Col e that was
causi ng her to shiver.

She stared out at a passing freighter. That was what |ife

seened to be doing to hersilently passing by, slipping slowy but
surely around the bend. The trip was al nost hal fway over. She
needed to be thinking about her future, about how she was going to
support herself once she returned to New Ol eans. But instead of
maki ng pl ans, she was spending all of her time thinking about

Col e.

He was far nore conplex than she'd initially thought. Under his
rough, tough exterior, he had a tortured soul and a surprisingly
decent heart. He also had a razor-sharp wt, a quick mnd and an
i nnate sense of fairness. H's crew regarded himw th respect, and
Josephi ne was surprised to realize that she'd begun to do the
same. The nore tinme she spent around him the nore drawn to him
she becane. There was an intensity about himthat sonmehow seened
to, be burning its way inside her.

She sensed his presence before she saw him He came ' striding
around the corner, a boombox in his left hand, a | arge | eather
case in the other. Her palnms grew danp at the : sight of him

He st opped beside her near the railing. "What kind of \ nusic

do you want?" 1

"Somet hi ng sl ow and easy." 1

"Here. Take your pick." He opened the | eather box. She had to

|l ean close to peer into it. As she did, she snelled a nmusky,
slightly spicy scent.

After-shave. He'd applied after-shave. The thought that he'd
done it just for her nmade her knees feel oddly weak.

She tried to focus on the nusic selection. "You nust have a
hundred CDs in here!"

"I like nmusic."

"So | see." She thunbed through the stack and was surprised at
the variety. Sinatra, Professor Longhair, the Stones, the Boston
Synmphony ... He evidently had very

eclectic tastes. The fact that he appreciated a variety of

nmusi ¢ added a di sturbing new depth to his character

"Let's try this one." He picked out a CD, inserted it in the



pl ayer, and punched a button. A soft, lush nelody filled the air.

"What do you think?"

“"Very nice."

He held out his arns and gave a jaunty grin. "Ckay, Teach. |I'm

all yours.”

Wul d that you were. The thought ricocheted through her m nd

like a stray bullet, shattering her equilibrium Wy on earth

woul d she think a thing |ike that? She had the uneasy feeling that

her heart had just given her an insight she wasn't prepared to

expl ore.

Resolutely forcing her thoughts to the task at hand, she drew a

deep breath. "We'll start wth the basic waltz. The rhythmis

right, left, right, pause; left, right, left, pause.”

"Sounds si npl e enough.™

"The first thing you need to do is take hold of ny right hand

and place your left on ny waist.”

He stepped close. "Like this?"

She coul d hardly breathe. He overwhel ned her senses when he was

this close. H's hand was warm H's chest was hard. He snelled of

after-shave and soap. She thought she could hear his heart

beating, then realized it was her own pul se drumring in her ears.

"That's . . . fine." Her voice sounded strange and strangl ed. "Now

step forward on your right foot."

He advanced toward her. She stepped back, but she m scal cul ated

how | arge a step he would take. Hi s pelvis bunped agai nst hers and

his chest flattened her breasts.

She rapidly drew away.

He took another large step forward, again pressing close

agai nst her. "Am| going too fast?"

"Yes! No. | nean, you're too ... "

He took another rhythm c step forward, aligning his body even

nmore intimately agai nst hers. "C ose?"

"Aa little," she conceded.

"I dance better when | can feel ny partner's response. Am |

maki ng you unconfortabl e?”

It was a trick question. If she said yes, he was sure to accuse

her of being stiff-necked again. "Of course not. But I'mtrying to

teach you how to behave in polite society, and sone wonmen m ght

find such proxi mty"she searched desperately for the right word"
intimdating."

"I won't be dancing with anyone who feels that way."

Josephi ne nodded, her throat tight. Stupid, she silently

berated herself. O course he won't. He'll be dancing with Al exa.

How coul d she forget for a mnute that she was preparing himto



seduce Al exa?

Al exa woul d have no silly qual ns about dancing too close. The
hauntingly romantic nusic swelled, and the knot in Josephine's
throat swelled, as well. "Maybe |'d better take the |ead."
"1'"ve been hoping you would."

Al exa, she was sure, would have the perfect rejoinder. Al exa
woul d know how to flirt and playfully banter, not stand there
tongue-tied with no idea how to respond. For |lack of a better

i dea, Josephine focused on the | esson.

"I"'mgoing to step forward three tinmes, then pause. One, two,
three, pause. See if you can follow "

He foll owed her smoothly, noving in perfect sync. Wth each
step, he managed to inch still closer. By the tinme the |last note
floated into the air, she was no | onger sure who was | eadi ng whom
al t hough she strongly suspected he had taken over. He didn't

| oosen his, hold on her even though the song had clearly ended.
She drew a deep breath and nade an effort to at |east pretend
she was still in charge. "You did very well. Wuld you like to
| ead on the next song?"

Hi s hand noved | ow on her back as the strains of "Snoke Gets in
Your Eyes" filled the night. "If you prom se to follow "

She took a desperate stab at a |ighthearted response. "It
depends on where you're going."

"I know where 1'd |ike to take you."

The nearness, the warnth, the sheer mal eness of hi m nade her

di zzy. Her palns felt danp and her brain felt fuzzy, as if she
weren't getting enough oxygen.

Hi s voice sounded in her ear, |ow and ninbly, sending a shiver
down her arnms. "Do you have any idea what you nmake nme want to do?"
He pull ed back enough to | ook down at her. H's eyes were hot.
The heat burned its way through her, making her feel as if her
bones were nelting. Against all w sdom she found herself
breathing the irresistible question. "Wat?"

His |ips brushed agai nst her ear. The soft warnth of his breath
sent a quiver of pleasure coursing up her spine. "For starters,
want to kiss you."

She | ooked up at him unable to speak.

"And unless you tell nme you don't want ne to, that's exactly
what |'mgoing to do."

“I" Her lips parted, but no further words canme out.

Hi s nouth brushed her ear again as he spun her around. "That
didn't sound |ike a no."

She didn't know if it was the rising notes of the painfully
beautiful nmusic or the feel of his breath on her neck that raised



goose bunps on her skin. She knew only that she felt helpless to
deny the aching need to again feel his lips on hers. "It...
wasn't."

"Josie." He lowered his head. The kiss started soft and sure,

but rapidly deepened. H's hand rel eased hers, and she found her
arm wi ndi ng around his neck as he enbraced her in a glove-tight
fit. Hs lips noved over her nouth, the kiss gaining force and
momentum She felt his hands skimover her back, felt his hands
cup her bottom She groaned as he pressed her to him She could
feel the hard proof of his desire, could feel the answering,
aching nmelting deep within her. She rocked against him nelding
herself to

him She gradually grew aware that the song had ended.

"Let's go back to ny cabin,” he whispered.

She wanted to. Oh, how she wanted to! Every fiber of her being
want ed to.

"Let me nmake love to you," he whispered.

Love? The word hit her |ike a bucket of cold water. Al of the
little insights she'd had earlier, all of the tender, confused
feelings budding inside of herthey all burst into the foreground
of her consciousness with sudden, startling clarity.

Dear heavensshe was falling in love with him

But he didn't love her. He was using her to get Al exa. She
pul | ed back. "No."

Hi s hands ran up her spine, then down again to her bottorn.

"You know you want to."

"Wanting has nothing to do with it." She had to | ook away. She
didn't have the strength to resist his snoldering gaze. "You
don't. . . you aren't. . . we're not ..." The lunp in her throat
felt like a boulder. Placing her hands against his chest, she
firmy but gently pushed himaway. "The only reason I'mhere is to
hel p you seduce Alexa. It's one thing to ask ne to help you
practice nmanners and dancing. It's entirely another to expect ne
to help you practice your skills in the bedroom"”

Col e stared at her blankly. "Were did you get a crazy idea

like that?"

"It's not so crazy."

"That's not at all what all this is about!"

"But that's what woul d be happening all the same, isn't it?"

She pul |l ed away. Despite all her efforts, her voice was thick with
enotion. "I'mgoing to the cabin. Please don't follow ne." She
turned and hurried away before the tears brimming in her eyes
started to fall. Chapter Fourteen

It was well after m dni ght when Cole quietly opened the door to



his cabin. He'd contenpl ated spending the night in the engine
room but Gaston was up |ate working on the backup generator.

He paused in the doorway, |istening to Josephine's deep,

regul ar breathing. Thank Godshe was asl eep. The only thing worse
than sleeping in the sane roomw th Josephi ne was |ying awake in
the sanme roomw th her. He silently slipped through the door and
quietly renmoved his clothing in the soft |ight fromthe upper deck
that filtered through the unshaded porthole. The netal button of
his jeans clinked as it hit the floor. He paused, but the sound
didn't disturb her rhythm c breathing.

Too bad he was such a stickler for maritine |aw, he thought
ruefully, pulling down the shade over the porthole. He'd give
anything for a long, hard snort of whiskey anything to dull his
senses, to blunt the nenory of how warm and seductive her body had
felt against his, to blot

out the haunted | ook she'd worn when she'd brought up the

topi c of Al exa.

He yanked back the covers to his bed and crawl ed in. Josephine
stirred restlessly above him sighing out a breathy noan.

The sound rem nded hi mof the way she'd responded when he'd

ki ssed her. He punched his pillowinto a hard ball and turned
over, his face to the wall. Damm it, he couldn't renenber when
he'd wanted a woman so badly. The nore tinme he spent around her,
the nore appealing she grew. Lately he'd started to notice little
enchanting details about herthe prisns of green around the center
of her blue eyes, the varied shades of gold in her hair, the

sl ender el egance of her neck.

Damm it all to hellwhy did she have to nake everything so
conplicated? By bringing up Al exa, Josephi ne had nanaged to nake
his attraction to her sound sonehow sordid. Couldn't she see that
one had nothing to do wth the other?

The bed above him creaked. He heard her give another groan, and
wonder ed what or whoshe was dream ng about. From her comment about
Vally, he'd wager it wasn't her forner beau.

A bl oodcurdling screamripped through the silence, scattering

his thoughts |ike buckshot. Cole boated upright. "Josephi ne!
What's the matters?”

Anot her scream this one higher-pitched and nore terrifying,
shrieked through the dark room Cole scranbled to his feet, stood
on his bed and peered into the upper bunk. It was pitch-black, too
dark to see anything. She screamed again, a |long, agonizing
scream |oud and gut-wenching. He reached toward the sound. Hi s
hand | anded on hot, wet skin.

Her cheek. She was crying.



"Josi ewake up! every thing's okay." His hand noved to her hair.
"You're having a dream"”
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Rapi d, ragged breathing replaced the scream "Cole?" she said
with a gasp.

"Yes, sweetheart."

"Itit's so dark!"

"I know, sweetheart. But every thing's all right.”

"I ha-hate the dark."

"Well, then, I'Il turn on a light. You stay right there.”

He strode to the bathroom grabbed a towel off the towel rack
and wapped it around his waist, then flipped the switch by the
door. Soft yellow Iight poured into the room

He headed back to the bunk to find that she'd eased herself
down. She sat on the edge of his bed, her arnms wrapped around
hersel f. Her face was as pale as her white muslin nightgow, and
she was visibly trenbling.

Sitting down beside her, Cole wapped his arm around her

shoul ders and pull ed her against him "Mst have been sone dream
you were having."

Josephi ne's head bobbed jerkily.

"Want to tal k about it?"

"No. Il have it a lot."

"The same drean®"

Agai n, she nodded.

"What' sit about ?"

She drew a deep, ragged breath and slowy let it out. "Thethe
dark," she finally mnurnured.

"I't's why you hate the dark?"

"Sort of." She drew a deep, shaky breath.

“I't mght help to talk about it," Cole said softly.

"I never talk about it."

"Maybe that's why you keep having the dream "™ He rubbed his
hand up and down her arm "Conme on. Pretend I'ma world-class
shrink." He stroked an imagi nary beard and adopted an Austri an
accent. "Dr. Freud is here to help."

He was relieved when she gave a shaky laugh. "Tell ne," he
coaxed. "l told you all ny dark secrets.” "This one is really
dark."

"So let's bring it out and shed a little light onit." H's hand
conti nued rubbing her sleeve. "Wiatever it is, you'll feel better



if you get it off your chest.”
"That's where it feels like it is, all right. Or nmy chest. 1l

She touched a spot directly between her breasts. "It feels like
it's sitting right here, making it hard to breathe.”

Cole felt his own chest growtight. "Is it sonething that
actual ly happened to you?"

"Yes."

An odd, irrational fear grabbed his gut. "Wre you raped?" He

kept his voice |ow and calm but his stonmach was churning.

"No. "

| nexplicable relief flooded through him

"It mght have been better if | had been.” Her voice was snal

and despondent. "At |east then nmy best friend mght still be
alive."

"Why don't you start at the beginning," he pronpted softly.

The begi nni ng. Josephi ne swal | owed. How many, many tinmes had

she replayed it all in her mnd, wishing she'd followed the rules,
wi shing she hadn't nade the rash decision that had set the whole
nightmare into action?

She let out a long sigh, a sigh that felt like it cane fromthe
very center of her being, and the words started pouring out. "I
was nearly sixteen. School was out for the sumer, and nost of the
girls had gone hone. Just nme and my best friend, Lauren, were |eft
in the dorm™

"Why were you two still there?"

Josephi ne gazed down at her lap. "Neither of us really had a
place to go. Dad wouldn't let nme visit himat his mssion in
Central Anerica. Lauren's parents were off in New Zeal and or
sonmewhere. They were always traveling. They never had tine for
her . ™"

"So what happened?”

"We'd seen an ad in the newspaper that said a rock band

was going to be playing at a nearby roadhouse. It was agai nst

the rules, but Lauren was determ ned to go. She wanted nme to go

with her. | tried to talk her out of it, but she was determ ned.
She said she'd go alone if | didn't go with her, and Iwell, | gave
in."

Josephi ne squeezed her eyes together, her throat thick with
regret. Dear Lord, how could she have been so stupid, so naive? At
the tinme, the only thing she'd worried about was getting caught.
"W waited until the headm stress was asl eep; then we sneaked

out. Lauren drove her car. It was about half an hour away, and it
was nearly m dni ght when we got there.”

Josephi ne could renmenber wal king into the crowled, snoky bar as



if it were yesterday. She and Lauren had been weari ng makeup,
sonet hing the school strictly forbade, and they'd both been
dressed in short skirts another thing the school didn't permt.
Josephi ne renmenbered feeling so grown-up, so worldly.
"The place was packed, " Josephine continued. "There were no
enpty tables, no places to sit, so we felt really lucky when a
group of men invited us to join themat their table. One of them
red-haired, thirtyish man with a thick hillbilly-soundi ng
accent kept buying us drinks. Lauren drank themall. | didn't drink
anyt hi ng, because | was going to be the driver on the way back.
Lauren had given nme her keys." She pulled her nouth into a tight,
mrthless smle. "Besides, | didn't need a drink to feel
intoxicated. |'d never been in a bar, never heard live rock nusic,
never been asked to dance. It was great fun at first. But then

" She drew a deep breath and hesitated.
Col e | ooked down at her. "Let nme guess. The party got a little
rough.”
Josephi ne nodded. "Especially the man with Lauren. He was al
over her, and she was trying to get away, but she was pretty
tipsy. H's buddies just cheered himon. Wen he dragged her

outside, | tried to stop him but he just brushed ne aside.
finally junped on his back. It startled him and

he turned Lauren | oose. | yelled at her to run to the car. And
then he started in on ne.”

She shuddered. In her mnd' s eye, she could still snell his

whi skey-scented breath, still feel his dirty fingers groping at

her breast. "You jeal ous, sweetheart?" the man had jeered. "You
want sonme, too?" The other nmen had | aughed. The red-haired nonster
had smrked and thrown his friends a lewd wink. "No need to fight
over us, little girl. There's nore than enough for both o' you.
Right, fellas?"

"Right!" they'd chorused drunkenly.

A shiver chased through Josephine at the nenory. She ran her
tongue over her dry lips and continued the story. "Another group
of people cane out in the parking lot just then. The interruption
gave ne a chance to break free. | ran to the car and Lauren threw
the door open for nme. | started the engine and pulled away as fast
as | could, but the nen were already piling into a run-down van.
The next thing | knew, they were chasing us."

Josephine's heart raced as the nenories of that awful night

cane floodi ng back. "The road was rough and deserted, and it had
started to rain. The nmen were right on ny bunper. Then they
started to go around, like they were trying to run me off the
road. 'Drive faster! Drive faster!' Lauren screaned. So | did.



knew that if they caught us, they'd ..." Her voice fell off.

Cole didn't have to ask what the nen intended. He tightened his
hol d on her. "What happened?"

"They were right behind us, and | was driving too fast. W were
way out of the city limtsout in the mddle of nowhere. There was
a sharp turnin the road, and | took it too fast. The next thing |
knew, the car was spinning, and then we were falling. W shot over
an enbanknment and rolled and rolled."

"Were you hurt?"

"My left armand |l eg were broken, and | had a concussion. | was

pi nned beneath the steering wheel. | called out

to Lauren, but she didn't answer. | groped around with ny good
arm and found her hand." Josephine's voice broke. Tears filled her
eyes. "l squeezed it really tight, but she didn't respond. And
then | saw a flashlight at the top of the hill and heard sone
voices. It was the men fromthe bar. One of themsaid we nust be
dead. Anot her one wanted to cone see. He said ..." Josephine
swal | owned around a painful lunmp. "He said they could still ..."
She drew a breath and tried again. "He said if we were dead, we
woul dn't put up a fight."

"Jesus," Cole mnuttered.

"One of the other nen cursed himout and asked if he wanted to
charged with nmurder. The next thing I knew, their tires were
squeal ing, and then it was quiet, except for the rain on the car."”
She wr apped her arns around herself and shivered. Cole ran his
hand up and down her arm "It was darkso very dark. There were no
stars, no noon, no houses or streetlights. Nothing. Nothing but
dar kness. "

She briefly buried her face in her hands, then sniffed | oudly

and gazed up at the ceiling. "I kept talking to Lauren. | kept
telling her it was going to be all right, that sonmeone would find
us, that it would all be okay. | hung on to her hand and | tal ked
and | prayed. | told God that if he got me out of that nmess 1'd
never disobey again. | promsed |'d do everything | was supposed
to do. | kept praying and tal king and hanging on to Lauren's hand,
and her fingers kept getting colder and col der and col der.
"Finally, just before dawn, the police cane. One of the

policenmen had a big flashlight, and he shined it in the

wi ndshield. | |ooked over at the seat beside ne, and | could see
Lauren. And | could see that she ... "

A sob burst fromher chest. Cole gathered her into his arns.

"It's all right,"” he said softly.

"No, it's not. Nothing's ever been all right ever since. And |
keep having this dream" Her hair swung forward, covering her face



ina blond veil. "I'"'min the dark. | can't
see anything, and | don't know where | am and | can't nove.
|"m scared, but | keep thinking if | just hang on, just wait, that

daylight will conme and everything will be all right. And then a

light flashes on and | can see, and what | see is worse than

anything | inmagined in the dark. It's Lauren's face, and she's .
she's ..." Her voice dissolved in sobs.

Cole pulled her against him "It was an accident, Josie."

She | ooked up at him her eyes large and tortured. "It was ny

fault."”

"If it was anyone's fault, it was the fault of those aninals
chasing you."

She shook her head. "It was ny fault for being irresponsible.

My father said so."

Sonmet hing she'd told himearlier clicked in Cole's mnd. He
stroked her hair. "Was this why your father disowned you?"
Josephi ne nodded m serably. "He said | was a | ost cause. He
called Aunt Prudie and told her he was turning ny nother's trust
fund and ny upbringing over to her." She pressed her hand to her
mout h, but not intinme to nuffle the sob that seened to erupt from
her very soul .

A nerve junped in Cole's jaw. "I thought religion was supposed
to be about forgiveness."

Josephi ne plucked at a piece of her gown, twisting the fabric
in her lap into a wad. "Aunt Prudie said ny father couldn't
forgive hinself for ny nother's death. She said he couldn't dea

with the fact that | | ooked so nuch like my nother. She said he
felt responsible for her death, and seeing ne always nmade hi m feel
guilty. ™"

"So he judged you the way he thought he was being judged?"

She lifted her shoulders. "Or maybe just the way he judged

hi nsel f."

Col e frowned. "And you bought into his warped view of things?"
She gave anot her feeble shrug and | ooked away.

Sonmet hing deep in Cole's chest shifted, filling himwth an

odd ache. No wonder the Enpress was so rigid. She'd been trying to
keep the prom ses she'd nmade in her foxhole prayer ever since,
trying to prove to God and herself that she deserved to be alive.
He searched his soul for a way to help her, searched his heart
for a key to help her open her self-inposed prison. "Know what |
t hi nk?"

"What ?"

"I think you showed a |l ot of loyalty and courage. You saved

your tipsy friend frombeing dragged off in the parking |lot, and



you were doing your best to save her hide again when you had an
accident. An accident." He turned nore fully toward her and lifted
her hands. "An accident, Josie. It wasn't sonething you
intentionally did."

"I"'mstill responsible.”

"You didn't nake your friend go with you that night. You said

she planned to go alone if you wouldn't go with her. Sounds to ne
i ke she coerced you." Col e pressed Josephine's fingers, w shing
he could press his conviction into her soul. "Placing blanme won't
change what happened. You need to quit beating yourself up over
it."

There was a | ong pause, then a plaintive, whispered word.

" How?"

Col e desperately searched his mnd, longing to give her an
answer. "Do you think Lauren would want you to feel |ike this?
Wul d she have wanted you this mserable and guilty?”

"N-no."

"Why not ?"

Josi e | ooked up, her eyes wet. "She was kind. She was a friend.
She woul dn't have wished ne ill." She | owered her head. "She

woul dn't have wanted nme to end up like ny father."

"And yet that's just what you're doing, isn't it?"

Josephine didn't answer.

"It is, isn't it?"

"Yes." The word cane out soft and | ow, borne on a sob. "I-I

never thought of it like that."

He lifted a hand to her face. Warnth and sonet hing el se,
sonething that felt suspiciously |like tenderness, radiated through
his chest. "I thought you grew up a panpered hothouse flower." He
dragged his finger down her cheek. "Turns out you're a tough
little weed i ke nme."

"A .. weed?"
He nodded. "W had to scrape by w thout anyone tending us. W
had to push our way out of hard, rocky soil. But we survived."

Their eyes caught and held, and a current passed between thema
current as deep as the ocean, charged with their very souls. The
warnth in Cole's chest heated and expanded. Heat flowed to every
poi nt of physical contacther thigh against his, his hand on her
shoul der. Tine seenmed to stand still as she slowy raised her hand
and touched his face, her eyes still riveted on his.

He took her hand, her snooth, warm hand, and pressed her palm

to his lips. He felt her trenble, but her eyes never wavered. And
then he heard his nanme on her I|ips.

"Cole."



It took all of his self-restraint not to pull her into his

arns. He'd prom sed he wouldn't initiate anything physical when
they were alone, but he was aching to feel her against him

She noved with excruciating slowness, as if she were noving

t hrough water. She turned nore fully toward him reached her other
arm around his neck, then placed her hand in his hair. She | eaned
close, then closer, all the while exerting a gentle pressure on
his head, until her lips touched his.

Her |ips were warm and soft, |ike velvet. She parted them
eagerly, and then he could constrain hinmself no |onger.

Wth a guttural grow, he haul ed her against himand

deepened the kiss, exploring the wet silk of her nouth. She
shifted cl oser, straining against him Arousal, hot and hard, shot
through himlike a flamng arrow. Wth a hungry groan, he pulled
her down on the bed.

She lay on top of him her hands in his hair, her nmouth on his,
her breasts pressing against his bare chest through the thin
nmuslin of her gown. He could no | onger bear to have it between
them He grabbed a handful of fabric and eased it up her back, up,
up, up until his hand fell on the soft, bare skin of her thigh.
She npaned against him and he rolled her over until she |ay
sprawl ed beneath him

"I want to see you," he said. He slowy undid the tiny pear
buttons that ran down the front of her gown, his lips tracing the
skin that his fingers uncovered. By the third button, she was
breathing hard. By the fourth, she was gaspi ng.

The fifth button bared her breasts. Full and |ush, they were

ti pped with taut pink buds that tightened when he took one in his
mout h. Her head rolled fromside to side on the pillow as he | aved
the nipple with his tongue.

Col e had never felt so inflamed with desire. He forced hinself

to nove slowy. "You're beautiful,"” he whispered, noving his |ips
t hrough the vall ey between her breasts, then claimng the other
rose-tinged peak. "So beautiful."

She groaned and withed beneath him "Ch, please ..." She

whi spered. "Please ..."

"Tell me what you want," he murmured, slowy undoing anot her
button of her gown. H's nouth pressed a kiss to the underside of
her breast, his tongue tracing the curve where her bosom net her
rib. "Tell me. You can tell me anything.”

She murnured and shifted beneath him and for a heartstopping
nmoment he thought she was trying to pull away. He froze and gazed
down. "Do you want nme to stop?”

"No. | want you to take off your towel,'

she whi sper ed.



Her eyes were soft and shinmering. She reached for the
tucked terry cloth at his waist. Another jolt of desire shot
t hrough him She was so responsive, so hot, so full of passion.

So different fromthe way she'd been earlier that very evening.
The thought hit Cole |ike a bucket of ice water. H s hand
cl osed over hers as the towel |oosened. He drew a deep breath and

expelled it harshly. "I think we'd better call a halt to things."
She | ooked up, her eyes dazed. "You don't want to ... ?"

"Ch, | want to, all right,” he said in a grow. "One nore tug

on that towel and you'll find out just how nmuch | want to."

"So why"

"Because you told ne no earlier this evening, damit. | don't

want to take advantage of you when you're all upset." He
reluctantly refastened one of her buttons, then rolled away. "I
won't have you full of regrets in the norning because we got
carried away tonight."

He swung his legs to the floor and gripped the | oosened towel.

He felt her hand slide down his naked spine.

"I won't have any regrets," she whispered softly.

She sure wasn't naking this easy. A nerve junped in his jaw
“"Make me this offer on a night when you haven't just been sobbing
on ny shoulder and I'Il take you up on it in a New York m nute.
But for right now, 1'"'mgoing to take a cold shower and head up to
the pilothouse.” He rose and tried to rewap the towel around his
wai st, but his erection snagged it |like a towel hook. C utching
the towel in front of him he marched bare-assed to the bathroom
Dam, damn and double damm, Damit it all to Hades and back! He
want ed Josephi ne nore than he could renenber ever wanting anot her
worman in his whole life, but not |like this. Not when she was

di stressed and confused and in need of confort.

He didn't believe in |ove, didn't believe in happily ever

after, and he didn't believe in letting a woman t hi nk

ot herwi se. There was sonething in the air between him and
Josephi ne toni ght that seened downri ght dangerous sone ki nd of
chem stry or enotion or kindred-spirit sort of thing. He couldn't
quite put his finger on it, but whatever it was, it made the hair
stand up on the back of his neck.

Intimacythat was it. Damit, it wouldn't be right to have sex
with a womman he felt this close and connected w th!

He shut the bathroom door, only to realize that he'd just shut
of f Josephine's only source of light. He wound the towel around
his wai st and jerked the door back open. "Sorry. | didn't nean to
| eave you in the dark." He strode to his desk and snapped on the



brass | anp.

"Thank you." She was still in his bed, her thin white gown
unbuttoned nearly to her waist, her blond hair | oose and nussed
and floating around her shoulders. He'd expected her blue eyes to
regi ster hurt or confusion or maybe enbarrassnent, but her gaze
was direct, her expression soft, and her mouth curved in a gentle
smle. "That was very kind."

Kind. Now there was a word he'd never heard applied to hinself.
Kind of an SOB, kind of a slave driver, kind of a bastard, yes,
but never just kind.

Kind. Hell, he'd never wanted to be kind. Kind people were
pat si es. Kind people got kicked around and wal ked over. Kind
peopl e were easy prey in this dog-eat-dog world.

Ki ndness neant weakness. Silently cursing hinself for

exhibiting either, he strode back to the bathroom and cl osed the
door. Flinging the towel on the floor, he stepped into the shower
and set the water on its nost frigid setting. Icy needl es of water
hanmered down at him but not hard enough to drive away the uneasy
feeling that Josephi ne was overhauling nore of himthan just his
manners.

Chapter Fifteen

"So what's goin' on between you and the captain?" Fanny asked
five nornings | ater as Josephi ne hel ped prepare breakfast in the
gal | ey.

Josephi ne | ooked up fromthe bow of biscuit dough she was
stirring and smled. "lI've been wanting to ask the sane thing
about you and Henry. He's been hovering around you so nuch
haven't had a chance to talk to you alone in nearly a week. \Were
is he this norning?"

Fanny pl aced a sausage patty in the cold cast-iron skillet. "He
and the deckhands were up half the night nessing with the barges.
They have to unlash '"emand relash "emtine and again, what with
us goin' through all these | ocks and danms. But don't go and try to
change the subject on nme. | asked about you and the captain
first.” She placed the skillet on the stove and turned on the
burner. "He seens different around you."

"What do you nean?"

"Well, it's hard to say, exactly." Fanny | eaned her hip against
the counter. "l just sense a change, that's all. He

doesn't tease you as nuch, for one thing." Fanny's gaze | ocked
on her. "Has anything ... happened?”

Josephi ne pl opped the biscuit dough out on the counter,
remenbering too | ate that she was supposed to flour it first. She
reached for the copper canister of flour. "Al nost."



"Al nost ? Goodness, girl, you were at 'alnost' when | boarded

the boat two weeks ago! | didn't figure the captain for the kind
of man who'd be happy to stay at 'alnost' for any length of tinme."
Josephi ne scattered a handful of flour on the countertop. "I
didn't say he was happy about it."

Fanny chuckl ed.

Josephi ne sm | ed back. She genuinely |iked the ol der wonman, and
she needed to confide in soneone. "Things al nost changed a few
ni ghts ago," she admtt ed.

Fanny |ifted her eyebrows. "And?"

Josephi ne sighed. "He stopped at the |ast nonent."

"He stopped?”

Josephi ne nodded. The next thing she knew, the words were
tunbling out of her nouth in a hurried junble. "lI'd told himno
earlier in the evening, and then | had a nightmare and he
conforted ne, and ... oh, Fanny, he was so sweet and kind! And

then things kind of took on a life of their own, and just when I'd
decided | definitely wanted to, he said he didn't want to take
advant age of ne when | was upset and enotional." Tears welled up
in Josephine's eyes. "Ch, Fannyl'mafraid |I've fallen in love with
him"

Fanny was i nmedi ately beside her, an arm around her shoul der.
"There, there, child. That's not so awful."

"Yes, it is." Josephine w ped her eyes, only to realize she'd
just smudged flour all over her face. Fanny handed her a paper
towel . Josephi ne dabbed at her cheeks with the coarse paper. "You
don't know the full story about why he wants etiquette | essons.”
Fanny cocked her head to the side and placed one hand

on her hip. "So are you gonna tell nme, or do | have to drag it
out of you?"

"I'"'mnot supposed to tell anyone."

Fanny snorted. "Tellin* ne is the sane as tellin' no one. MWy

lips are sealed tighter than the hull of this boat."

Josephine felt as she'd burst if she didn't confide in soneone.
She drew a deep, ragged breath. "He wants to win the heart of a
worman in New Ol eans.”

Fanny's eyes grew |large and round. "He's in |ove wi th another
woman?"

Josephi ne shook her head. "He doesn't love her. At least, |I'm
pretty sure he doesn't. Fromwhat | can tell, he doesn't even |ike
her."

Fanny flipped a knob on the stove, shifted the skillet to a
cold burner, then took Josephine by the el bow. "Cone on over to
the table," she said firmy. "I want you to sit down and tell ne



everything, starting at the very beginning."
"What about breakfast ?"

Fanny waved her hand. "I expect the nmen to be late this
nmorning. If they're not, it won't kill the big oafs to wait a few
m nutes."

Fanny |l ed her to the table, and before she knew it, Josephine

was pouring out the whole storyCol e's background, his plan to get
even with Robert MAul ey, the story behind her recurring dream
how Col e had urged her to stop blam ng herself for the accident.
Fanny shook her head synpathetically. "The captain's right, you
know," she said softly. "Beatin' yourself up over sonethin' you
can't change just nmakes you another victim Honey, there's not a
person alive who doesn't regret sonethin' or other that he or
she's done. Your friend got the two of you in a bad situation, and
you were doing your best to get out of it."

Fanny rested her hand on Josephine's tightly held ones, her

eyes bright with conviction. "The only thing that's unforgivable
is a person's unwillingness to accept forgiveness." Fanny's words
| anded on Josephine's heart |ike a soothing balm She | ooked into
her friend' s eyes. "Cole asked if | thought Lauren woul d have

bl amed ne. "

"And what did you say?"

"I think she woul d have forgiven ne. And you know what el se?"
"What, honey?"

"Regardl ess of what ny father thought, | think God's got to be

at least as kind and forgiving as Lauren. So if Lauren can forgive
me and God can forgive nme, well, nmaybe |'m supposed to forgive
nmysel f, too."

"Hear, hear!" Fanny gave Josephi ne's hand anot her pat, then
lifted her coffee cup approvingly.

Josephi ne gave wistful smle. "All ny life, I've lived in this
tight little box of rules. | used to think that if | just behaved
wel | enough, I'd be loved. After the accident, | gave up on being

| oved, but | figured that if I followed the rules, at |east |
woul dn't hurt anyone el se.”

"Ch, honey," Fanny said softly, her brown eyes noist with

synpat hy.

"Except for going to that roadhouse with Lauren, |'ve never
ventured out or taken any risks. And you know what? |I'mtired of
living |ike that." Straightening, Josephine thunped her pal mon
the table. "From here on out, I"'mgoing to go after what | want."
"Good for you!" Fanny grinned broadly and patted her on the
back. "So what do you want ?"

Josephine hesitated. "Oh, |'ve got a whole laundry |ist of



t hi ngs."

"What's at the top of your list?"

It was a little frightening, putting it into words. Josephi ne
drew a deep breath. "Cole."

Fanny's eyes wi dened along with her smle. "Wy, ny, nmy!"
Josephi ne grinned, suddenly feeling shy. "lI've never felt this
way about anyone. Underneath all his rough exterior and
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all his bluff and bluster, he's ... well, he's just
wonder ful . "

"Plus he's smart as a whip, built |ike Arnold Schwarzenegger
and sexy as hell."

"That, too." Josephine's smle broadened for a nonent, then
faded. She | eaned forward and regarded her friend sonberly.
not going to kid nyself about things, though. | know there's no
future with him Cole's told ne he doesn't believe in |ove."

"I think he cares for you," Fanny said gently.

Josephi ne | ooked away. "Not in a permanent kind of way. But
it's enough that | care for him"

m

Concern shone in Fanny's brown eyes. "Is it?"

Josephi ne nodded, a lunp formng in her throat. "I've been

giving this a lot of thought. I"mnearly thirty years old, and
|'ve never felt this way in ny life. | don't think it's likely
"1l ever feel this way again. |'ve got two weeks left to discover
what it's like to be with a man | love. And I'mgoing to go for
it."

“"Aren't you afraid you'll get hurt?"

Josephi ne | ooked up at the ol der woman. "I'mnore afraid of

dyi ng wi thout ever really living."

"But what about this other woman?"

A lunp fornmed in Josephine's throat. "I won't allow nyself to
t hi nk about that. Cole doesn't |ove her. That's enough."

"I's it?" Fanny asked agai n, her eyes troubl ed.

“I't'1l have to be." Josephine swallowed resolutely. "It's al
l"ve got."

Fanny regarded her in silence for a long nonent. "So what are
you going to do?"

"Seduce him"

"Ch, ny!" Fanny fanned herself with her hand, as if the room
had suddenly grown too warm Her face creased in a broad grin.
"What have you got in mnd?"

"Well, we dock in Mnneapolis tonorrow, and I'I|l get a
paycheck. The first thing I"'mgoing to do is buy sone
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clothes that don't |ook |like they were handpi cked by Aunt

Prudie. And then I'mgoing to take nyself to a lingerie store and
a beauty parlor and the nmakeup counter of a departnment store. And
when | get Cole alone in the cabin tonorrow night, |I'mnot going
to take no for an answer."”

Fanny shook her head, her eyes sparkling. "The poor man doesn't
stand a chance!"

"I hope not." Josie |ooked at her friend, then suddenly reached
out and touched her arm "Wy don't you conme shopping with me? You
can pull the sane thing on Henry."

"On Henry?" Fanny's w de cheeks flushed scarlet. "Ch, no.

Things aren't that way between us. He doesn't see ne as anything
but a poker buddy."

"Well, then, let's do sonmething to change that."

"But he's still inlove with his late wife. And even if he
weren't, I'mnot his type."

"What makes you say that?"

"He showed ne a picture of Hazel, an' I'mnothin" |ike her. She
was petite and blond and real sweet-lookin'. I'ma big, |oud,

busty ol d broad."

"And he's crazy about you," Josephine said with a warmsm | e.

"He woul dn't be spending all this tinme in your conpany if he
weren't." She reached out and patted her friend' s hand. "I've seen
you two together. There's sonething going on."

Fanny shook her head and sighed. "The only thing going on is a

| ot of wishful thinking on ny part."

Josephine smled triunphantly. "I knewit! | knew you were
falling in love with him"

Fanny | ooked ruefully down at her large flannel shirt. "Lot of
good it'll do ne. He thinks of nme as one of the guys." Fanny

si ghed and shook her head. "And to think | started out mad at him
for lookin' at ny chest. Now | mght as well not even have one."
"You need to stop hiding under your clothes. And it wouldn't hurt
to start wearing a little makeup and do sonething softer with your
hair."

Fanny's expression grew wistful. "Do you really think he m ght
notice ne differently?"

"I nost certainly do!"

"But don't you think it'll be kind of obvious, if |I conme back
to the boat all dolled up?"
Josephi ne reassuringly patted Fanny's hand. "If we both cone

back that way, it'll just look |ike we went on a shoppi ng spree



and treated ourselves to nakeovers. You can always tell Henry I
bullied you into it."

Fanny's sm | e was uncertain, but her eyes burned with a glimer
of hope. "I don't know that it'Il work, but | guess it can't hurt
to try."

Josephine smled. "By the tinme we're through, Cole and Henry
won't know what hit them"

"What's the hell's goin' on with Fanny?" Henry asked Col e the
next afternoon.

Col e | ooked up fromthe paychecks he was signing and squinted
agai nst the afternoon sun gl eam ng through the pilothouse w ndows.
"What do you nean?"

Henry |l owered his ropy frane into his favorite chair and pulled
out his tin of tobacco. "Have you seen her since she cane back
fromthat shoppin' spree with Josephine? She's wearin' lipstick
an' earrings an' her hair's all different. But that ain't the
worst of it. She's got on sone kinda outfit that's all fitted to
show of f her chest!"

Col e | ooked up, his lip curled in amusenent. "You don't say?"

"l do say! | dang near dropped ny jaw when | saw her. She said
she and Josi e had been shoppin', and Josie tal ked her into a
makeover. "

"So how does she | ook?"

"Good." Henry scow ed darkly. "Real good."

"So what's the probl en?”

"Hell, | don' know. " He shoved a chaw of tobacco in his nputh.
"How m | supposed to concentrate on cards when she's sittin
across fromne |lookin' |ike that?"

"Maybe you should concentrate a little nore on her and a little
| ess on poker."

Henry narrowed his eyes. "You know I haven't been with a woman
since Hazel died."

"Well, maybe it's time you did."

Henry shook his head. "Wn' never be 'nother woman |i ke Hazel ."
"No. But there's not likely to be another one |like Fanny,
either."” Cole's pen scratched loudly in the quiet roomas he

si gned anot her check. "I'msure you'll work it all out. Wat are
you planning to do with your night ashore?"

Henry scratched his head. "I thought 1'd ask Fanny if she

want ed to shoot sonme pool at the Rack Room Now I don' know if
it's wse, takin' her there lookin' like that."

"Why not ?"

"I dunno. Sone old boy m ght nmake a pass at her or sonmethin'."
Col e suppressed a grin. In his opinion, that m ght be just what



Henry needed to spur himinto action. "Well, then, why don't you
take her out to dinner sonepl ace decent ?"

"Ya nean |ike a date?"

Cole could tell the old man found the concept alarm ng. "You
don't have to call it that. It would just be two friends goi ng out
to dinner together." He creased the page of checks al ong the
perforated |ine and ripped themout. He handed Henry his paycheck.
"Fanny's been feeding your sorry hide three neals a day for the
past two weeks. Seens |ike the |east you could do is buy her

di nner the one night she's not cooking for you."

Henry thoughtfully chewed his tobacco. "Well, | reckon that's
true." He folded the check and stuffed it in his shirt pocket

wi thout | ooking at it. "Wat are you up to this evenin' ?"
"Josephine and | have an appointnent with a tailor.

She's got me ordering sonme custom nmade cl othes. Then we're

going to the fanciest restaurant in town to practice all ny fancy
new manners by eating the nost difficult food we can find."

Henry squinted at him "Wen ya gonna tell nme what's behind al

t hem manners | essons?"

Col e gl anced out the wi ndow. The sun was | ow on the hori zon,
turning the clouds in the west a shade of pink that rem nded him
of Josephine's lips. Hs fingers tightened on the pen in his hand.
"Later."

"Why can't ya tell nme now?"

" "Cause | don't want to put up with you trying to talk ne out

of it."

Henry grinned. "Speakin' oftal kin' yaoutof somethin', have ya
decided if you're stayin' shoreside after this run?"

Col e nodded. "For a while."

"Along while or a short while?"

"At least two nonths. | |eased the Chienne this norning." Cole
closed the | arge fol der of comercial checks. "You and the rest of
the crew are part and parcel of the deal, just like |I promsed."
"I wasn't worried "bout that. | know you're a man of your

word."” The old man spit into his coffee can.

"I leased her to Brinway Shipping. You know Paul Brinway. He
shoul d be an easy enough man to work for."

"Yeah, Paul's okay." Henry wi ped his nouth with the back of his
hand. "He's not you, though. It won't seemright, not havin' you
aboard."” The old man regarded Col e thoughtfully. "Whatever you're
up to, I hope it don' take too long."

It had already taken too | ong, Cole thought, staring out at the
river. He'd waited sixteen years to get back at Robert MAul ey,
and now that he had his plans in notion, he was chonping at the



bit to finally taste revenge. He couldn't wait to see MAuley's
face when he found out his fiancee had dunped himfor Trash Boy.
He intended to find the
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nmost public, nmost humliating way possible to nmake the
announcenent .

"Does Josephi ne have anything to do with your decision?"

Col e glanced up at his first nate. "Way would you ask a thing

i ke that?"

Henry shrugged. "Jus' wonderin'. She's not the type o' wonman

you usually get involved with, ya know " The old man | ooked at him
intently. "Are things okay with you two?"

Col e glanced at himsharply. "Wat do you nean?"

Henry's bony shoulders lifted again. "I dunno. Seens |ike

you' ve been keepin' your distance fromher lately. You two aren't
nearly as touchy-feely."

Damm. He hoped no one el se had noticed. The |eather chair

creaked as Cole rose fromit and strode across the pil othouse.
Ever since the night of her nightmare, he hadn't trusted hinself
to touch Josephine, not even in public. Just the nmenory of how
she'd | ooked and felt and tasted was enough to work himinto a

| at her.

Pulling a key fromthe pocket of his jeans, Cole unlocked a

file drawer, stashed the checkbook inside, then carefully rel ocked
it.

"The boys have comrented on it," Henry continued. "Hanbone said
you never go to your cabin till way after mdnight. Mentioned he
saw you workin' out on that weight machine for three hours
straight the other night and thought it a mte strange." Henry
rose fromhis seat at the chart table. "He an' Junior was even
wonderin' if Josephine m ght be up for grabs on the trip back."
Col e turned toward Henry, his nuscles tensed. "You tell those
norons no one but ne is gonna be grabbing Josephine. And it's none
of their business when or how !l do it."

Henry gave a raspy chortle. "Yes, sir. I'll be sure an' tel

"em" He picked up his can and |oped to the door. "Well, now, you
two have a nice evenin' on the town."

"Sane to you and Fanny." The door closed behind Henry with a

loud nmetallic click.

Col e gazed out at the river, his lips pressed in a hard, tight
line. Dadblast it! He'd been considering trading cabins with the
cook for the downriver portion of the trip, but to do so now woul d
invite all kinds of trouble.



Hell. It was torture, trying to sleep with Josephine in the
roomwith him If he could just make |l ove to her, he was sure he'd
get over this burning obsession. It wasn't like himto be so
noble. But it wasn't in himto take advantage of a wonan, and t hat
was just what he woul d have been doing if he'd nade | ove to her

t he other night. The w sest course of action was to keep his

di stance fromher, but it was damm hard to do when she slept right
over his head.

The tuxedoed waiter inclined his head solicitously. "Is the

wi ne to your |iking?"

Cole lifted his glass of sauvignon blanc. "It's excellent.”

"And the escargots are wonderful,"” Josephi ne added, daintily

spearing another norsel with her seafood fork. Wth a satisfied
smle, the waiter scurried away.

"If you ask ne, they taste |ike rubber dipped in garlic

butter,” Cole remarked, stabbing one with a fork scarcely | arger
than a toothpick. "Hardly worth the effort it takes to get at

t hem ™"

"Well, you look Iike you' ve been eating themall your life,.
You're handling themvery well."

|'d rather be handling you. Cole thought lustily. He was having
a hard time pulling his eyes away from her | ong enough to even

| ook at his plate.

Henry had nentioned that Fanny had gotten all gussied up, but
he' d sai d not hi ng about Josephi ne. Wien Col e had wal ked into the
cabin and seen her this evening, he'd frozen in the doorway and
gaped like a frog. She was wearing a sleek black dress that
flattered her every curve,

and her hair swung | oose and free around her shoul ders. Her

eyes and lips were artfully accented, her long | egs were sheat hed
in shimering stockings, and shiny gold earrings caught the |ight
with every twi st of her head. She was a class act, as always, but
she was no | onger |owkey. It was as if she'd been in black and
white, and now she was full color. She was drop-dead gorgeous. And
judging fromthe furtive glances she was receiving fromthe other
men in this overpriced French restaurant, he wasn't the only one
who t hought so.

"Have | nentioned that you | ook wonderful tonight?"

Josephine's lips curved in a shy smle. "About a dozen tines."
"Well, it bears repeating. You look terrific."

He | oved the way the col or heightened in her cheeks. She
muttered a soft thank-you and | ooked away. "Speaking of terrific,
| think you selected sone terrific suits.”

"You selected them" Cole rem nded her. "I just stood there and



got neasured.”

"Well, they're going to | ook great."

“I"l'l take your word for it. | had a hard tinme visualizing a
finished suit froma three-inch square of fabric. Wiy couldn't |
have just gone to a departnment store and shopped |i ke a normnal
per son?"

Josephine smled. "Because Prince Dumanski woul dn't be caught
dead wearing off-the-rack."

"Most people wouldn't know t he difference."

"Maybe not. But Al exa would."

The mention of Al exa was an unwel cone intrusion. Cole was
relieved when the waiter reappeared and deftly renoved their

pl ates, then placed two beautifully garnished bow s of gazpacho
before them Cole lifted his spoon and took a sip, then nmade a
face. "It's cold!"

"It's supposed to be."

"You nean sone people actually like cold soup?”

"Well, if it bothers you, don't think of it as soup."

Josephi ne sipped a spoonful. "Think of it as chilled pureed
veget abl es. "

"That's even nore unappeti zing."

"All right, then. Think of it as salsa w thout the hot
peppers.”

"That would be great, if | were in the habit of drinking an
entire bow of salsa.”

Josephine smled. "Hmm WlIl, how does chunky V-8 juice strike
you?"

Cole grinned. "As only slightly |ess repugnant than what this
stuff really remi nds ne of."

"Which is?"

"Tomat oes strained through Junior's teeth.™

Josephine erupted in laughter, nearly choking on a nouthful of
gazpacho in the process. Her cheeks blazing, she hid behind her
napki n as she collected herself. Cole rested his wists on the
table, inordinately pleased. "Wiy, Enpress. | do believe I'm
starting to be a bad influence on you."

Josephi ne reached for her glass of wine and took a sip, her
eyes gleam ng softly over the rim She set the glass back down. "I
di sagree. Overall, | think you' ve been a very positive influence."
Col e's heart slanmed hard against his chest. "lIs that a fact?"
She nodded. Her eyes held a warnth, a depth he'd never seen
before. Her expression grew serious. "You helped ne a lot the
ot her night when | had that nightnmare."

Col e shrugged. "dad | could be of service."



"I mean it." The candlelight flickered over her face, mnaking

her eyes shine |ike faceted sapphires. "lI'd been viewwng life as a
per petual penance and didn't even realize it. You made ne stop and
t hi nk about things."

"What ki nd of things?"

"About what | believe, about what | want. | guess it's the kind
of thing nost people figure out in their teens, but | never did.
It's as if that accident stunted ny growth, or even killed part of
net he part that felt free to nake choices. |'ve been terrified of

maki ng of another mi stake, afraid to trust nmy own judgnment." Her
eyes were warm and soft. Her gaze fell over himlike a snug bl ue
bl anket. "The things you said hel ped ne see that."

Hi s chest felt tight and hot. He was out of his depth here,

swi mm ng i n unknown waters. He cleared his throat and searched for
the firmfooting of a nore concrete topic. "You said you' d been
t hi nki ng about what you want. Does that nean you' ve deci ded what
you're going to do once you get back to New Ol eans?”

"Yes." She took another sip of soup.

"Are you going to tell ne, or do | have to guess?"

She | ooked up. "I'Il tell you, but you' ve got to prom se not to
| augh. "

"Ch, no. Don't tell me you' re going to |ook for another job as
a cook."

Josephine grinned. "You'd be surprised how nuch ny cooking has

i nproved since Fanny's been giving nme | essons. But no, that's not
it. It's something I'm nuch better suited for than cooking."
"Bel Iy danci ng?"

Josephi ne | aughed. "Not quite.”

"Hm Well, it can't be sunbo westling. Perhaps a career as a
tattoo artist?"

"Not hing nearly so exotic."

"You're taking up pig farm ng?"

Josephi ne | aughed again. "No, but thanks for naking ny plans

not seem so outl andi sh."

He grinned. "So what are they?"

She drew a deep breath. "I'mgoing to open ny own etiquette
school, but not the kind that teaches debutantes how to curtsy.
|'"'mgoing to offer courses in executive manners."

"Executive manners?"

Josephi ne nodded, her eyes sparkling with excitenent. "I plan
to market it to corporations.”

"Hm What woul d you of fer?"

"The same kind of thing |I've been teaching you." She | eaned
forward. "I think there's a real market for it. Aunt Prudie was



once approached by one of the major New Ol eans hotels. They
wanted to know if she'd be interested in conducting an etiquette
sem nar for their executive staff, but she turned it down. She
said she didn't want to do anything so comrercial."

"Of course not," Cole said dryly. "The old gal wouldn't have
wanted to have dealt with anything as crass as noney."

Josephine smled. "You sound |ike you knew her."

"I alnost feel like | did."

Josephi ne sat back in her chair. "I tried to talk her into it.

|"d read an article in a business publication about how
corporations spend mllions of dollars for executive training on
all kinds of issuessensitivity training, creative thinking, travel
safety, international protocol.... It just seened to ne that
executive etiquette would be a logical topic. I'"'msure there's a

market for it in New Ol eans."

Col e thoughtfully nodded his head. "You just mght be on to

sonet hing. "

“I think I mght be, too. I'mexcited about it."

And |'m excited about you, Cole thought as the waiter returned
and swept away their soup bow s. Everything about her tonight was
sexy as hellthe soft scent of her new perfune, the way she crossed
her incredible | egs, the way she rested her hand on his arm when
she | aughed at sonet hi ng he said.

She reached out and flicked a piece of invisible lint away from
his sleeve, her hand lingering on his. He | ooked at her, and she
gave a slight smle, holding his gaze a beat |onger than expect ed.
Wth any ot her wonman, he'd think she was conmng on to him

Col e reached for his glass of water, disconcerted. There was

sonet hing di fferent about Josephi ne tonight, sonething besides her
dress and hair and makeup. She was sporting a new attitude, a new
confidence, a new ... flirtatiousness.

That was it, Cole realized suddenly. Josephine was flirting

with him

And just what the hell was he supposed to do about it? Cole

scowm ed as the waiter set his entree before him Ever since the

ni ght of her nightmare, he'd deliberately kept his distance.
Josephi ne had made her feelings very clear. She didn't want to
becone his lover while preparing himto seduce Al exa. He could
understand that. He didn't like it, but he could accept it. He had
accepted it. So why the hell was she flirting with hinf

The question preyed on Cole's mind throughout the rest of the
evening. It was alnost a relief when the cabdriver dropped them
off at the wharf and they reboarded the boat.

"Thank you for a wonderful evening," she said as he opened the



door to their cabin. She flipped on the bathroomlight, then
pul l ed the door partially closed so that soft |light spilled
faintly into the room

"Thanks for hel ping me pick out the new duds.” He stood in the
doorway and wat ched her take off her earrings. Sonething about the
way she was | ooking at himnmade his blood race. He took a step
back. "Well, 1I'msure you need sone sleep.”

She | ooked himstraight in the eye. "I need sonething el se a

whol e I ot nore.”

H s nouth went dry, and his hand tensed on the doorknob.
"Josephine, don't play ganes with ne. You' ve been flirting with nme
all evening, and | don't know what to make of it."

She placed a hand on her hip. "You don't?"

Tension coiled all through him "Just because |I'mpretending to

be a gentleman doesn't nean | really am one.

| "' mwarni ng youdon't start anything you don't intend to see

all the way through.™

"I'"'mnot."

"You're not what? Starting sonethi ng?”

"No. I"'mnot going to want to stop."

The words were spoken softly, but they hit himhard. He stood
stock-still, his heart pounding, then stepped into the room and

cl osed the door behind him "If you're comng on to ne, Josephine,
you're going to have to tell nme in a way that is unm stakably
clear."

Her hands reached behi nd her neck. He heard the hiss of a

zi pper. Dropping her arns, she slowy stepped out of her dress.
She stood before him wearing only a lacy black teddy and

t hi gh-hi gh bl ack stockings. Her dress dangled fromone finger. "Is
this clear enough?”

He swal | owed hard. Good God, but she was gorgeous. Hi s gaze

nmoved over her, taking in the row of ribbons that tied the
gossaner fabric together down the center of the teddy, revealing
enticing tidbits of skin. Hi s gaze paused on the deep shadow

bet ween her breasts, then shifted to the delicious flash of white
t hi gh gl eam ng above the top of her silk stockings.

She shivered as his gaze |icked over her. She felt bold and
scared, vul nerable and wanton, all at the same tine.

He reached behind himand | ocked the door, never taking his

eyes off her. "I believe |I've gotten your nessage."”

Josephine's heart hammered hard as he slowly wal ked toward her.

He reached out and gently lifted one black strap of her teddy, his
finger grazing her shoulder. "I had no idea you had such exotic
taste in underwear."



Tension stretched inside her like a taut rubber band. "Do you
like it?"

"Ch, yes. Yes, indeed." His finger slowy slipped the strap off
her shoulder. "But | like what's in it even better."” A shiver
chased t hrough her as he bent his head and ki ssed her now naked
shoul der. Her skin quivered as his lips slid slowy, gently, to

t he side of her neck.
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r Hs breath sent puffs of heat agai nst her skin, and his

cl ean-shaven jaw rasped the vein where her pulse thrumed wldly.
Her dress fell fromher finger to the floor. The next thing she
knew, she'd been literally swept off her feet. One arm under her
knees, one under her back, Cole picked her up and carried her to
hi s bed.

She felt the give of the mattress agai nst her back, felt the
softness of a pillow under her head. But nostly she felt Cole,

| eaning forward to claimher lips. H's nouth was warm and
demandi ng, and she noaned as it noved over hers. She wel coned the
i nvasi on of his tongue, welconmed the roughness of his jaw,

wel comed the wei ght of his chest against hers. She even wel coned
t he harshness of his wool jacket against her skin, but the need to
feel his naked chest against her was overpowering. She pushed his
j acket off his shoul ders. He struggled out of it, never |osing
contact with her nmouth. She reached up and undid the buttons on
his shirt. He shrugged that off as well, flinging it to the floor.
Her hands spl ayed across his naked chest, through his thicket

of masculine hair, across the granite plane of his nuscles. She
tentatively touched a flat brown nipple, causing it to harden and
rise.

"Good God, Josie," he murnured, straddling her on the bed.

He ni bbled his way down her neck to the holl ow between her
breasts and tugged at the ribbon with his teeth, unfastening the
bow that held the fabric together. Her nipples tightened and
puckered as the black |ace fell away, exposing themto his view
Slowy, achingly slowy, he took one in his nouth and suckl ed.
Josephine let out a throaty noan. Cole took his tine, |avishing
attention on first one, then the other, inciting her with his
tongue, stoking a fire within her. Heat shot through her,

radi ati ng out and down, pooling into white-hot need between her

t hi ghs. She arched against him wanting, needing closer contact.
"Stay right there,” he whispered. "Don't nove." He
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pul | ed away. The absence of his warnth |left her aching and

bew | dered, until she realized he was shucking off his slacks and

briefs. He pulled sonething froma dresser drawer, then

returned™to kneel over her.

"Now. Where were we?" He grinned down at her, tracing a circle

around her breast.

He was conpl etely naked. Josephine couldn't help but stare, her

eyes wi deni ng. She'd never known that the nmal e anatony could be so
i mposi ng.

"You're already ..." She swall owed hard and tried again.

"You're already ready."

"Hell, darlin ,"” Cole said in a grow, his nouth back on hers.

"I've been ready since you came aboard. Just thinking about you

makes it difficult to walk upright.”

Hi s response |eft her puzzled. "If you' re ready, then we'd

better hurry.™

"Hurry?"

"You know. Before ityou knowgoes away."

"Goes away?" Cole pulled back and stared down at her. his

expression perplexed. H s eyes suddenly softened "Ah, sugar. Is

t hat what used to happen with Wally?"

Josephi ne | ooked away, nortified that he'd discovered the

truth. She felt Cole's finger on her chin, tipping her face back

toward him "lIs it?"

Josephi ne nodded m serably. Better to go ahead and admt it

than to have Col e discover it all on his owm. He was bound to find

out anyway. "l-lI"mafraid |'mnot very good at keeping a man

aroused. "

Col e's eyebrows shot up. "That jerk told you that?"

Josephi ne cl osed her eyes, too ashanmed to answer.

Col e swore softly. "Sweetheart, the only thing you' re not good

at is picking nen to get involved with."

She opened her eyes. The hopeful ness in her expression did

sonmet hing funny to Col e's chest.

"You' ve got ne so aroused | can hardly stand it. |I'mthrobbing
Ii ke a toothache for you. There's only one way
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to get me out of this condition. Believe ne, sweetheart,

not hing's going away until we're both good and ready."
"Real | y?"

This Wally creep was even nore of a |oser than he'd i nmagi ned.



Col e nodded. "W've got all night, Josie. There's no need to
hurry."” H's |ips nipped at hers, then settled in for a |ong,

| anguorous kiss. Hi s pelvis rocked agai nst hers, and she
instinctively responded in kind. He let out a murnur of pleasure.
"Unl ess, of course, you keep doing that."

Del ight, pure and bright, beanmed from her eyes. A peculiar

warnt h unfurl ed deep within him He bent his head and ki ssed her
breast, pulling the nipple into his nouth and grazing it with his
teeth. Her hand played across his chest, tracing the line of crisp
curls across his belly, noving |low, then |lower, until he npaned
wi th pl easure.

"Maybe we could hurry just a little,” she whispered.

Her eagerness excited hi mal nost beyond endurance, but he

forced hinself to take it slow. He was determ ned to nake it good
for her.

"You bet," he whispered, |owering his head and unfastening
another tie on her teddy with his teeth. H's hands noved to her
inner thigh, to the soft white flesh that stood out in such erotic
contrast to the black silk of her stockings. Hs lips slid down
her belly, untying each and every fastening with deliberate

sl owness as his hands slipped up her |legs. She was breathing hard
and fast by the time the last tie was unfastened. Only a triangle
of |l ace renai ned.

Softly, gently, slowy, his nmouth slid down that triangle while
hi s hands noved up. "Oh, please,” she murmured, her head thrashing
on the pillow "Please."

H s fingers found three snaps at the teddy's nost intimte
opening. Deliberately, carefully, he unfastened them one by one.
H's |ips noved down over dark blond curls, |ower and | ower. He
felt her gasp and trenble. H's fingers noved higher, gently
stroking the spot he ached to stroke

in another way. He heard her cry out, felt her shudder, felt

her i npl ode.

A sweet, warmenotion flowed through him settling into a [unp

in his throat. "That's it, sweetheart,” he nurnured, his voice a
low rasp. "That's it."

His voice filtered through her consciousness as she drifted

back to earth on a cloud of pleasure. She was vaguely aware that
he reached for something on the nightstand. She heard the rip of
paper, the crinkle of foil, and then he was hovering over her. She
pull ed himdown into a deep kiss, her hands clutching the hard
nuscl es of his back.

"I want you so bad," he nunbl ed agai nst her ear.

"Then take ne," she whispered back.



He'd already taken her heart. Her soul was filled with
tenderness for this fierce, unruly, inpossible man, this man whom
she | oved.

He filled her slowy, giving her tine to adjust to his size,

then thrust against her in a rhythmas ancient as |ife. She clung
to himtightly, reveling in the femninity that allowed her to
hold himinside her, to love himw th her body as well as her

soul .

He was hard and hot and delicious. Despite the fact that he'd

just given her a banquet, she found herself craving seconds. She
want ed another ride to the stars, another glinpse of heaven.

Bef ore she knew it, he'd catapulted her thereup and over that

rai nbow, up to the ozone. He followed right behind. They burst

t hrough the stratosphere, up to where blue sky net all eternity.
And for a nonent, a blessed, sacred nonent, she held himfor al
time.

Chapter Sixteen

Fanny's face creased in a know ng grin when Josephi ne wal ked

into the galley the next norning. "Well, well, well! Looks like
sonebody had a |l ate evening last night. You slept all the way

t hrough breakfast and hal fway to |unch."

Josephi ne glanced at the clock on the wall. Dear heavensit was

a quarter to eleven! Judging fromthe fragrant aroma of Italian
spices that filled the galley, Fanny was already preparing |unch.
Josephi ne sheepi shly reached for an apple fromthe fruit bow on

t he counter.

Fanny spooned anot her dollop of meat sauce on the pan of

| asagha she was assenbling, her grin widening. "I take it your

pl an wor ked. "

"l suppose you m ght say that."

"Ain't no supposin' about it."

Josephine smled. It had worked, all rightbeyond anything she'd
ever imgi ned. She and Col e had nade | ove nost of the night. She'd
never known that |ovemaki ng could be so varied, never known that a
| over could be so tender and imagi native and intense all at the
sane tinme. "l can't get enough of you,"” Cole had nurnured that
norni ng, drawi ng her to himyet again before he rose to shower and
dress.

A dreany smle curved the corners of Josephine's nouth as she
rinsed the apple in the sink. Cole had certainly put to rest any
doubts about her ability to arouse a man.

She flipped off the faucet and reached for a paper towel, only

to find Fanny watching her, an anused tw nkle in her eyes.
Josephi ne qui ckly | ooked down and busily rubbed the apple.
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uh, sorry | mssed ny cooking |lesson this norning."

"That's quite all right, honey. |I'msure you were gettin

| essons of a whol e other kind."

Josephi ne net Fanny's inpish gaze and | aughed. "What about you?
How was your evening with Henry?"

"Nothin'" |ike your evenin' with Cole."

Josephi ne wat ched the ol der wonman spread a | ayer of ricotta
cheese over the neat sauce. "Well, you | ook wonderful this
norni ng, Fanny. | |ove your hair brushed forward |i ke that. And
that red sweater really brings out your eyes."

Fanny | ooked down at her vol uptuous chest and nade a wy face.
"That isn't all it brings out."

Josephine grinned. "Wat did Henry think of your new | ook?"
Fanny rotated the pan of | asagna and worked on the other side.
"To tell you the truth, | think | scared himto death." Fanny
pi cked up a handful of shredded nozzarella cheese and sprinkled it
over the pan.

"What happened?”

"Well, at first he just stared at ne like |I'd gone out and
rolled in a pile of manure or sonethin'. He wanted to know what
|'d done to myself. Then he got all poker-faced and quiet-1like."
She grinned. "But he shaved before he took me out to dinner. An
he took me to a right nice restaurant. An' during dinner, |
caught himlookin' at nme in a way that nearly nade ne slap his
face."

Josephi ne | aughed.

"Afterward, we took a long wal k. W had a | ot of laughs, and it
was a real good tinme. Then we got back to the boat, an' he got
kinda quiet, and for a nonent there, | thought he was actually
gonna kiss ne."

"Then what happened?”

Fanny gave an exasperated sigh. "Nothin'. Not a darn thing. One
m nute he was | ookin' at ne all frisky-eyed, and the next he was

hurryin' off to his cabin, munblin" 'bout an early nornin'." She
tossed a final handful of nozzarella on the pan, then turned and
wi ped her hands on a blue dish towel. "To tell you the truth, it
made ne feel kinda funny, havin' himlook at nme that way. |'m used
to gettin' all prickly when a man does that. Too many years of

j erks makin' jokes about ny chest, | guess."

"Henry's not like that."

"I know." Fanny self-consciously snoothed her sweater. "The
problemw th wearin' a getup like this is that Henry's not the
only one who notices. | caught Hanbone starin' at ne all

googl y-eyed this nornin'. An' ya know what that varm nt said? He



said he didn't know | was totin" such a fine rack under those
gunnysacks | wore."

Josephi ne nearly choked on her bite of apple.

Ginning, Fanny pulled a roll of alum numfoil out of a drawer

and ripped off a length of it. "I thought Henry was gonna strangle
him ™"

A |l oud cl anmor sounded outside the galley door. "Speak of the
devil," Josephine nmurnured as Henry sauntered into the galley.

Fanny whi pped back around, her back to the door, and

i ndustriously snoothed the foil over the pan.

Josephine smled at the first mate. "Good norning, Henry. M,
don't you | ook handsome w thout your beard!"

Henry sel f-consciously rubbed his jaw, his eyes darting to
Fanny. He | ooked back at Josephine. "You okay this nornin' ?"
Josephi ne found herself blushing at the oddly worded questi on.
"I"'mfine. Why?"

"When you didn' come down to breakfast, | got to worryin' that
you might be feelin' under the weather."

"Ch, I'mfine. | just overslept. | didn't get nmuch sl eep |ast
night." Fromthe corner of her eye, Josephine saw Fanny's anused

grin. She gave the ol der woman a surreptitious elbowin the ribs.
"Whul d you like a cup of coffee, Henry?"

"Sure woul d. That happens to be what | came down to fetch.”
Josephi ne pulled down two cups and spl ashed hot coffee in them
She passed one to Henry and picked up the other. "Here you go.
Well, if you two will excuse ne, |I'll take this up to Cole."
Fanny slid the |l asagha in the oven, then turned around, her

heart pounding. It was ridiculous, getting all worked up over a
man at her age. Yet every tinme she found herself alone with Henry,
she felt nervous as a schoolgirl.

"What's up wth her?" Henry asked, hooking a thunb in the
direction of the door Josephine had just gone through. "She's al
lit up like a Christnas tree."

Fanny opened the refrigerator and pulled out a plastic bag ful

of fresh string beans. "She's just realized she's in |ove."

Henry frowned. "Wth the cap' n?"

A surge of irritation flashed through Fanny. Henry could be
thicker than a fire wall sonetines, especially when it cane to
wonen and enotions. Fanny shot hima scathing |ook. "It sure ain't
with Junior.”

Henry grinned and anbl ed around the counter, carrying his

coffee. "Well, | jus' hope Josephine doesn't end up al

heart broken.” "You think the captain's gonna hurt her?" Fanny
bent and pulled a colander and a | arge bow out of a | ow cabinet.



Henry noisily swall owed a nouthful of coffee. "Not
intentionally."

"But you think he will all the same." Dunping the beans in the
col ander, Fanny rinsed them under the faucet.

Henry's bony hip rested against the cabinet. "Well, now, |

think of Cole Iike a son, so don' git me wong, but there's a | ot

of anger and turmoil inside him and | don' think it |eaves nuch
roomfor lovin' a woman." Henry rubbed the handl e of the coffee
mug with his thunb. " "'Asides he's not a settlin' down kinda guy.

He's too restless. Just like nme."

"You weren't always too restless,” Fanny observed, shutting off
the faucet. "You were married once."

"Yeah. But | was a different man when Hazel was alive." He

wat ched Fanny pull out a bean and snap off the end. "A better
man. "

"You seemjust fine to ne now. " Fanny dropped the bean into the
bow .

A warmfeeling curled inside Henry |like a shot of whiskey. He
threw her a curious gaze. He |iked her hair that way, those little
w sps fram ng her face all soft-like. And that nubby-textured ruby
sweater wasn't tight, but it sure showed off her figure. Up until
yest erday, he'd kinda thought she was big all over, but in this
outfit, he could see that she wasn't. Her hips and wai st were
right slim Dadburn if Fanny wasn't flat-out attractive. "How cone
you never married?"

Fanny |ifted her shoul ders. "The right man never cane al ong,
guess. "

"You're a nice-lookin" wonan."

Fanny's eyes flew wide in surprise.

Henry felt his face heat. He wasn't trying to flatter her, just
stating the facts. He set down his coffee nug and self-

consci ously rubbed his jaw. "I nean, you nust have had your
chances. "

He was relieved when she turned her attention back to snapping
beans. "Ch, there were nen. But | never could tell if their
interest was in ne ... or just part of nme." She snapped a bean
right in two, making a |oud cracking sound that reverberated

t hrough the room "You know, it can be burden, being' built |ike
this. You get all kinds of unwel cone attention." She snapped

anot her bean | oud enough to sound |i ke a cracking tinber.

Henry guiltily forced his gaze away from her chest and reached
for a bean. "Were ya ever in |ove?"

"Yes." Fanny's hands stilled. "Only M. Right turned out to be
M. Dead Wong."



"Ch, yeah?" Henry snapped off the end of the bean and dropped
it inthe bow. He reached into the col ander for another. "Wat

happened?"

The rhythm c snapping of beans filled the room "Ch, it was

back when | was youngin my early twenties. | was workin' in a cafe
in Shreveport. The place specialized in fried catfish. Thinkin
back on it, | can still snell it. Seened like the snell of it
clung to everything." She reached for another bean. "I was

waitressin' there, trying to put ny two youngest brothers through
college, sick to death of catfish an' grease an' waitressin'. This
feller wal ked in one day. He was the finest-lookin' man I'd ever
seen. Jet black hair and straight white teeth and a smle that
made you want to reach for your sunglasses. Lordy, but he was
fine. He was from California, and he said he was a tal ent scout.
He was in Shreveport for three weeks, visitin' his brother. Said
his job was | ookin' for newtalent for the novie studios, an' he
t hought I had what it took. Ch, but he had a fine |line of fancy
talk. Said | was attractive in a girl-next-door sort of way, that
| had a believable kind of beauty."

Fanny shook her head ruefully, her gaze far away. "I

told himl wasn't interested in being a novie star, but he

woul dn't take no for an answer. He took me out and bought ne
flowers an' flattered nme Iike no one ever had. He filled ny head
with all kinds of prom sesprom ses about the novies, prom ses
about the two of us. He said we were like two peas in a pod. Said
he'd been dreamn' of a gal like ne, said | was just the type he
wanted to marry and settle down with. | fell head over heels.

t hought the sun and the noon rose and set in this guy."

"What happened?”

"He wanted to take sone pictures of ne. For the studios, he

said. First he wanted to take sone of nme in a dress, then in a

| ow-cut dress, and then without the dress. . . . Wll, you get the
i dea. "

Henry felt the nuscles knot in the back of his neck.

"He went back to California, promsin he'd call, and |I never
heard fromhimagain. | wote himletters, but they cane back
undelivered. | tried to call, but he'd given nme a bogus phone

nunber. Then two nonths later, those pictures he'd taken canme out
in a cheap girlie nagazine. A custoner at the restaurant had a
copy. He passed it around to everyone."

"Lord have mercy!"

"I thought | was gonna die. But that isn't the worst of it."

Fanny pi cked up anot her handful of beans. "I was pregnant. | found
out right after those pictures canme out." Fanny continued to snap



t he beans.

"Oh, Fanny! What did ya do?"

"Well, | was gonna have the baby. | gave notice at ny job and
was all set to nove to M ssissippi, where | didn't know anybody.
Back in those days, havin' a baby out of wedl ock was about the
worst thing a gal could do. Near the end of the third nonth,

t hough, | mscarried. My brothers said it was a bl essing, but I
never saw it that way."

"Ah, Fanny." Henry's heart felt heavy. "The whole thing's a

dam cryin' shane.”

"Shanme's the word for it, all right. I was so ashanmed | wanted
to die. I didn' want anyone to even | ook at nme. | stopped wearin'
makeup and fixin' ny hair and started dressin' to hide ny chest,
an' | started workin' in the kitchen instead of out with
custoners. | pretty much kept to nyself after that."

Henry found it hard to speak. Even if he could, he didn't know
what to say. Feelings runbled and stirred inside himlike
aggregate into concrete. He settled for shaking his head.

"It's hard to believe | was ever stupid enough to fall for such
a shyster. Especially since | never cared a fig 'bout all that
Hol | ywood stuff he was promsin'. Al | ever wanted was to be

| ovedt o have a husband and a famly and a hone." She gl anced at
Henry, then | ooked back down at the beans. "Li ke your Hazel. 1'd
say she was one | ucky worman, being' |oved by a man |like you."
The air seened to thicken and gel around him Henry swal | owed,
his chest tight with enotion, a famliar lunp in his throat. This
time, though, the enotion churning inside of himwasn't over
Hazel .

The realization alarnmed him Jimy Christnmas; he couldn't start
sonmethin' with Fanny! He cleared his throat, trying to clear his
mnd. While he was at it, he'd best clear the air as well.

"I was the lucky one. There'll never be another woman |i ke
Hazel. I'll never |ove another wonan like |I |oved her."
"No, I'"'msure you won't. But you could |ove sonmeone different

in a whole different way." A bean snapped softly in the silence.
"If you let yourself."

The lunp in Henry's throat grew until it felt like a boul-|

der. Sonething akin to terror shot through him He j dropped an
unsnapped bean on the counter and grabbed his ] nmug of coffee.
"Well, 1'd better go see what ny two ' stooges are up to. See ya
in an hour or so."

He hurried out the door before Fanny coul d respond.

She was scaring himto death, and for the life of him he

didn't know why.



Col e's heart gave an unaccustoned |urch as Josephine | et

herself into the pilothouse.

"I brought you sonme coffee," she said, closing the door behind
her .

"Thanks. Put it in ny cup holder, would you? I've got ny hands
full right now, steering around this bend."” He snelled the soft
scent of her perfume as she drew cl ose. Her hair brushed his neck
as she | eaned forward and placed the cup in the arnrest of his
chair. A tunble of confused enotions raced through him Last night
had been incredibl ebeyond incredible. He'd been thinking about her
all nmorning. Usually he separated his work fromhis personal life,
but Josephine crossed all boundari es.

He pulled on the sticks, steering the long line of barges

around the bend. Wile he maneuvered the turn, Josephi ne scooted
up a chair. Wien he'd ainmed the barges into the center of the
river for a straight stretch, he turned and gl anced at her.

Fine lines radi ated out around her eyes, and her nouth was
pressed in a tight line. Uh-ohsonething was on her m nd.

It didn't take her long to get right to the point. "I want to
talk to you about last night."

Col e's hand tensed on the lever. Here it canmethe inevitable

nor ni ng-after di scussion. Wiy did wonen al ways have to nmake sex so
conpl i cat ed?

Col e braced hinsel f, wondering what kind of enotional |uggage
Josephi ne was about to unpack. Recrimnations? Regret? Oh,
crimnywhat if she wanted to tal k about long-termcommtnent? A
nerve junped in his jaw.

"What about it?" he asked cautiously.

"I't was wonderful ."

"Yeah. It was." Amazingly wonderful. Josephine was

incredi bly responsive, intuitively sensuous. She'd nade him

feel . . . Hell, he didn't know what it was she'd nade himfeel,
but he'd felt it down to his very bones. Just thinking about it
gave hima fresh stirring of arousal

She | eaned toward him "I thought you m ght be worried about

t hi ngs, since you know how | feel about relationships and
conm t nent . "

Just as he'd fearedthe dreaded CG-word! The nuscles in Cole's
shoul ders ti ght ened.

"I just wanted to let you know that | know what |ast night was,
and I'mokay with it," she said softly.

That put her several steps ahead of him because he was
conpletely in the dark. "You do?" he asked warily. "I nean, you
are?"



Her head bobbed. He waited, but no further explanation was
forthcom ng.

"Ckay, I'll bite." He waited, but she just |ooked at him "What
was it?"

"Why, tenporary, of course.™ .

Col e knew he should probably feel relief, but instead he was

gri pped by anxiety. What the hell was she getting at? Was she
saying that last night was all there was going to be? Surely she
wasn't proposing that they revert back to chaste cohabitation! He
pi cked his words carefully, as if he ; were picking his way across
a field of land m nes. "How tenporary?" ;

"The rest of the trip. I nean, | know that once we get ] back
to New Ol eans, you're planning ..." Her voice fal-j
tered.

Al exa's presence swirled out of her unspoken words, until she
seened to stand |ike a ghost between them Cole stared out at the
river, chagrined.

Josephi ne nervously licked her lips. "I want you to know that |
don't expect anything long-term | initiated things |ast night,
and | knew it would be tenporary when | i did." Ch, jeez. Wiy did

he feel so |ousy, hearing her say the very things he wanted her to
say?

"So | think we should just enjoy ourselves and each ot her and
not turn this into anything heavy." She drew a deep breath.

" Ckay?"

Damm it, he should feel relieved, but he didn't. H's chest felt
hot and tight, and his spirits felt |lower than a bottonfeeding
catfish. "Ckay."

"All right." She rose from her chair.

He couldn't let her go like this. He needed to touch her, to

get a reaction fromher, to affirmthe connecti on between them
"Not so fast." He reached out and pulled her onto his lap. He was
relieved when she smled and wound her arms around his neck.
"Isn't there sonme sort of Coast Guard regul ati on agai nst this?"
she asked, kissing himsoftly on the |ips.

"Only if you handle the sticks.™

She | aughed. The sound lightened his heart. "I'll save that for
toni ght, then."

He nuzzl ed her neck, keeping one eye on the river. "You'd
better.” He reluctantly turned her | oose as anot her towboat

crui sed around the bend ahead.

Josephi ne rose and tucked her |ong-sleeved T-shirt into her new
pair of jeans. Funny how she could nmake a regular pair of Levi's
| ook expensive, Cole thought. Everything about her reeked of



cl ass.

Whi ch was why he had hired her, he rem nded hinself. To acquire
sonme of that class for hinself. "Wiat kind of |esson do you have
pl anned for nme today?"

He thought her face fell slightly, but her smle was back so

qui ckly he couldn't be sure. "German wi nes. A Ronmani an prince
woul d surely be famliar with them"

He nodded.

"W al so need to practice your dancing." She headed for the

door. "We didn't get very far with your waltz | esson last tine."
Cole grinned. "I don't expect we'll get nuch further tonight."
Josephine smled back. It was a slow, sexy smle, a smle ful

of prom se, and Col e thought it was the nost seductive thing he'd
ever seen.

"No, | don't expect we will." She pulled the door closed behind
her. Cole turned his attention back to the river, but his thoughts
stayed on Josephi ne. Regardl ess of her words, he didn't think she
was the kind of woman who could live in today w thout thinking of
tomorrow. And she knew Al exa | urked in tonorrow

The thought made his stomach twist. He'd waited years to get

even with MAul ey, and he couldn't stop now that he was within
striking distance. He didn't want to hurt Josephi ne, but he was
afraid it was already too |ate.

"One, two, three, pause. One, two three, pause." Josephine

pull ed away from Col e and | ooked up at him She tried for a stern
frown, but he was so handsone in the flickering candlelight that
she coul d nmanage only to tone down a snmle. "I've been trying to
teach you to waltz for seven nights in a row now, and we haven't
yet finished a single dance.™

"That's because you keep distracting ne." H's hand noved | ow on
her runp, across the denimof her short, fitted skirt. A shiver
shimm ed up her spine. "How do you expect nme to concentrate when
|"ve got you this close?"

Josephi ne was having the sanme problem Cole's arns were strong
and nuscul ar, his chest warm and hard, and his hands repeatedly
veered away from her waist. Wrst of all, his pelvis kept bunping
agai nst hers in a nost diverting manner. She deliberately stepped
back. "Well, you'll just have to try harder. |I'mnot confortable
t aki ng nmoney fromyou unless |'m providing sonething of value in
exchange. "

Hi s eyes tw nkled m schi evously.

She placed two fingers against his lips. "Don't you dare say

it," sne warned. "That's exactly what | don't want to be paid
for."



Col e's gaze imedi ately grew sonber. "Sweetheart, you know I'd
never think that."

"AH the sane, | have certain standards." She stepped away and

fol ded her arnms over her chest. "I've never had a student fail ny
course, and I don't intend to start now. You're paying nme good
nmoney to teach you how to behave in society, and that's exactly
what | intend to do."

Cole ran a hand through his hair and sighed. "Ckay. \Wat have |
got to do?"

"Practice the waltz. | want you to dance correctly through an
entire song."

Col e cocked his head. "To do sonmething that difficult, "Il
probably need sone sort of incentive."

She recogni zed the gleamin his eyes. A smle curved her |ips.
"What have you got in mnd?"

H's grin widened wol fishly. "Well, if | follow your

instructions, then it seens only fair that then you should follow
m ne."

Josephi ne' s pul se picked up speed. Over the past week, they'd
made | ove dozens of tinmes. He'd introduced her to a world of
sensual ity she'd never known existed, and in the process he'd
conpletely, utterly, irrevocably stolen her heart. She didn't know
how she would stand it when their tinme together was over.

The thought forned a lunp in her throat. She swallowed it down,
silently repeating the phrase that had becone her private mantra,
the phrase she used to shield herself fromdwelling on the

i nevitable hurt ahead: Live this nonent to the fullest.

She was certain she'd never |ove another man as she | oved Col e.
And since she'd never love this way again, she needed to savor
every second, to nenorize each mnute, to press each experience
into her heart like flowers in a heavy

book. Later, when she was al one, she could pull out the

nmenories and |inger over each one, like an old wonan sorting

t hrough the nenmentos of her |ong-1ost youth.

Later. She would dwell on all that |ater. Ri ght now she woul d
make the nost of the nonent before her.

"Have we got a deal ?" Cole asked, his eyes shimering down.

"W do."

Wth a sexy smle, he crossed to his CD player and punched
several buttons. A hauntingly |lovely nelody swept through the room
and right into her soul. Cole held out his arns, and she stepped
into them

And then they were waltzingnoving as one, sliding, gliding,
floating around the cabin. They danced effortlessly, as snoothly



synchroni zed as the wings of an airborne bird. Cole held her
against him tightly enough that she could feel the nuscles in his
thigh, could thrill to the sensation of being guided exactly where
she wanted to go. It seenmed as if her feet never touched the
ground, as if the music and the sheer magic of nobving so perfectly
in sync had suspended the | aw of gravity. Cole twirled her in a
heady sweep as the nusic crescendoed, then fell to an aching

cl ose.

It took her a nonment to realize the song was over. She gazed up
into his face and vaguely bl i nked.

He gave his nost charming smle. "Did | pass the exan®"

Josephi ne stepped back, her |egs wobbly. "Wh-where did you

learn to do that?"

"I used to know an instructor at a Fred Astaire studio."

An unreasonabl e burst of jealousy flared through her. Know in

the carnal sense? She was about to ask him then a sobering

t hought stopped her cold. She had no right to his past. She had no
claimto his future. Al she had was now.

Now. Thi s nonent.

She | ooked at him "I thought you couldn't dance.”

"I never told you that. You just made that assunption.”

"But you let me give you | essons!”

"I let you start to give ne |lessons. W never actually

conpl eted a dance. Not till now " H's smle would have charned a
voodoo queen out of her favorite gris-gris. "So howd I do?"

He was maddeni ng. He was unconsci onable. He was ...

“"Magni ficent." She heaved a defeated sigh and gave a rel uctant
smle. "You were magnificent, and you know it."

H's grin widened. "Well, then, | guess that neans | fulfilled

nmy end of the bargain.” He | eaned cl ose and ki ssed her neck. Hi's
hands slid down her back as his nmouth slid up her throat. "Now
it's tinme for you to fulfill yours,” he nmurnured, nibbling on her
ear.

The heat of his breath nade her blood punp fast. "Wat do you
have in m nd?"

"I"ve been wondering all day what you're wearing under that
skirt."

Josephi ne grinned. She'd bought seven pairs of panties at
Victoria's Secret in Mnneapolisseven of the scantiest, npst

out rageous, nost barely-there panties she could find. "I'"mafraid
we've cone to the end of the lingerie show. Al of ny exotic
undies are in the laundry."

"So what are you wearing?"

"Not hi ng. "



Col e's eyebrows rose.

"Except for ny panty hose, | nean. Dear heavensyou didn't think
|'d been running around all day conpletely naked under this, did
you?"

"It's a rather tantalizing idea.” Wth a wicked grin, he pulled
her to himand kissed her until her knees felt weak. "Hop up on

t he dresser,” he instructed.

Josephine turned and eyed the waist-high piece of furniture,

t hen | ooked back at hi m questioningly. Cole cocked an eyebrow.
"You agreed to do as | say, renenber?”

Josephi ne nodded, her heart rate accelerating. A shiver of
excitenment raced through her.

"Up you go." Putting his hands on her waist, Cole boosted her

on top of the bureau. Candlelight flickered fromtwo fat

vani | | a-scent ed candl es burning on his desk.

“Nowhi ke up that skirt for ne."

Josephine hesitantly hitched her skirt until it barely covered
her upper thigh.

Col e wat ched approvingly. "Mich better. But now you | ook |ike
you' re wearing too many clothes on top. You'd better bal ance

t hi ngs out by unbuttoning your shirt."

There was sonet hi ng undeni ably sensuous about undressing for
Col e. Josephine slowy unfastened the top button of her black knit
shirt. "Seens to ne it's only fair that you should do the sane."”
"It's nmy turn to call the shots, renenber?"

She nodded and undi d anot her button.

Hi s eyes stayed on her like a bulldog's teeth on a bone. "But

if it makes you feel nore confortable, why, 1'Il be happy to honor
your request."

He qui ckly unbuttoned his shirt and stripped it off, his eyes
never | eaving her body. She slowy unfastened anot her button.
"Looks like you're having a little trouble there. Maybe |I'd
better cone hel p."

"Maybe you' d better.™

He stepped forward and freed her |ast two buttons, his warm
hands brushing her belly. The next thing she knew, he was sliding
the shirt down and off her arnms. Hi s gaze fastened on the sheer
bl ack bra she wore underneath. She knew t he see-through fabric hid
not hi ng, and her ni pples puckered as his gaze settled on them

He ran a finger lightly around the top of her bra, tracing the
edge where it di pped between her breasts. She quivered. "It
unfastens in the front," she whispered, dying for himto undo it.
"Ch, I'mnot going to unfasten it," he replied softly. "Not

yet, anyway."



He continued to taunt her with his finger, circling

under the curve of her breast then back on top, deliberately

avoi ding the sensitive peak in the center. Her skin felt as if it
were on fire. Leaning back on her hands, she thrust her chest out,
willing himto touch an aching nipple.

He took his own sweet tinme. Finally, when she was ready to cry
out with frustration, he took her nipple in his nouth, fabric and
all. The warnmth of his tongue, the pressure of his gentle sucking,
the slide of wet silk on her swollen flesh was exquisite. Wth a
noan, she grasped at his shoul ders.

"Lean back,” he murnmured. "Lean back and |l et ne pleasure you."
She did as he said. She | eaned back on her hands and et him
suckl e her breasts as heat, slick and needy, built to an inferno
i nsi de her.

She was relieved when his hands found their way to her inner

t hi ghs. Ri pples of pleasure cascaded through her as his hands
clinbed higher and higher. A callus on his pal msnagged on the
snoot h nyl on of her panty hose, sending a secret thrill through
her. He was so masculine, so nmuch her opposite, so nmuch her mate.
An ache was building inside her, a throbbing need to be stroked
and filled.

Col e dropped to his knees before her, his hands still on her

t highs. "Now," he whispered in a ragged voice. "Let's see what's
under that skirt."

Gently, slowy, he pried her |legs farther apart, pushing her
skirt up till it rode around her waist. She |ooked down, past the
erect, wet, black-clothed tips of her breasts, to see Col e gazing
at her nost secret, nost fem nine spot. H s eyes gleaned in the
flickering candlelight. "You re beautiful,” he murnured. "So very
beautiful . "

Slowy, excruciatingly slowy, he blazed a trail of kisses up

her thigh, his tongue erotically tornenting her through the panty
hose as it had through her sheer bra. She was abl aze, aflanme. By
the tine he reached the inner seam of her panty hose, she was
crying out in need.

"All right, sweetheart,” he murnmured, rising to his feet. "Al
right."

She felt a firmpressure, then heard a soft ripping sound. He

was tearing her clothes right off her! The thought was startling
and primal and thrilling. Her pulse thudded in her throat as he
ri pped her panty hose again.

She reached out for him tugging at the zipper of his jeans. He
qui ckly shed them then stood before hervery nmale and very
aroused. She reached out, laid claimto his hips and drew himto



her, w apping her |egs around his nuscled thighs.

He no sooner filled her than she was rocketing into space, past

a mllion sparkling stars, into a brilliant, farflung gal axy
spinning wildly through the universe.

"Josie,"” he nurnmured. He grasped her bottomand tilted her nore
fully toward him then slowed the pace until she was clinbing the
timel ess spiral once again. She clutched himtightly, one arm
around his back, the other on his rockhard buttock, her calves
twi ned around his still-standing |legs. The tension built and grew
to a single, cataclysm c nonment, a nonent when everythi ng narrowed
to a tunnel of light that burst around her and in her and through
her. And in that nonent, her whole world, her sole reason for

bei ng, was Col e.

She was vaguely aware of being |ifted, of being borne in his
arms. Still standing, he cradled her agai nst himand drove deep.
He gave a soul-felt cry, and his pleasure becane her own.

He staggered to the bed, still holding her. He gently laid her

on the mattress, then fell hard beside her. "Josie," he nurnured,
pulling her back in his arms. "My sweet, sweet Josie."

It was a nonent of unadulterated bliss. She loved him Wth

every fiber of her being, she loved him To have given and taken
such pleasure fromthe nman she loved filled her heart to bursting.
She was gl ad, so very glad, to be his wonan, to have Col e as her
man.
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Except he wasn't. The truth sent her plunging back to earth

like a skydiver with a failed parachute.

She was hi sthere was no question of that. She'd given herself

to himheart and soul, body and spiritconpletely, thoroughly,
irrevocably. But he was hers only on | oan.

And the | oan would be up in less than a week. They were al ready
neari ng Menphis, and the river was high and fast. They were
headi ng downstream running with the current.

And she was runni ng out of tinme.

Her throat tightened with enotion. A tear slid from her eye,

and she quickly wiped it away.

But not quickly enough. Cole's sharp eyes saw it. H s finger
traced its path along her cheek. "Heydid I hurt you?"

"No." She turned her face to the wall as another tear slipped
out. "No. I'mfine."

"I'f you're fine, then why are you crying?"

Josephi ne drew a deep breath. She was determined not to ruin
their remaining tinme together. "Because you've nade ne so happy."



He tipped her face toward himand eyed her skeptically.

"Youyou proved I'mnot frigid," she said quickly.

He gave a wy grin. "You proved that yourself." He ran a hand
over her hair. "It's hard to believe you ever thought you were."
"You introduced nme to a whole world | never knew existed."
Josephi ne reached out and touched his face, w shing she could
touch his heart as well. "And you hel ped rne believe in nyself.
But nost of all, you helped nme cone to terns with nmy past. You
hel ped ne forgive nyself." She rolled toward himand | eaned up on
an el bow, then gazed earnestly at himin the candlelight. "I just
wish | could help you do the sane.”

"I don't need forgiveness,"” he said gruffly, rolling onto his
back.

"I think you do. Deep down inside, | think you're blam ing
yoursel f for your foster nother's death."

"No. McAuley is to blame, and forgiveness is too good for him™
"But revenge won't solve anything. You told ne yourself that
what's done is done."

"This isn't done."

"Let it go," she whispered urgently. "Just forgive himand | et

it go."

"I can't. Forgiveness won't stop the burning | get in ny gut
whenever | think about what he did. Forgiveness won't erase the
menory of how Momis face | ooked when she thought 1'd held himup."
Pl aci ng his hands behind his head, he stared up at the ceiling,
his jaw clenched tight. "lI've tried to put it behind ne for years,

but I can't. 1've cone up with dozens of plans for revenge, but
all of themcould have |landed ne in jail. | nmade Mom a proni se
that I wouldn't do anything illegal, and I intend to keep it."
Josephine's heart turned over.

"That's what so perfect about this plan. |I've got nothing to

| ose. "

"What if doesn't work?"

"At least | will have tried." He sat up in bed, his eyes

intense. "It's the perfect punishnment. MAuley's pursued Al exa for

years. She's the one thing he wants that his noney coul dn't buy.
Just when he thinks he's finally about to wn her, just when he
thinks he's finally acquired the ultimate status synbol, |'m going
snatch her away and make himl ook |like a fool." He rolled out of
bed, planting his feet on the floor. "And you know what? | can't
wait."

Josephine turned to the wall. She felt his hand on her head.
"HeyJosi e, are you crying again? This has nothing to do with
youwi th us."



There was no "us"not past the end of the trip. Josephi ne had
known that fromthe very beginning. But it didn't make it hurt any
| ess.

“Ah, hell. | never neant to hurt you," he said softly,

stroking her hair. "It was selfish of nme to have ever gotten

i nvol ved with you."

Josephi ne called upon all her inner strength. She woul dn't

spoil the few nights they had |l eft together. She wouldn't | eave
himwith a fresh load of guilt. After all, she was the one who'd
initiated their |ovenaking.

She drew a deep breath, w ped her face on her pillow, then
turned toward him forcing a soft smle. "I wouldn't have m ssed
being wwth you for the world. You' ve taught ne nore than you'l
ever know. "

She sat up and kissed him letting her hand slide down his bare
chest, down his flat belly. Her hand slipped farther as she
deepened the kiss. She was pl eased when she felt his jolt of
response. "In fact,"” she whispered, "I'mready for another

| esson.” Chapter Seventeen

Four nights later, Fanny had just turned down the covers on her
bed when a tentative knock sounded on her door. "Josie?" she

cal | ed.

"No, it's nme."

Henry. Fanny's heart skipped a beat. She started to grab her
old plaid flannel robe and pull it over the red silk nightgown

Josie had talked her into buying in Mnneapolis, then thought
better of it.

What the heck. It wouldn't hurt that stubborn old nule to see

her | ooking |like a woman. She knew he was attracted to her. She'd
seen the way he stared at her when he thought she wasn't | ooking,
but she was beginning to give up all hope that he'd ever do

anyt hing about it. Only three nore days remained until they docked
in New Ol eans.

Despite her decision not to wear her robe, Fanny couldn't keep
from pl aci ng her hand over the gown's scooped neckline as she
cautiously opened the door. "Yes?" "I've, uh, got sonethin' fer
ya."

He was cl ean-shaven, and he snelled faintly of Ad Spice.

Fanny's gal | opi ng heart picked up speed. "How nice." She opened
the door wider. "Wuld you like to cone in?"

Hi s face turned ruddy as he nodded. "It's not sonmethin' |'d

want to give to ya out in the hall."

"Cone on in, then." She stepped back fromthe door.

Henry shuffled into the cabin, his face reddening even nore,



his posture stiff. Fanny caught hi m glancing at her decoll etage,
then averting his eyes. Tw ce.

She nervously noved to the back of her room and perched on the
edge of her bed. "This is a pleasant surprise."”

"“I"ve, uh, got sonethin' that belongs to you, an' | figured

you'd want it back." Henry nervously unbuttoned the bottom of his
plaid flannel shirt and pulled sonething out.

Fanny gasped as she recogni zed her new red | ace bra and

mat ching silk panties. "Were did you find those? | thought the
washi ng machi ne ate them"

"Wasn't the washin' machine." Henry's eyes nervously darted

from Fanny to the undergarnments and back. He cleared his throat.
"It was Hanmbone."

"Hanbone?"

Henry nodded. "I found "emin his cabin. | had to go in there

to wake himup for his shift this evenin' and | found them hangin
out fromunder his pillow Don' know what he's been doin' wth
‘em Don' wanna know. Ya prob'ly oughta wash 'em though."

“"I"ll do that." Rising, Fanny |aughed, gingerly took the
undergarnments and placed them on her dresser. She shook her head.

"Stealin' underwear. | swear, that Hanmbone is one sick puppy."”
"You got that right." Henry stuck his hands in his pants
pockets. "Well, | figgered you' d want 'em back. Wien | saw 'em

knew t hey were yours."

Fanny gl anced at the enornous bright red bra and

grinned sheepishly. "I don't have to ask how you knew that."
Henry grinned, too, his face coloring even nore. "Well, | gotta
tell you, seem your underwear in Hanmbone's bed upset ne sonethin’
fierce."

"It did?"

Henry's Adam s appl e bobbed in his neck. "I knew you

woul dn' tthat you an' he woul dn' hadn' ah, hell, you know what |
mean. | knew ya didn'. But seemi himw th sonmethin' so personal of
yours nmade nme fightin' mad. | punched hi m but good."

"You didn"t!"

"I did. An' he's got the black eye to prove it."

Fanny's heart did a back flip,

"It's been botherin' the bejesus out of ne, watchin' Hanbone

ogle ya like he's been doin'. An' findin' these undies in his
cabin was the | ast straw "

A long, awkward silence stretched between them Fanny's nouth

went dry. She cleared her throat and stared down at the dresser
top. "You probably think it's foolish, a plain gal like nme wearing
fancy underclothes |like that."



"No. | don't think it's-foolish at all. | think it's" Henry

st opped.

"What ?"

Henry's Adami s apple jerked once nore. He cleared his throat.

"I think it's downright sexy."

Fanny's heart pounded so fast she thought she m ght pass out.
Henry shifted his feet, pulled his hands out of his pockets,

then shoved themin again. "Fanny, |'ve been thinkin' 'bout what
you tol' me the other day. It's been preyin' on ny mnd how that
no- good Hol | ywood scoundrel done ya bad, and made you not trust
men and end up all alone. An' then | got to thinkin' 'bout what
you said about Hazel an' ne. An' | got to thinkin' that because
she was so wonderful, I've hid out fromother wonen, and |'m al
al one, too. An' thinkin' of it like that, it didn' make a lick o
sense." Fanny fanned herself with her hand.

"All these years since Hazel passed on, | been thinkin" no one
could replace her, so | haven't nessed with wonen, gut what you
toF ne the other day set me to thinkin'. You said sonethin' about
maybe carin' about soneone different in a whole different way. It

woul dn' be replacin' Hazel, 'cause she'll always have that part of
my heart. But nmaybe soneone el se coul d have a whol e different
part."

Fanny held her breath. Henry | ooked at her. Hi s eyes were bl ue,
blue as the sky, blue and intense. H s face was weat hered, but his
eyes were young, and |ooking in them sonehow nade her feel young
agai n, too.

“"Now you an' me, we get along jus' fine. | |ike your cooking

an' your card playin' an' your jokin', and | |ike the way you say
things straight out. An' | gotta admt I'mreal partial to the way
ya look." Henry stopped and swal |l owed again. "An' when | saw your
undi es in Hanbone's bed, well, | got jealous as a gelding at a
stud farm An' | decided it was high tinme to quit |ollygaggin" and
to come see ya and speak ny piece. So ..."

He hesitated. The very air around them seened to hold its

breath. "Damm it, Fanny, can | give you a kiss?"

Fanny's heart soared through the ceiling, up two decks and into
the starry night. She could barely hear her own voice over the
roar of her pulse thundering in her veins. "Henry, you old fool, |
t hought you'd never ask."

The next sound she heard was Henry's foot kicking her cabin

door closed. Then she was in his arns, and finally, finally, she
was in the place she'd spent her whole life seeking, the only

pl ace she'd ever wanted to be, the hone she'd at |ong | ast found.
"Hard to believe we'll be in New Ol eans by nornin'." Henry



neatly w ped his nmouth with his napkin and sml|ed across the table
at Fanny. "Seens |ike the shortest trip | ever took." "Lasted darn
near forever, if you ask ne," Hanbone

nmuttered, blinking the eye that wasn't swollen shut.

"Yeah." Juni or cranmmed an enornous forkful of peach cobbler

into his nouth. "QGuess this'I| be our |ast manners |esson, huh?"
And ny last night wwth Cole. Josephine's heart felt heavy and
tight, as if the towboat's anchor were w apped around it. She
forced a snmle and | ooked around the table, her gaze begi nning and
ending with Cole. Every tinme she | ooked at him she wanted to
burst into tears, yet he drew her gaze like a sore tooth drew the
tongue. "Yes. And all of you have nade wonderful progress. I'm
very proud of you."

Hanmbone puffed out his chest. "Really?"

"Yes. You've made nore progress than any class |'ve ever

taught . "

Cole grinned at her fromthe opposite end of the table, and she
knew he was readi ng between the |lines: she'd never taught a class
Wi th so much roomfor inprovenent. The crew was far from perfectly
mannered, but at |east they no longer ate with their fingers,

bel ched at the table or grabbed food off each other's pl ates.
"Who' s done the best?" Hanbone prodded.

"You' ve all done very well.™

"It's inpolite, non am, to ask a question that puts a | ady on
the mark," Gaston chastised Hanbone.

"I think you nean on the spot." Josephine smled at the

engi neer. "And you're absolutely right, Gaston."

The Cajun flashed a bright grin and lifted his water gl ass.
“"Merci, cherie, for making us gentlenen. It's sure to be a big
help with zee | adies.™

Cole lifted his glass as well. "Here's to Josephi ne, who turned

a boatl oad of sows' ears into a bunch of silk purses.”

"Hear! Hear!" Henry raised his glass.

Col e took a long sip, his eyes fixed on Josephine. Her heart

t hudded painfully in her chest. She |loved him Wth ner heart and
soul and all her being, she loved him And it was tinme to let him
go. It was hard to smle while her heart was crying.

She was relieved when Cole turned to Fanny and again lifted his
glass. "And here's to Fannythe best cook ever to grace our
galley.™

“I"l'l second that!" Henry said.

"Yeah!" Hanmbone, Junior and Gaston chorused.

Fanny bl ushed furiously, but her round face shone |like the

noon.



"You outdid yourself tonight, Fanny," Cole said. "The pot roast
was delicious."”

Fanny shot Josephine a sly grin.
didn't cook it."

"You didn't?"

"No. Josephine did."

"No kiddin' ?" Junior asked, his eyes w de.

"No kiddin'. |1've been giving her cooking | essons, and she

fi xed the whol e neal tonight as her graduation exercise."

"Ww Beats the heck out of what she served us going upriver,"”
Hanmbone excl ai ned.

"No joke! Renenber that gl obbed-up rice and those awful beans?"
Juni or remnarked.

"Everyone seens to have | earned sonething on this trip." Cole
lifted his glass again. "Here's to the conpletion of a successful
voyage, and to good luck in all our future endeavors."

Everyone nurnured agreenent.

"Can't believe you' re gonna stay ashore in New Ol eans, Boss,"
Hanbone sai d.

"It's just for a while. | have a piece of business to attend

to."

The knot in Josephine's throat swelled |i ke wet rope. She knew
all too well whator rather whoCol e' s piece of business involved.
She' d done her best not to think about it, to chase the thought
fromher mnd every tine it surfaced, but she could avoid it no
longer. It was tinme to pay for all the joy she'd experienced with
an equal anount of pain.

The conversation shifted to other topics; then the neal was
nmercifully over. Josephi ne ducked her head and began gat hering up
enpty plates as the nmen straggled fromthe galley.

She | ooked up to find Cole at her side. "Henry will help Fanny
clean up. I'msure they' d rather be al one, anyway."

Josephi ne nodded, her throat tight. Fanny had been wal ki ng on

air the past few days, and Henry had been strutting about |ike a
banty rooster. The pair was virtually inseparable, and everyone on
t he boat knew that Henry had noved into Fanny's cabin.

“"I"d i ke sone tine alone with you."

Josephine tried to nuster a smle, but her lips trenbled. On,

dear heavenshow was she going to make it through toni ght, know ng
it was her last with Col e?

He held the door to the galley open for her, then did the sane
with the hatch that led to the deck. The wind was soft and warm on
her face. She could tell they were close to New Ol eans. The air
in southern Louisiana had a different feel, a heavier, silkier

m gl ad you liked it, but I



texture than anywhere el se on earth

Col e took her elbow as they strolled the narrow deck. "I

haven't seen nuch of you today."

Josephi ne bravely strove for a light tone. "Well, |I've taught

you all 1 know, so there was no need for any further |essons.

Besi des, | was busy cooking di nner."

"And you did a great job. If you ever want to apply for a job

as a cook again, I'll hire youin a mnute."

“If | promise not to serve bl ackened green beans?"

The corners of Cole's eyes creased in a devastatingly

attractive fashion as he smled. "Wll, yes. W'd have to nake a
few stipulations.”

Cole led her to the aft deck, to the spot where they'd

shared so nmany special nonents. Josephine's heart ached wth
nost al gi a, and she wasn't even gone. She wal ked to the railing and
gazed out at the churning water, her insides churning, too. Cole

| eaned on the rail beside her. "Thanks for making those calls for
me this norning," he

said-"You're

wel cone. " Posing as the attache for Prince Dumanski of Romani a,
Josephi ne had hel ped himput his plan into action. She'd called
the Wndsor Court Hotel and reserved the five-star establishment's
nost el egant suite, ordering it stocked with fine w nes, cigars,
fresh fruits and caviar. She'd nade an issue of the fact that the
prince preferred to remai n anonynous during his stay, which al nost
certainly ensured that the public relations director would contact
t he gossip columist for the Times-Picayune as soon as Col e
checked out.

She' d al so nade an appointnment for Cole to have his hair cut by
the city's nost exclusive hairdresser, a garrul ous nynmph of a man
who cut the hair of anyone who was anyone and traded in gossip as
if it were blue-chip stocks. She'd sworn himto secrecy about
Cole's title, explaining that Cole preferred to remain incognito.
The fact that she'd asked himto remain silent guaranteed that the
news woul d be spread far and w de.

"You nmake a very convincing attache.”

Josephine's fingers tightened on the netal railing. "Just doing

my job. After all, | was hired to turn you into a prince."
"And how do you think you did?"
She bravely tried to smle. "Exceptionally well. You act like a

prince, you talk like a prince, you |look like a prince. You even
have the newWwy tailored wardrobe of a prince waiting for you in
New Ol eans. "

He had everything he required. He had no nore need of her. She



bl i nked hard, trying to hold back the tears that suddenly
threatened to fall.

"I can't thank you enough for all you' ve done."

"It was ny pleasure.” She kept her head averted, trying hard to
gain control of her envotions.

After a long nonment his armreached around her. "You're awfully
qui et. What are you thinking?"

Josephi ne kept her gaze on the snokestacks of a brightly lit
refinery on the shore. "About everything | need to do to get ny

busi ness started. | want to hit the ground running."

"What are you going to do first?"

"Get a brochure printed. |I've already sketched one out."
"Attagirl!"

The sinpl e encouragenent brought fresh tears to her eyes. She
bl i nked them away. "Then | intend to contact every busi nessnman

Aunt Prudie or | ever knew and set up an appoi ntnent to nmake a
sales pitch. And | hope to get each of themto recommend ne to
anot her business while I'"'mthere, so | don't have to nake cold
calls.”

"You've really thought this out. I'minpressed.” Cole tipped

her face toward him "But |I'mnot surprised. You're really
sonet hi ng, you know it?"

H s eyes were warm and sincere and full of affection. The very

t ender ness she saw there cut her to the quick.

She knew he didn't want to hurt her. She knew he cared for her.
But she al so knew he woul d never | ove hernot in the way she | onged
to be loved. She wanted forever. He could offer only a little
while. He'd told her as nuch, and his plans confirned his words.
H s features started to blur as her eyes filled with unshed
tears, but not so much that she couldn't see the renorse in his
eyes. She turned her gaze back to the shoreline.

"' mgoing to mss you," he said softly, slipping his arm

around her wai st .

Josephi ne drew a deep breath, willing herself not to cry. He'd
hel ped her overconme a burden of guilt. She didn't want to | eave
himwth a burden simlar to the one he'd hel ped her discard.
Hi s hand drifted up her back and sifted through her hair.

"After | finish, I'll call you."

Josephi ne swal | oned hard. She knew hi mwell enough to know he
coul d handl e anger better than guilt. Guilt was a sl ow, painful
toxin. Anger would burn hot and fierce, but it would burn only his
heart, not his soul. And after a while, it would burn itself out.
It was tinme for the performance of her life. Tine to nuster
everything she had. It would be better for himto hate her than



for himto hate hinself.
She tightened her grip on the railing, trying to grip her

self-control as well. "It would probably be better if we didn't
see each other in the future.” "Wat?"
She forced a light tone to her voice. "Wll, we' ve hel ped each

ot her achieve our goals. It's tine to nove on."

Col e's gaze seened to cut right through her. "Mwve on?"

She nodded. "Let's face it. There are a lot of differences

bet ween us."

"I know." Wth a sensuous smle, he noved his hand to her
bottom "I've always |oved those differences."

Josephine shifted away, out of his grasp, her heart breaking.
How, oh, how could she do this?

How, oh, how could she not? She drew a deep breath and forced
hersel f to adopt her cool est deneanor, the one she'd perfected
over all the years she'd spent masking her true enotions. "l've
enj oyed our tine together. You hel ped ne trenmendously. And |'|
never forget all that you' ve taught ne."

Col e reached for her again. "I thought you were the one doing
the teaching."

"It was a reciprocal arrangenent, don't you think? | taught you
about manners, and you taught ne about sex. It's time for both of
us to nove on and use what we've |earned.”

Col e | ooked as if she'd struck him He stepped back and his
eyes narrowed. "And how, exactly, do you intend to use your new
know edge?"

She turned her eyes to the shoreline. "To find a suitable
mate. "

"Suitabl e?" He spit the word out like a piece of rotten fruit.
She could feel his hot, angry gaze on her, but she continued to
stare across the river. "lIsn't that the word you used to describe
Wl | y?"

Pai n pierced her heart |like a spear. She made hersel f press
forward, made herself see this through. Inhaling deeply, she
forced herself to turn and face him "Cone on, Cole. W' ve never
pretended this was a long-termthing. It was great while it

| asted, but nowit's over. It's tinme to go our separate ways."
Hi s gaze was cold, his eyes as hard and inpassive as chunks of
coal . "Because |'mnot suitable.”

Oh, dear Godit would hurt less to sever her own armthan to do
this! But she had to do it. It was her ultimte sacrifice, her
final giftone he would never even know she'd given him one he
woul d never under st and.

She | oved himenough to allow himto hate her. She cl osed her



eyes for a long second and drew a deep breath. "W conme from
entirely different backgrounds. |'m sure that when you think

t hings over, you'll agree that I'mright."

"I don't need to think things over, Enpress.” The tender |over
she'd known was gone. In his place was the nan she'd first neta
hard, dangerous stranger with cold eyes and a contenptuous gaze.
"You know, you had ne fooled for a while there. | thought you were
different, but you're just as shallow as Al exa and MAul ey and al
the rest of your kind."

| nwardly she cringed, but outwardly she mai ntai ned her calm

"Well, I won't inflict ny unsuitable presence on you any
,urned to ; ,1 paying

longer. 1'll spend the night in Henry's cabin.” K .urned to
wal k away, then whi pped back around. "I trust 'e ,1 paying you

enough to keep your nouth shut about nmny . ns?"
H s words struck her like a blow "Youyoi” ~n't have to worry."
dt

"Well, 1'lIl add a little extra hush noney ~ n added incenti ve.
Henry will give you your check first ~ *yi8 in the norning." W
He turned and strode down the deck, his darl ,ir whipping in

the wind. The tears that she'd held in ¢\ K all day coursed down
her cheeks as she watched him~Jk away, taking her heart with him
Aa'  Chapter Eighteen

Three weeks | ater, Josephine found herself in the back of a

hotel Iinousine, headed to the synphony benefit ball at the G and
Regent Hotel. She snoothed the skirt of her chanpagne-col ored gown
and gl anced over at the handsone man seat ed beside her on the

| eat her seat. The owner of the hotel that was hosting the ball,
Elliott Geraud, had inpeccably grooned blond hair, a fit physique
and a nose so aristocratic that Josephine suspected it was the
work of a plastic surgeon. Wealthy, well connected and well-bred,
Elliott was considered one of the nost eligible bachelors in New
Ol eans. Just the nention of his name was enough to make nost

wel | - heel ed New Ol eans wonen si gh.

Unfortunately he nmade Josephine sigh only with boredom

"I"'mglad you finally agreed to go out with nme," he said,
stretching his armacross the back of the | eather seat and giving
a brilliant smlea smle Josephine was sure was wel |l practiced.
"You're a difficult lady to pin down."

"I"ve been rather busy.” Wich was true. In the three

weeks since she'd di senbarked the Chienne, Josephi ne had

thrown herself into a whirlwind of activity. She'd not only
produced a brochure and nmade dozens of sales pre_entations, but
she' d already conducted sem nars for five conpani es and booked



fifteen nore. At the same tine, she'd rented an apartnent in the
war ehouse district and was in the process of furnishing it with
finds fromflea markets and anti que stores. She stayed busy from
t he nonent she awoke until she finally clinbed into bed around

m dni ght - And

then, no matter how tired she was, the nenories she frantically
kept at bay during the day overwhel ned her. Menories of Cole's
eyes as he leaned in for a kiss. Menories of his |lips brushing
hers. Menories of his wounded, angry expression the last tine
she'd seen him

An enptiness as brown and vast as the waters of the M ssissipp
woul d flow over her until she thought she'd drown in despair. He'd
never even told her good-bye. He'd sent Henry with her paycheck
the next norning, along with instructions to escort her off the
boat. She'd bidden a tearful farewell to Fanny, who'd taken down
t he address and phone nunber of her school and prom sed to stay in
touch. Fanny had called her daily until |ast week, when she and
Henry had set out on another trip upriver on the chartered

t owboat .

"l hope all your busyness neans that your business is doing
well,” Elliott remarked.

Josephine forced her attention back to the nman besi de her.

"Very well. | can't believe howrapidly it's taking off."
"Well, | can. The sem nar you presented at ny hotel was
excellent."

Josephine gave hima grateful smle. "I appreciate the

reference you gave ne. It's been a big help in getting other
clients.”

"Every word was true. I'mglad things are working out for you."
And on the surface, they were. Her career was taking off, her
nmoney troubles were rapidly evaporating, and one of the nost
sought -after bachelors in New Ol eans was pursuing her. But
inside, where it counted nost, she felt as dry and lifeless as a
dead | eaf.

She stared out the rain-streaked Iinmo wi ndow. It probably had
been a m stake to agree to cone on this date with Elliott, but
he'd worn her down with his persistence. And as he'd pointed out,
net wor ki ng was essential to her business. Attending a synphony
ball was the perfect way to neet potential new clients.

The linp turned onto Decatur Street. Elliott touched the
del i cat e di anond-and-ruby bracel et on Josephine's arm "Wat an
exqui site piece.”

"Thank you. It was ny nother's."

"It looks lovely on you." Hi s eyes roaned over her



appreciatively. "And so does that dress. You | ook wonderful."
Josephine smled. Before her trip up the M ssissippi, she would
have been thrilled to receive this type of attention fromElliott.
Now, however, it sinply nade her m ss Col e.

"This is supposed to be a rather lively gathering tonight,"”
Elliott remarked. "I heard that that prince fellow is supposed to
be here.”

Josephine's heart skipped a beat. "Prince?"

"You know. He's been nentioned a couple of tines in the 'About
Town' col umm of the Tinmes-Picayune.”

Josephi ne nervously fingered the heirl oom bracel et on her arm
She'd seen the newspaper itens, of course. In fact, she'd
commtted themto nmenory: The Wndsor Court Hotel played host to
royalty | ast week when Prince Cole Dumanski made the five-star
hotel his tenporary abode. Runor has it that the dashi ng Romani an
prince, who prefers to remain incognito, is planning to make New
Ol eans one of his many honmes away from hone.

And then, |ast weekSources tell us that a certain estate in
Audubon Pl ace has been purchased by a dashing

prince who insists on keeping his royal status anonynous. |

can't say who, but astute readers will renmenber readi ng about him
in last week's colum.
Elliot |ooked at Josephine curiously. "I heard he bought your

aunt's ol d house. Have you net hin®"
Josephi ne wound her fingers together tightly in her lap to keep

them from shaking. "No. | wasn't involved in the sale. The bank
handl ed all that."
"Well, | understand that this fellow is supposed to be the next

inline to assune the throne if Romania ever reverts to a
nonarchy. Jason WIllis's wife says her sister net himat an
enbassy function in Washington a few years ago."

Josephine blinked, trying hard not to show her astoni shnent.

The gossip mll was not only churning, it was taking on a |life of
its omn. "Is that a fact?"

Elliott nodded. "Jason says his sister-in-law found himvery

charm ng. "
"How interesting." Josephine's heart pounded erratically. She
was still trying to digest the fact that Cole was going to be at

tonight's event. For sone reason, the possibility of running into
Cole in New Ol eans hadn't occurred to her. How woul d she manage

to see himagain and not fall apart?

She woul d sonehow have to, she told herself sternly. She

couldn't let on that she even knew him much | ess how nuch she

m ssed him For his sake, she needed to act as if she'd noved on



with her life.

And Elliott would serve as the perfect foil. She glanced at the
man besi de her, then gave a wan snile as he reached for her hand.
Col e spotted Al exa the nmonent he strode into the hotel

bal | room She was easy to pick outshe was the tall brunette in the
red sequi ned gown hol ding court near the dance fl oor.

Hi s stomach tightened, but not fromdesire. He stood by the

foyer and watched her di spassionately, view ng her

with the sane detachnent with which he mght admre a

beautiful painting. Her hair fell around her shoulders |ike black
satin, her face was exquisitely nmade up, and her stylish dress was
daringly cut to flaunt her stunning figure. She was
attractivethere was no denying it. But she no | onger appealed to
himin the slightest.

Conpared to Josephi ne, Al exa | ooked hard-edged and col d.
Everything fromthe way she stood with one hand on her hip to the
I ength of her bright red nails seened cal culated for effect.
Josephi ne' s beauty was uncontrived and subtle, while Al exa' s was
posed and del i berate.

Not that appearances neant anything. Josephine's heart was just

as hard as Alexa's, Cole thought bitterly. Wth Al exa, at |east, a
man knew exactly what he was getting fromthe very begi nning.
Josephi ne had sucked himin and played himfor a fool, and the
dammedest part of it was that he didn't know how it had happened.
She' d annoyed him then she'd intrigued him She'd nade hi m want
to break through her wall of reserve. But sonehow, when he wasn't

| ooki ng, she'd managed to break through his walls instead.

He'd fallen for her hard, and he'd thought she cared for him as
wel | .

Not that it should matter, he told hinself. He hadn't been
prepared to offer her a future. Hell, he couldn't even envision a
future for hinself, beyond carrying out his current plans.

Besi des, he hadn't come here tonight to think about Josephine,

he thought sternly. He'd conme here to set his plan in notion. In
the |l ast three weeks, he'd finalized his purchase of Aunt Prudie's
house and opened an office in the Wrld Trade buil ding. Wen he'd
di scovered that Al exa was chairing the synphony ball, he'd

i mredi ately called and offered an enornous donation, claimng a
great fondness for nusic. As he'd hoped, she'd insisted that he
sit at her table tonight.

He watched the young worman who'd taken his nane at the door
approach Al exa and whi sper sonmething in her ear. Al exa inmmediately
turned and | ooked toward the door.

Smling broadly, Al exa sauntered toward him her hips swaying



seductively. He held his breath. This was the nonent of truth. If
she recogni zed him his plans would be ruined.
"Prince Dumanski! 1'mso delighted to neet you.
stretched out her hand. "I'm Al exa Armand. "
Col e snmoot hly bowed over her hand. "The pleasure is mne." He
strai ghtened and stepped close. "But please, just call nme Cole."
"Ch, of course.” She tipped her head, giving hima coy |ook. "I
under stand you prefer to remain incognito."

"Titles are such a bore, don't you think?"

"Actually, | find themrather fascinating.”" Alexa' s smle
clearly said she found himfascinating. "But if you prefer first
names, then you nust call nme Alexa."

Col e tightened his grip on her hand. "Al exa. A beautiful name
for a beautiful woman."

Al exa's fingers squeezed his palm "You flatter ne, Your

Maj esty. "

"Just Cole. Please.”

"I"'msorry." She smled up enticingly. "Cole."

She didn't recognize him he thought with relief. And just as
he' d hoped, she seened enanored with the idea of mngling with
royalty. He rel eased her hand, noting that she |l et her fingers
slide slowy down his palm

"I'"ve arranged for you and your date to sit at ny table."” She
tossed her hair in the seductive manner he renenbered from high
school

"That's very kind of you, but I'"'mafraid |'malone this

evening. | hope that won't spoil your seating arrangenents."”

She noved cl oser, so that her breast brushed his sleeve. "Oh,
not at all."

Cole resisted an inpulse to step back. "I don't suppose |I'd be

| ucky enough to discover that a |lady as lovely as yourself is
unescorted this eveni ng?"

Al exa

She smled ruefully. "I"'mafraid I'mw th sonmeone. "
" A husband?"
"Ch, no. I"'mnot married."”

And not giving any indication that you' re engaged, either, Cole
t hought dryly. This was going to be easier than he'd inmagi ned.
Cole leaned closer. "I'"mvery glad to hear that."

"Al exa, darlingthere you are."” A heavyset man with a ruddy

conpl exi on and russet-col ored hair swaggered up, reeking of

bour bon.

Every muscle in Cole's body stiffened. Robert MAul ey. The
hatred Cole had felt for the man for years boiled up inside him
It was hard to disguise it now, seeing himin person again.



He carefully kept his face expressionless as Robert placed a
proprietary hand around Al exa's wai st and noistly bussed her on
the cheek. Cole noted with interest that Al exa seened |ess than
thrilled by Robert's arrival.

"You nust be that prince everyone's talking about,"” Robert

sai d, eyeing himcuriously.

"Yes, but he's very nodest about his title," Al exa explained.
"He prefers sinply to be called Cole Dumanski."

Cole forced hinself to smle and extend his hand. The redheaded
man took it. "I'm Robert MAuley. Alexa's fiance."

Al exa continued to smle, but her eyes narrowed in annoyance.
"Congratul ations,” Cole said snmoothly, resisting the urge to
crush Robert's fingers as he shook his hand. "You're a fortunate
man to have won the heart of such a beautiful woman."

Robert's chest puffed out in pride. "She's quite a pri ze,

isn't she?" Hs small, pale eyes raked over Al exa

possessively. "l've been chasing her since junior high. It took ne
nearly twenty years and half a mllion dollars in jewelry, but I
finally convinced her to say yes."

Cole was certain it would ultimately cost MAul ey far nore than
that. Runor had it that Al exa had consented to marry MAul ey only
after a published report ranked himas the wealthiest nman in
Loui siana. Cole smled politely. "You' re a |ucky man."

The sly smle Al exa shot himgave every indication that Cole
could easily get |ucky, too.

Robert peered at Cole closely. "You know, sonething about you

| ooks famliar."

Cole's heart froze. If MAul ey recogni zed himnow, the game was
up.

Al exa tossed her hair. "He's royalty, Robert. |I'm sure you've
seen his picture in Towmn and Country or People or sonewhere.”
Robert | eaned cl ose, close enough to bl ow bourbon funes in
Cole's face. "No, |I'msure we've net. Do you play polo?"

“"Not well," Col e hedged.

"Me neither, so |I've gotten pretty good at cheating." Robert

| aughed as if he'd said sonmething extrenely witty. Cole was fairly
certain he was nerely stating the truth.

"Did you play in the Houston match | ast spring?" Robert

pressed.
“I"'mafraid | didn't nake that one."
"Hm Well, I'msure we've played agai nst each ot her somewhere.

| never forget the face of an opponent.”
Me neither, Cole thought grimy. Me neither. He pulled his Iips
into a smle. "Perhaps we can arrange a rematch in the near



future."

"Maybe so. But if you want to win, you' d better play on ny

team " MAul ey | aughed and tightened his grip on Alexa. "Isn't
that right, sweetheart?" Cole gave a polite smle, gritting his
teeth behind it. MAuley hadn't changed a lick since high school.
Al exa hadn't, either. She had no nore affection for the man she
was about to marry than she'd had for himat sixteen.

Well, one thing was for sure, Cole told hinself grimyhe'd

chosen an excell ent avenue for revenge. MAuley was still obsessed
with Al exa. She represented all the beauty and acceptance that
Robert's rich daddy had never been able to buy for his unpopul ar,
honely son. Cole couldn't wait to see the SOB's face when he found
out he'd not only lost the woman he'd pursued for twenty years,
but lost her to the only boy at St. Al ban's who' d been nore

despi sed than he was.

It was the nost tedious dinner of Cole's Iife. He hated sitting
at a table with the man responsi ble for Mom Sawyer's death, hated
having to smle and act pleasant and nmake small talk. H's only
outlet was to subtly flirt with Alexa, who not-too-subtly flirted
back. Cole was pleased to note that Robert |ooked increasingly
aggravat ed as the night wore on.

He was relieved when the waiter finally cleared the dessert

pl ates and the orchestra began tuning up.

Al exa turned to Robert. "I really ought to introduce Col e
around. "

Robert picked up his drink and lurched out of his chair. He
shot Cole a dark look. "I'Il come with you."

And so the three of them made the rounds of the ballroom

tabl es. At each stop, Alexa introduced Cole, never failing to
mention his royal status despite his repeated protests.

They'd nearly conpleted a full tour of the room when Col e

spotted a famliar figure. He inadvertently stopped in his tracks,
his heart beating hard and fast.

Robert foll owed his gaze. "Hey, who's the babe with Elliott?"

he asked Al exa.

Al exa | ooked where he pointed. "Good heavens. Wy, | believe
that's Josephi ne Evans!™

Robert let out a low whistle. "Ww. She's really bl ossoned

since that old aunt of hers kicked the bucket."

Cole's heart thundered against his wing-collared shirt. It \vas
Josephine, all rightlooking like a golden visionin a long, fitted
dress al nost the exact color of her hair. Golden threads woven

t hrough the chanpagne fabric glinmered |i ke the highlights in her
hair under the low lights of the chandeliers. Cole felt as if he'd



been socked in the gut.

"I msurprised to see her. | heard she'd left town," Al exa
remar ked.

"Well, looks like she's back. And fromthe way Elliott is
staring at her, 1'd say he's nore than a little smtten."

Al exa headed directly toward the couple, tugging Col e al ong.

The tall man rose fromhis chair and smled as Al exa approached.
"Hello, Elliott," the brunette purred, kissing himon the

cheek. Col e stared down at Josephi ne. She stared back, her eyes
huge, her face pale. Cole's stonach tightened |ike the |ead |ine
on a pier post.

Alexa pulled on his arm "Cole, 1'd like you to neet Elliott
Geraud. Elliott owns this hotel and has generously provided the
bal | room and di nner for tonight's benefit. Elliott, this is Prince
Col e Dumanski . "

"Pleaseno title. Just call ne Cole." He woodenly shook the

man' s hand, trying hard to keep his eyes away from Josephine. His
m nd had gone blank, and it took an effort to think of an
appropriate remark. "Your hotel is beautiful. And the dinner was
superb.

"Thank you. It's an honor to have you here." He turned to
Josephine. "May | present M ss Josephi ne Evans.™

Col e had no choice but to take Josephine's hand in his. Her

hand was warm and soft, and he thought he felt it trenble. A
current shot through him a current charged with heat and enotion
and nenories. He renenbered that

hand runni ng over his body, remenbered how it clutched his

back in the throes of passion. He renenbered, and the nenory
burned Iike acid.

Josephi ne gazed back at Cole, trying not to drown in nenories

of her own. This was the man she | oved, the man who held her

heart, the man who owned her soul .

He was handsone, nore handsone than she renenbered. The

custom made tux she'd hel ped himorder in Mnneapolis fit him
exquisitely, and his new haircut only accentuated his tanned skin
and chiseled features. He | ooked every inch a prince. Judging from
the way Al exa was | ooking at him Josephine wasn't the only one
who found himattracti ve.

A stab of jeal ousy, sharp and fierce, cut through her.
"Josephine's late aunt was an old friend of nmy famly's,
was sayi ng.

"Very nice to neet you." Cole's words were warm but his gaze
froze her to the bone. Another bayonet of pain pierced her heart.
He hadn't forgiven her for the way she'd left him

Al exa



"You | ook wonderful, Josephine."” Robert stepped forward and

ki ssed her cheek. "Your dress is stunning. And so is your
jewelry." He took her hand and studied her bracelet. "A gift from
an admrer?"

"Ch, no." The question |eft Josephine flustered. "It was ny

not her's."

Alexa's lips curled in a catty smle. "I'msurprised to see

you, dear. | heard you left town after your aunt's . . . death."”

The pause indicated that sonmething far worse than death had
actual ly transpired.

Josephine pulled her spine to its straightest posture. "I was
gone for a while, but now I'm back."

"Ch? Did you go anypl ace interesting?"

Josephi ne gl anced at Col e, then | ooked away. She had to be

strong. She couldn't let on that she cared. |ndifferencethat was
the attitude she needed to project. For his sake, she needed to
act as if their time together had neant nothing. For the benefit
of the others, she needed to act as jf she didn't know himat all.
"Just M nneapolis and back."

Elliott gestured to several enpty seats at his table. "Wuld

you care to join us?"

"Sure." Robert was already |owering hinself into a chair. "I

could use a drink."

A nearby waiter produced a fresh bottle of chanpagne. \Vhen
everyone was seated and served, Elliott raised his glass. "To old
friends and new acquai ntances." He smled at Al exa and Robert,

t hen gl anced pointedly at Josephine. "And new | oves."

Across the table, Cole's face hardened. Josephine forced a

smle, then reached for her glass. She normally didn't drink, but
toni ght she needed fortification. The relaxing warnth spread down
her throat and through her chest. Josephine took another deep sip,
and the waiter refilled her gl ass.

Elliott | eaned toward her. "Wuld you like to dance?"

Josephine felt the beginnings of a pleasant buzz. Dancing with
Elliot would be a way to escape the tabl eand maybe, just nmaybe,
give Cole a dose of his own nedicine. It stung Iike a manta ray,
seeing himw th Al exa, know ng he was trying to win her heart.

She smled up at Elliott. "Wy, yes." She took another |ong

sip, then let himlead her to the dance floor. She saw Col e
scowing at her fromthe table as she stepped into Elliott's armns.
Good. Josephine clung to Elliott a little nore tightly than
necessary as the handsone hotelier led her in a graceful turn.
When she spun back around, Cole's and Alexa's seats were enpty and
Robert was now scowl ing at the dance floor. Josephine turned in



the direction of Robert's gaze and saw Col e and Al exa step onto

t he dance fl oor.

Col e placed his hand on Al exa's wai st, and Josephine's stomach
suddenly felt as if she'd gone over a bunp at high speed. She
stunbl ed, causing Elliott to step on her foot. I'"'mso sorry," he
murmured. "Did | hurt you?"

"No." Not nearly as much as the sight of Cole w th another

woman in his arns.

Josephi ne wat ched Al exa's hand slide from Cole's shoul der to

hi s neck, watched her fingers slip above his collar into his hair
when he spun her away from Robert. Her stomach knotted as Cole's
hand noved | ow on Al exa's hip.

Col e executed a perfect turn, and Josephine realized that his
eyes were on her, his nouth flattened in a hard, displeased |line.
She noved her own hand to Elliott's neck, imtating Al exa s nove.
She was gratified to see a nuscle twitch in Cole's jaw.

Elliott guided her to the other end of the dance floor, and she
was nercifully unable to see Cole any |onger. She was relieved
when the song was over and Elliott took her back to the table. He
pul | ed out her chair.

"If you'll excuse ne for a nonent, | need to have a word with
nmy banquet nmanager."

"Of course.”

Elliott strode away, and Josephine took a |ong drink of
chanpagne. Robert |eaned forward. "It |looks as if Alexa and the

prince are staying on the dance floor for another nunber. Wuld
you care to dance?"

| f Col e had been bothered when she danced with Elliott, how
woul d he react to her dancing with Robert? She snmiled at the
prospect. "Wy, yes. | believe | would."

She let himlead her to the dance fl oor.

"So what do you think of the prince?" Robert asked as he took
her hand.

"He seens very nice."

"Hmph." Robert pulled her close. H's boozy breath nmade the

hair stand up on the back of her neck. "I think he's a worm"
"\Mhy 2"

"He's trying to nove in on Alexa."

Josephi ne | ooked away, her stonmach suddenly queasy. "Ch, |'m
sure he's just being charm ng."

"Yeah, well, 1'd like to kick his charm ng ass back to
Romani a or New York or wherever he cane from" He gave her a
smarny smle. "l've got a proposition for you."

A burst of alarmshot through her. "A ... proposition?”



Robert's smal |, orthodontically perfect teeth flashed in a cold
smle. "I want to send M. Prince packing. And | understand that
your old aunt left you a little strapped for cash. Maybe you and |
can hel p each other out."

A curl of dread tightened in her stomach. "Wat do you have in
m nd?"

"I want you to slip that bracelet of yours in M. Fancypants's
pocket, then announce that it's been stolen. That's all you have
to do. I'lIl handle the rest.”

Josephine's blood ran cold. Robert was despicabl e. Bel ow
despicable. He'd framed Cole as a boy, and he was about to do it
again. And this tinme he wanted her to help.

“I"l'l pay you ten thousand dollars."

"Ch, Robert, | can't"

“I"l'l make it twenty."

An idea hit. Maybe it was the chanpagne, nmaybe it was seeing
Col e again, maybe it was the pain of having himl ook at her so
col dl yJosephi ne didn't know. She knew only that she was suddenly
sure of what she was going to do.

"How . . . howwould | get it in his pocket?" she asked
hesitantly.

Robert's low, evil chuckle made Josephine's bl ood run col d.
"Drop it in while you' re dancing with him™

"What if he doesn't ask ne to dance?"

"He will. I'"ll rmake sure of it."

As the song nercifully drew to a close, Josephine silently
slipped the bracelet off her armand into her hand, ready to do
what had to be done.

Cole pulled out Alexa's chair, then seated hinself next to her.
He'd just taken a sip of chanpagne when Robert | eaned across.
"Josephine was just telling me how much she wants to
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dance with you," Robert said.

Col e gl anced over at her, trying to hide his surprise. He saw
Josephine's face fl ane.

McAul ey grinned. "She said dancing with a prince would nake her
feel like Cnderella at the ball."

Unl ess he wanted to | ook |like a heel, Cole had no choice. He
stiffly rose fromhis chair and inclined his head toward her.
"Well, thenmay | have this dance, M ss Evans?"

Josephi ne gave a trenulous smle. "I'd be honored.”

Cole led her to the dance floor, trying to ignore the way her
hand felt in his, wishing his heart weren't racing so hard. "Wat



the hell are you up to?" he said in a grow .

"I mnot up to anything."

"Then why did you get McAuley to con nme into asking you to

dance?"

"I didn"t. He did it on his own."

Dammit, why did she have to feel so good in his arns? Hol di ng

her like this rem nded himall too clearly of things he was better
off forgetting. Cole scow ed. "Wiy the hell would he do that?"
"Because he's angry that you're flirting with Al exa."

So McAul ey wanted to get Al exa away from him probably to give

her a good scolding. Cole smled. "Good. That's the whol e idea."
"You don't understand." Jospehine's brows knit together as she

| ooked up at him Her eyes | ooked soft and worried, and he steeled
hi nsel f against the pull of affection he felt for her. "MAuley's
dangerous. You need to watch him™

"Your concern is touching."

"I know you're angry at ne, but | want to warn you....'
Damit, why did she have to | ook so sincere? If he didn't watch
hinsel f, he'd fall back into the trap of believing she was
different fromall the rest. "lI've already paid you for your
services," he said coldly. "They're no | onger needed." Her back
straightened so stiffly he felt as if he were dancing with a
broom "I suggest that you save all of your personal interest for
that hotel man with the blowdried hair," Cole added. "He seens a
far nore suitable recipient O your concern than ne."

The rest of the dance was conpleted in silence. Cole" tried
desperately to pretend he was hol di ng soneone el se, soneone who
didn't make his blood heat and his senses reel, but it was a | ost
cause.

Thirty mnutes | ater, everyone gathered back at the table while

t he band took a break. Cole saw Robert gl ance at Josephine's
wrist, then widen his eyes.

"Josephi newhere's that | ovely bracelet you were wearing?"
Sonet hi ng about the | ook on Robert's face sent a frisson of
alarmracing up Cole's spine. He watched Josephi ne | ook at her
naked arm "Ch, dearit's gone!"

"Maybe it fell off,” Elliott said. "Let's check around the

tabl e." Everyone scooted back their chairs and | ooked on the
carpet. Wen that produced no results, Elliott called over a
waiter and instructed himto search the dance fl oor.

"Perhaps it's been stolen,” Robert said when the waiter

returned and reported no | uck.

"Ch, come on, Robert." Alexa exam ned her manicure. "This is a
five-hundred-dollar-a-plate synphony benefit. It's not exactly a



crowd of pickpockets."

"No." Robert cut a glance at Cole. "But there are sone people
here we really don't know. "

A feeling of deja vu washed over Cole in a cold, sickening
wave.

Al exa gave a disinterested shrug. "Josephine can just turn it
in on her insurance and buy sonething new "

"I ... I'mafraid | no |onger have any insurance," Josephi ne
said ruefully. "Even if | did, it's irreplaceable. It's a fanmly
heirloom" Elliott patted her hand. "I'll call security and have
them conme up to take a report,” Elliott said. "In the neanti ne,
"1l have the band announce that it's m ssing and ask anyone
finding it toreturnit.”

Hal f an hour later, the thin, mddle-aged director of security
cl osed his notebook. "Well, | think I have everything | need."
"What are our chances of recovering it?" Elliott asked.

The security man shook his head. "If we don't find it tonight,
I"mafraid they're not very good."

Robert | eaned forward. "I saw a TV show a few nonths ago t hat
said jewel thieves often attend functions like this |ooking for
victinms."

"How in the world would a thief get it off her arnP" Al exa
asked.

"Wi |l e he was shaki ng her hand or dancing with her, nost
likely." Robert cast another |ook at Cole that nmade his blood run
col d.

Good Godsurely MAuley wouldn't frame himagain! In an instant,
he knew t hat he woul d.

That he already had. A chill raced up his spine.

"I really don't know what we can do, short of frisking everyone
as they leave the party,” the security man said.

"Maybe that's what we ought to do," Robert said.

Col e gripped his glass of chanpagne so hard he nearly snapped
off the stem his blood freezing in his veins. Not again. Not
agai n!

"Ch, conme on, Robert,"” Alexa said. "I'mchairing this event,
and |I'mnot going to have ny donors treated |i ke conmon
crimnals.”

"Maybe we don't need to check themall."

Elliott | eaned forward, his forehead creased. "What are you
sayi ng?"

"I"msaying only three of us have danced wi th Josephine this
evening." He |ooked straight at Cole. "Perhaps the three of us
shoul d enpty our pockets." "OCh, honestly, Robertsurely you don't



think Elliott or the prince stole Josephine's bracelet!" Al exa's
voi ce carried |oudly enough to be heard by the next table. A
murmur rippled through the ballroom then the roomfell eerily
silent. Al eyes turned to their table.

"I"'mnot saying that. | sinply think we should elimnate al
doubt . "

The bl ood drained fromCole's face. He knew a setup when he saw
one, and he was definitely being set up.

He'd try to bluff his way out of it. H's glass clinked as he

set it down hard on the linen tablecloth. "It's clear what you're
trying to insinuate, M. MAuley. |I've never been so insulted in
ny life."

"Robert doesn't nmean to insult you," Al exa said, her hand on
Cole's arm

"No. | sinmply want to clear your good nanme." The smrk on
Robert's face was exactly the same as the one he'd worn fourteen
years ago while the cops searched Cole's room "If you' ve got
nothing to hide, why, it shouldn't bother you to enpty your
pockets."

The two nen stared at each other, the tension between them

al nost pal pabl e.

Elliott rose to his feet. He gave a small chuckl e, obviously
trying to break the tension. "Well, this is enbarrassing to all of
us, but 1'Il gladly conply.” He renoved his jacket and passed it
to the security chief. The chief patted it down and handed it
back. Elliott then turned his pants pockets inside out, show ng
not hi ng but |i ning.

Elliott gestured to Robert. "Your turn."”

"After M. Dumanski."

Cole slowy rose to his feet, feeling Iike a condemmed man. He
was certain Robert had planted the bracelet on him but a refusal
to follow Elliott's exanple woul d be the sane as an adm ssi on of
guilt. By conplying, though, he was falling into Robert's trap.
The gl eeful sneer on the man's face told himas nuch.

Col e gl anced at Josephine. Had she been trying to warn him

about this earlier? She slightly, alnobst inperceptibly, nodded at
him her eyes reassuringly fixed on his. Something in the tiny
gesture and the steadfast | ook in her eye strangely enbol dened
hi m

He slowy renoved his jacket and passed it to the security
guard. The guard patted it down, then reached into the breast
pocket. Cole held his breath.

The officer's hand reappeared, holding a packet of condons.
Laughter rippled through the ballroom



The officer's face turned red. "Sorry," he nuttered, janm ng

the foil packet back in the pocket.

Drawi ng a deep breath, Cole thrust both hands deep into his

pants pockets. He exhaled with relief when he pulled out nothing
but the black silk lining and his noney clip. He handed the clip
to the officer, who quickly |ooked through it and returned it.
The tightness in his chest | oosened and eased. He turned to
Robert, whose face was a nottled red. "Your turn."

Robert abruptly rose and angrily yanked off his jacket. As he
did, sonmething that sparkled fell fromits pocket.

The crowd | et out a collective gasp, then burst into an excited
mur nmur .

Robert stared at the bracelet Iying on the ground. "How the

hell did that get there?" he denanded.

The security director frowned. "Perhaps you can tell us."

"I-1 have no idea." Robert |ooked at Josephine, his eyes

nmur derous, a blue vein bulging in his forehead.

And in that second, Cole knew Josephine had planted it. She'd
sonehow | earned of Robert's plan and thwarted it. A rush of

t ender ness surged through himlike a warm wave.

Al eyes turned to Josephine. She bent and picked the bracel et
off the floral carpet, then gracefully straightened. "It nust have
fallen off my armwhile we were dancing. |'ll have to have a
jewel er check the catch.” She smled at Robert. "Thank you for
finding it for ne.”

The security officer |ooked at Robert, his eyes narrowed, then

| ooked back at Josephine. "Do you want to press charges?"

Col e held his breath. Josephine's eyebrows rose. "Whatever for?
The latch cane | oose, that's all. 1"'mso glad it | anded sonepl ace
safe.”

"Me, too," said Elliott, obviously eager to put the incident
behi nd them "What do you say we all have anot her round of
chanpagne?"

Hal f an hour | ater, Cole surreptiously dropped a note in
Josephine's | ap as he excused hinself fromthe table. Josephine
headed to the | adies' room where she unfurled the folded scrap of
paper .

Must talk to you. Meet ne in room 1009 ASAP.

Josephine's heart drunmed wildly. Wthout giving herself tine

to think better of it, she hurried to the elevator and rode up to
the tenth fl oor.

The door slid open on the lushly appointed concierge |evel. She
foll owed the nunbers to the end of the hall, to thfe |arge double
door of what was obviously one of the hotel's finer suites.



Her nmouth went dry as Col e answered her knock. "Conme in."

She stepped into a luxurious living area dom nated by an

enornmous marble fireplace with a heavy black clock on the mantel.
Two gol d damask sofas, a pair of floral wing chairs, an Oienta
rug and an enornous nahogany and gl ass coffee table filled one end
of the room At the other end stood a | ong mahogany dining table
surrounded by ten chairs upholstered in a rich silk stripe. She

| ooked around. "I thought you'd already noved into your new hone."
"I have. | only rented this suite for tonight."

Because of Al exa. He had prepared to seduce her tonight, if the
situation warranted. Another piece of

Josephine's heart cracked and broke off.

Col e notioned to one of the sofas. Setting her purse on a side
tabl e, Josephine hesitantly | owered herself onto it. Cole sat

besi de her and stretched his armalong the back. "I owe you an
apol ogy. "

"I't's okay."

"No, it's not. You were trying to tell nme what Robert had

pl anned, and | wouldn't listen." H's eyes fixed on hers. "In
addition to an apol ogy, | owe you a huge debt of gratitude. What
happened?"

Josephine stared at the fireplace. "Robert asked nme to put ny
bracel et in your pocket. I, um decided to put it in his pocket
instead."

Cole grinned, his white teeth flashing. "I never knew you were
so devious."

She grinned back. "I didn't, either." Her smle faded as her
heart filled with enmotion. "I just knew | couldn't let himdo that

to you. Not again."

Col e' s gaze | ocked on hers. For a long, silent nmonent, they
sinmply | ooked at each other. The air between them seened to heat
and expand. Tension hummed back and forth, vibrating |like the taut
string of a violin.

"How can | thank you?" Col e asked at |ength.

The l ook in his eyes nade Josephine's heart slam against her

ri bs, knocking her breath away. \Wen she finally found her voi ce,
it was only a throaty whisper. "You'll think of sonething.”

And then she was in his arns and his nouth was on hers, and he
was hol ding her as if there were no tonmorrow. He kissed her
greedily, like a man who'd been too | ong deprived of |ife-giving
sust enance. She clung to himand ki ssed hi m back, giving as good
as she got, kissing himas if she were reclaimng her soul.
"Josie," he murnmured. Hi s hands noved down her back, pulling

her cl ose against him Hot chills raced through her as his |ips



slid to the side of her neck, to her ear, then across her cheek.
She pressed herself against him her fin- gers feathering through
his dark hair as he pulled her down on the sofa.

A deep chimng sound thrust its way into her consci ousness.
Startl ed, Josephine turned toward the nmantel.

"I't's just the clock,"” Cole whispered. "It's mdnight."

M dni ghtt he magi ¢ hour.

"Robert was right about one thing." She gently touched Cole's
face, the face that filled her dreans. "You do make ne feel |ike
Ci nderella.”

"Just don't turn into a punpkin,” he nmurnmured, |owering his

head to ki ss her again.

But the spell was broken. As the clock continued its deep,

sonber chimng, every gong rem nded her of the relentless crusade
of tinme, of the unstoppable march into the future.

A future where Col e would hold Al exa.

The cl ock pronounced its final bong. The note hung in the air,
suspended |i ke thick fog.

Tears welled in Josephine's eyes. She pulled away. "It... it's
|ate. | have to be getting back."

She turned, grabbed her satin purse fromthe table and headed
for the door.

"Josephi ne!™ Cole call ed.

She forced herself to ignore his voice, forced herself to

ignore her own heart's pleading, forced herself to wal k through
the door and close it behind her. She didn't dare stop, didn't
dare | ook back. It was over.

Everyt hing was over, except for the pain.

Chapt er N neteen

Josephine pulled a creamcolored satin suit off the rack at the
House of Breaux Bridal Salon on St. Charles Avenue two weeks | ater
and handed it to Fanny. "This one would be perfect for you."
Fanny held it up against her chest in the three-way mrror.

"Ch, it's beautiful! I love the little pearls enbroidered on the
j acket." She paused and | ooked at Josephine uncertainly. "But it
| ooks so bridelikel™

"That's the whol e idea,"” Josephine said teasingly.

"Are you sure jt's not too young-looking for nme?" Fanny turned
si deways and frowned at her reflection.

“I think it's perfect. And I'Il bet Henry will, too."

Fanny grinned. "Henry doesn't care what | wear. He said he's
only interested in getting ne out of it after the wedding."
Josephi ne | aughed. "You've got that man acting as young as

Juni or."



"He sure makes ne feel that way," Fanny admtted.

"Well, being in love agrees with both of you. You | ook

wonderful. And |'ve never seen Henry | ook better than he did

| ast night."

After the Chienne had docked in New Ol eans yesterday, Fanny

had called and invited Josephine to join her and Henry for dinner,
sayi ng she had exciting news. The news that the couple planned to
marry had conme as no surprise to Josephine. The transformation in
Henry, however, did. jsfot only was he sporting a new haircut, new
cl ot hes and a cl ean-shaven face, but he'd traded in his chew ng
tobacco for Wigley's Big Red chewi ng gum

"I want to enjoy a long life with Fanny, so | figgered | best

gi ve up ny unheal thy ways," Henry had expl ai ned.

"1've never been happier," Fanny confessed, running a finger

over the glossy pearls on the front of the jacket. "I thought |
was destined to be an old naid. | can hardly believe |I'mabout to
be married!"

"I can hardly believe you're going to do it in just three

days," Josephine said wyly. "Mst people plan these things nonths
i n advance."

"Well, Henry wanted Cole to stand up for him and | wanted you

as ny maid of honor, so that nmeant we had to wait till we got to
New Ol eans. And we both want to get married aboard the boat.
Since it's chartered out for another run up the river, we have to
hurry." Fanny's eyes grew warm and concerned. "I just hope it
won't be too hard on you, seenmi Cole again."”

Last night at dinner, Josephine had told Fanny and Henry the
whol e story about Cole and his schene to get even with MAul ey.
Not wanting to cast any clouds over the couple's joy, she'd

downpl ayed the way it was affecting her, but she was afraid Fanny
and Henry had seen through her act of indifference.

Josephi ne pasted on another brave smle now "I'Il be fine."
"Maybe you should bring that fellow you're dating. It m ght

make things easier on you."

“"Maybe I will." Although it was questionabl e whet her

having Elliott along woul d nmake things easier or not. Elliott

had become increasingly dissatisfied with the quick good-ni ght
pecks Josephi ne gave hi m before darting inside her apartnment at
the end of an evening. He'd invited her to go away with himfor

t he weekend, and he was beginning to press the issue.

"I care about you, Josephine,” he'd told her the other night.
"I"'mready to take our relationship to the next level. If you need
some sort of commtnment fromnme before that happens, well, |I'm
ready to make one. W haven't dated all that |ong, but we've known



each other a long tine, and | think we're perfect together."

It was the right offer fromthe wong man. If Elliott had shown
this type of interest in Josephine a few nonths ago, she would
have been el ated. But that was B.C. Before Col eand Col e had
changed her life.

It was a cruel irony, Josephine thought dejectedly. Because of
Col e, she'd bl ossoned into the kind of woman who could attract one
of the city's nost eligible bachelors. Yet because of Cole, she
could nuster no interest in him

She'd tried to care for Elliott. She'd told herself that she

was being ridiculous, that it was tinme to nove on with her life.
She'd known fromthe beginning that her time with Col e was
limted. It was ridiculous to pine for a man who had no interest
in along-termrelationshi pa man who was i ntent on seducing
soneone el se, for heaven's sake! She'd told herself that Elliott
was kind and attractive, and she'd be a fool not to encourage his
attentions.

She'd told herself, but her heart hadn't |istened.

She was seeing Elliott tonight. She'd been in the mddle of a
nmeeti ng when he'd called to ask her out, so she hadn't gotten al
the details about where they were going. "War sonething special,"”
Elliott had told her. "It should be a night to renenber."

She had the awful feeling he was going to propose. She didn't
want to tell himno, but she knew she couldn't tell himyes. The
best she could hope for was to buy sone

ti me- She

wanted to care for him she truly did, but deep in her heart,

she was certain she'd never |ove anyone but Col e.

She wondered how Col e was doi ng. She wondered if he vvas about

to achieve his goal. Judging fromthe way Al exa had fawned over
himat the ball, it shouldn't take himlong. Any day now, she was
likely to hear that Al exa had dunped Robert and was planning to
marry Prince Duman

ski .

The thought caused another crack in her broken heart.

"You think I should try this on?" Fanny asked, holding out the
suit.

"Definitely," Josephine said, glad to turn her attention back
to her friend. Fanny and Henry's romance was the only one she
could bear to think about.

"Where are we goi ng?" Josephi ne asked as Elliott hel ped her
into his hotel's linousine that evening. "I didn't have tine to
get any details when you called."”



"Ch, that's right. W're going to Alexa's." Elliott clinbed
into the seat beside her.

Josephine's heart plunmeted to her feet.

"She's giving a party in honor of Prince Dumanski," he

conti nued.

Josephi ne's heart dropped through her shoes, out the floorboard
and onto the pavenent. She felt a wild urge to bail out the door,
but the driver was already pulling away fromthe curb.

She swal | owed hard and tightened her grip on her beige satin
purse. "What pronpted Al exa to do that?"

"She wants to introduce himto sone key people.” Elliott angled
a smle at Josephine. "My guess is that all of Alexa s single
girlfriends are dying to neet him"

That wasn't Josephine's guess at all. She was sure Al exa was
conpletely smtten with Cole and wanted himall for herself. The
t hought tied her stomach in knots. By the tinme the |inousine
pul l ed up before the large, white-galleried
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house Al exa's father had bought for her across from his own,
Josephi ne head throbbed with a tension headache.

"I's something wong?" Elliot asked her as the maid opened the
door. "You're awfully pale.™

They stepped into an inmmense entry hall hung with two enornous
gold-framed mrrors that reflected the |ight of an enornous
crystal chandelier. "lI-I"mnot feeling very well," Josephi ne sai d.
It was the absolute truth. Her head was poundi ng, her nouth was
dry and her belly felt as if she'd swallowed a box of rocks.
Elliott put a solicitious armaround her. "Do you want to

| eave?"

It was the coward's way out, but what was the use of courage?

I f she stayed, she'd only be subjecting herself to the pain of
wat chi ng Col e wi th anot her woran.

"I hate to spoil your evening, but | really don't feel like
staying."

Elliott reopened the bevel ed-glass front door and gl anced

toward the street, then closed it again. "I'mafraid the |linp has

already left. The driver was schedul ed to pick up an inportant
hot el guest at the airport after he dropped us off." He pulled a
cell phone out of his pocket. "I'lIl call a taxi."

He'd just conpleted the call when Al exa swept into the foyer,
wearing a | ow cut black cocktail dress that enphasized her every
curve.

"Elliott, darlingand Josephine!" Al exa kissed Elliott on the



cheek, then bussed the air beside Josephine's. The overpowering
scent of exotic perfunme wound around her |ike a snake. "How | ovely
to see you both."

"It's wonderful to see you, too," Elliott said snmoothly. "But
I"mafraid we won't be able to stay. Josephine isn't feeling

wel |."

"Ch, you poor dear!" Alexa frowned in an unconvincing displ ay

of synpathy. "Wy don't you go into the library? You can |lie down

on the sofa and no one will disturb you."
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Elliott shook his head. "Thank you, but |I'd better take uer
hone. 1've already called a taxi."

"Well, at least conme in and greet our guest of honor."

Al exa ushered theminto the living room Josephine's heart
lurched in her chest at the sight of Cole on the far side of the
room Hi s back was to her, but it was alnost as if he felt her
presence. He turned toward her, and his gaze collided with hers.
Josephine felt as if all the air had been squeezed out of her

| ungs. Cole froze, a glass of chanpagne in his hand.

Alexa sidled up to him "Cole, darlingl'msure you renenber
Josephine and Elliott."

Col e gave a slight bow, his expression now carefully obscure.

"Of course. It's nice to see you again."

"Elliott was just saying that they're not going to be able to
stay. Josephine isn't feeling well."

"' msorry to hear that." He stiffly addressed Josephine. "Is
there sonething I can do?"

Yes. You can tell me that you 're calling off this ridicul ous
plot, that you can't live without ne, that you |ove nme and want to
be with nme al ways.

It was killing her, seeing himagain. Josephine wenched her
eyes away fromhimand turned to Alexa. "If you don't m nd,
think I'll take you up on that offer to rest in the library until

the taxi gets here.”
"OF course. It's this way." Al exa began to | ead her away.
Elliott started to follow Josephine placed a hand on his arm

"Have a drink and enjoy yourself. I'll be fine."
"Are you sure?"
n Yes. n

Elliott watched Al exa | ead her away. Cole's eyes foll owed, too.
He cleared his throat. "Too bad she's not feeling well."

"No one's nore disappointed than nme," Elliott confided. "Can
you keep a secret?"

The corner of Cole's lip lifted.

ve been known to keep one



or two."

Elliott chuckled. "I'd planned to take Josephine out in Alexa's
rose garden and propose tonight. Al of our friends are here, and
| thought it would be exciting to come back in and announce our

engagenent . "

Cole felt as if he'd been poleaxed. He forced his lips into an
upward curve. "I didn't realize things were so serious between you
two. "

Elliott grinned. "Josephine's an ol d-fashioned kind of girl.

It's either serious or it's not at all, and I"mgetting tired of
not at all, if you get ny meaning."

It was hard to forma smle when he was gritting his teeth so
tightly, but Cole did his best. "Have you two been dating | ong?"
"No, but we've known each other for years. Wen Josephi ne cane

to see nme about conducting executive etiquette classes for ny
staff, something just clicked. | hadn't seen her in quite a while,
and well, she just blew ne away." Elliott accepted a gl ass of
chanpagne froma passing waiter. "She's everything |I'd ever want
inawfe."

Cole felt as if his face would break fromthe effort of
continuing to smle. "Well, | wish you all the best," he ground
out .

VWhat he really wished was that Elliott would strangle on his

own spit. The thought of Josephine in this man's arns, bearing
this man's babi es, was enough to make himwant to castrate the
SCB.

A portly, gray-headed man wal ked up and sl apped the hotelier on
the shoulder. "Elliott! How s the hotel business?"

Col e used the interruption as an opportunity to escape.

Politely excusing hinself, he headed off to find Josephine. He
didn't know what he was going to say. He only knew he had to see
her .

Unfortunately, he was intercepted by Al exa before he nade it to
the foyer. "Col ethere you are! Wuld you |ike

to see the rest of the house?" She took his arm pressing her
breast against it. "The upstairs is particularly interesting.”
There was no m staking her nmeaning. It was the opportunity he'd
been waiting for. Yet all he could think about Was Josephine. "I’
sure it is," he hedged. "But what about Robert?"

Al exa gave a self-satisfied smle. "I sent himout for nore
liquor. He'll be gone for at |east half an hour."” She tugged on
Cole's arm "Let's not waste a mnute.”

Cole reluctantly foll owed her down a hallway to the back

stairs. This was the cul mnation of his entire schene. He couldn't

m



have planned it better. If he played his cards right, Robert m ght
actually discover himwth Al exa. But instead of thinking about
how cl ose he was to victory, all he could think about was
Josephi ne.

He couldn't stand the thought of Elliott touching her. O her
touching Elliott. O the two of themtogether.

It'snot nmy concern, he silently argued with hinself. She bl ew

me off to find soneone suitable. She nmade it clear she wanted
nothing nore to do with ne.

And yet, there had been sonething in her face tonight as she'd

| ooked at himacross the roonsonet hing that had reached out and
squeezed his heart |ike cardiac massage. For a nonent, he'd seen
her as she'd been on the boatopen, giving, accessible, |oving.
Loving. That was the word for it. Josephine was |oving. D d she

| ove hin? The thought was startling. And yet it fit with what he'd
seen in her eyes.

Trying to thrust the disturbing concept fromhis mnd,

Cole resolutely followed Al exa up the stairs, down a | ong

hall, and into a lush roomthat |ooked |like a bordello. A

arge canopi ed plantation bed draped in scarlet vel vet

M‘nat e(* "e roont An

enor nrous mahogany bureau, an

r aborately carved chest of drawers and an oversize mr

an

i riarnoire flanked the walls. A scarlet chaise |ongue

8 ed 'nto the roomfromone corner, and a freestanding

cheval mrror stood at another. Know ng Al exa, she'd probably
lined the underside of the antique canopy with a mrror.

It wouldn't even surprise himif she kept an assortnent of

chains and handcuffs in her bedside dresser. After all, she seened
to take such pleasure in know ng she was causi ng pain.

And he wasn't any better. The realization stung |ike the tai

of a whip. The only reason he was here now was to hurt Robert.

Al exa closed the door. Wth a slow, seductive smle, she
deliberately turned the |ock, then noved toward him fingering the
deep decol | etage of her dress. "Tell nme what you'd like." Her

voice was a deep purr. "I'll do anything you want."

" Anyt hi ng?"

"Anyt hing."

"All right. I want you to go downstairs and tell Robert you're
breaki ng your engagenent. | want you to tell himthat you and I

are lovers, and that you're going to be ny wife."
Alexa's armfell to her side. "You're joking."
"Not in the |east."



"Are you-are you proposing to ne?"

"1 am"
She stared at him her lips parted. "I knew you were attracted
to me, but | didn't know ..." She paused. Her eyes narrowed, then

grew bright and glassy. Her lips tilted up. She stared at him as
if he held the key to her heart's desire. "Wuld | be a princess?"
Just as he'd figured: she was enanored with the idea of being a
real live princess. But he failed to feel the sense of triunph
he'd antici pated at how easily she was falling into his trap.
"You' d be as nmuch a princess as | ama prince."

He could practically see the wheels spinning in her mnd. She
could marry himand acquire a title. If it didnt work out, she
could always get a divorce, and for the rest O her life, the
upper crust of New Oleans would still no (joubt refer to her as

t he Princess.

She probably thought she had nothing to | ose. She no doubt

figured Robert woul d al ways be available. After all, he always had
been. Al she'd have to do was crook her little finger and he'd
come running as he al ways had.

"So w Il you?" Cole pressed. Too late, he realized he wasn't
proposing in a very princely manner.

But it didn't seemto nmatter. Alexa's eyes were raptly fixed on
the crown she i magi ned hersel f wearing.

"Yes. Yes!" Alexa flew across the roomas rapidly as her high
heels would permt. Flinging herself at him she kissed him
deeply. He resisted the urge to wipe his lips with the back of his
hand when she finally cane up for air.

Her hands inpatiently pushed off his jacket, then clutched at

his back. Her nails softly raked his skin through the cotton of
his shirt. Her long, red nails suddenly struck himas bearing an
uncanny |ikeness to the bl ood-covered talons of a vulture. He'd

t hought he'd take satisfaction from having the woman who' d
rejected himas a youth want himas a nan, but instead he felt a
cold wave of revulsion. He felt as though he were in the clutches
of sone flesh-eating predator.

He eased away from her. "Perhaps we should talk to Robert

before we take things any further. The honorable thing to do would
be to end your engagenent to himfirst."

"As far as |'mconcerned, it's already ended." She stepped

closer and ran the pad of her finger lightly down the side of his
cheek. Her lips drewinto a wicked smle. "And | can't wait to
take things further. 1've wanted to get you in bed since the first
monment | net you."

He wanted to hurt Robert. That was the whol e idea. And Robert



woul d be hurt the nost by knowi ng Al exa had betrayed him That had
been the plan fromthe beginning, the whole reason he'd hired
Josephi ne.

So why couldn't he stop thinking about her now that he

was about to acconplish the goal he'd hired her to prepare him
for?

The thought made himangry. Damm it, he hadn't gone to all this
trouble to stop now By God, he'd see this thing through.

"All right, then," Cole said gruffly. 'Take off your clothes."

Al exa reached behi nd her neck. The zi pper hissed open, and

Al exa stepped out of her dress. She thrust out a hip and stood
before him wearing a black satin thong, a black garter belt,
sheer bl ack stockings and a bl ack underwire bra. Her |arge brown
ni ppl es shone through the sheer, shiny fabric |ike headlights

t hrough a f og.

She cocked her head and gave the slow, provocative smle of a
woman sure of her own beauty. "What do you think?"

"You're beautiful." And she was. Her breasts were |ush and

hi gh, her wai st narrow, her hips and thighs exquisitely shaped.
Her skin was snooth and |ightly tanned. She was as |ovely as any
of the airbrushed beauties in Hanbone's or Junior's nagazi nes.
But Cole didn't feel the slightest twi nge of desire. "Keep

goi ng," he ordered.

Al exa cocked her head saucily. "Aren't you going to undress,

t 00?"

"Not yet."

She | ooked as if she were about to protest.

"You said you'd do anything | want,"” he chided. "And what |

want is for you to take off your clothes. Now."

"Al of thenf"

"Every last stitch."

She smled that smle again. "As you wish." Mwving with

del i berate, seductive sl owness, she unfastened her bra. Her |arge
breasts bounced free of their satin slings.

They were |arge. They were lush. They were perfectly shaped.

But they weren't Josephine's, and they left himconpletely cold.
He wat ched as she unfastened the garters from her right

stocki ng, then sat on the edge of the bed and provocatively
rolled it down. She stood and unfastened the garters on her |eft
leg* tn"s |'"me turn'nE around to give hima clear view of her

t hong- exposed backside. Slowy, slowy, she unfastened the hook
and eye at the back of the |ace garter belt and let it drop to the
floor. Her bare buttocks glimrered in the |anplight. She turned
around, taking her tinme. Then, |ooking himdead in the eyes, she



peel ed off her scant panties.

She was conpl etely naked. She made a sl ow pirouette, making

sure Cole could see her fromall angles. It was an expertly
execut ed maneuver, one she'd evidently practiced in front of a
mrrorand in front of God only knew how nmany nen. She was
gorgeous, and she knew it.

He didn't feel the least stirring of desire.

She's not Josephi ne.

Al exa slunk across the room seductively swaying her hips. As
she drew closer to Cole, the walls seened to close in, squeezing
tighter and tighter until it felt as if the very air had been
pressed into a substance too thick and heavy to breat he.

Al of these years, he'd thought he wanted revenge. He'd

t hought he wanted to make the wonan who' d rejected himwant him
he' d thought he wanted to get back at the man who'd hurt him he'd
t hought he wanted to avenge Mom Sawyer's death. But he'd been

wr ong.

Al'l of these years, he'd really wanted sonmething far different.
He could suddenly see it. It was suddenly right in front of him
like a long-buried treasure that had just washed ashore.

Al of these years, what he'd really wanted was to get back

what he'd | ost when Mom had di edsonmeone who knew hi m and accept ed
hi mas he was. Soneone who believed in him Sonmeone who | oved him
Sonmeone whom he | oved in return.

Josephine. He closed his eyes, and he saw her face as it had

| ooked when their gaze collided across the |iving room

earlier that evening.

He wanted what he'd seen in her eyes. He wanted it nore than
revenge, nore than noney, nore than any danmm person or any damm
thing in the world. He wanted her.

He | oved her.

She'd said she wanted soneone suitable. Well, by damm, he was
suitablea lot nore suitable than that stiffnecked jerk who wanted
to marry her. And when he got out of here, he'd find a way to
convi nce her of that fact.

But first he had to get out of here. Alexa's hands slid down

his chest until her fingers reached the cummrerbund of his tuxedo.
Col e's hands cl anped on top of hers, stopping her.

"Before you do that, nmaybe you'd better learn a little nore

about who you're undressing."”

"I know all | need to know," she murnured, rubbing her naked
breasts against the studs of his shirt.

"I don't think you do." He held her hands by the wists. "I

don't think you're aware we knew each other years ago."



Her eyes flew wi de. "W did?"
Col e nodded. "Fourteen years ago, to be exact. Back then | was
known as Collin Sawer." Hs nouth twi sted. "You used to call ne

Trash Boy."

Alexa's |ips parted. Her eyebrows pulled together, then rose in
shock. She stared at him wld-eyed. "But... but you can't be.
You're a prince!"

Cole gave a mrthless grin. "I never clainmed to be a prince."

Her nouth fell open. Her eyes registered disbelief. "But it was
in the paper! And so many peopl e know your nane!"

Col e rel eased her hands and stepped back. "lInteresting
phenomenon, isn't it? They're no doubt renenbering ny father. He
killed four people and shot a cop twenty years ago, so he was
pretty notorious." He grinned, enjoying her horror-stricken

expression. "l seemto recall you were fas- cinated by it. For
sone strange reason, it used to turn you
On. n

Al exa backed away, attenpting to cover herself with her arns.
"Wh-what are you doi ng here?"

"l cane to get even."

The col or drained fromAl exa's face. She grabbed a pillow and
held it in front her, covering her nakedness. "It it was al
Robert's doing," she rapidly explained. "It was his idea, planting
those things in your room | didn't want to do it, but he told ne
if I didn't, you'd ruin nme."

Cole's heart stood still. Alexa had planted the things in his
roon? He carefully disguised his surprise. "lI've always wondered
how you got in and did that w thout awakening ne."

"You weren't honme. You were waiting for ne in the park.™

A cold wave of conprehension washed over him That evening
fourteen years ago had been a setup fromthe very beginning. A
this time, he'd thought MAul ey had sonehow sneaked into his room
and planted those objects after their fight. He'd al ways wondered
how McAul ey had managed to place those things under his mattress
while he slept on top of it. He'd marvel ed at what he' d thought
was MAul ey's incredible nerve.

But McAul ey had never even been in his roomuntil he showed up
with the cops. The person with the nerves of steel was Al exa.
"You' d beconme so persistent. | was afraid you' d spoi

everything." She gnawed her bottom lip, raking her lipstick off

wi th her teeth,

Spoi | . What an inadequate word to descri be what she'd done to

his [ife. "I went to jail because of your little stunt,” Cole said

coldly. "And as a result, ny foster nother died of a heart attack



three days later. She died, Alexa. Al because you didn't want
anyone to find out you'd been hanging around with the |ikes of
e "

Al exa's knuckl es turned white against the burgundy pil-|ow she
clutched in front of her. "If you try to nake trouble, I'IIl tel
everyone you're an inpostor."

"Go right ahead. You're the one who threw this enornous party

and insisted on introducing ne to all your friends. You' re the one
who' Il end up looking like a fool."

He saw her throat convul se as she swallowed. "I-1"1l tell

Robert," she warned.

Cole folded his arns over his chest, his lips curling into a
smrk. "I'd |love to know what you plan to tell him That you were
going to jilt himfor me? That we used to be | overs?"

"He'd never believe you."

"He might if | give hima few personal detailslike describing
that little nole on your backside. O nmentioning a few of the nore
colorful words you use during sex."

Al exa's eyes narrowed |ike a cornered cat's. "Wa-what are you
going to do?"

"Well, now, that's a good question. |'d planned to get you to
publicly break your engagenent to Robert and announce your
engagenent to ne, but once you agreed to it so easily, it lost al
its appeal." H s gaze raked over her still-naked body. "Just as
you have."

He noved toward the door. She ran after him "Wiit! You can't

go without telling ne. What are you going to do?"

Col e hesitated. \Wat, indeed?

The answer was suddenly as clear as lightning in a night sky.

Not hing. He'd do nothing at all. He'd I et her squirmand worry.
Let her spend her entire life waiting for the other shoe to drop.
Let her go ahead and nmarry Robert.

Whi ch woul d be the best revenge of all. Because Al exa and

Robert woul d no doubt end up inflicting nore pain on each other
over the course of a marriage than he could ever inflict on either
one.

He opened the bedroom door. "You'll just have to wait and see,
won't you?"
He strode out of the room down the hall, down the stairs

and out the front door. The hum d night air was heavy with the
scent of night jasm ne, sweet olive and honeysuckle. He inhal ed
deeply and firmly closed the door behind him It was a door he
shoul d have cl osed | ong ago. He drew another breath, this one the
breath of a free man. Chapter Twenty



Soft afternoon light filtered through the porthole in the

cook's cabin as Josephine fastened the strand of pearls around
Fanny's neck the next day. She stepped back, her hands cl asped at
her chest, and gazed at the older woman. "Ch, Fanny," she
exclainmed. "You're beautiful!"

She watched her friend smle at her reflection in the dresser
mrror. The deep cream weddi ng suit was bridelike and fem nine,
its tailored lines flattering to Fanny's figure. Her face was
softly made up, her hair swept into | oose, casual curls. But the
expression in her eyes was what transforned her fromattractive to
radi ant. She | ooked as if she were all lit up fromthe inside out.
"I'"ve never seen anyone | ook so happy," Josephi ne said.

"I"ve never felt so happy," the older woman admitted. "This is
the best day of ny life." She reached out and patted Josephine's
hand, her brown eyes warmand wistful.' | just wi sh you were
happy, too."

Josephine smled, not wanting to put a danper on her friend' s
weddi ng day. "every thing' s |ooking up. My t>usl~

ness is going well and ny noney troubles have all but

di sappeared. "

The | ook Fanny shot her clearly said she wasn't a bit fool ed.
"Are you still seeing that hotel owner?"

Josephi ne picked up the bridal bouquet fromthe dresser. "I

broke up with himlast night," she said, keeping her tone |ight.
" Oh?"

"Yes." She fussed with the long silk ribbon that trailed from

t he arrangenent of gardenias, white roses and baby's breath. "He
was getting way too serious, and I'mnot ready to nmake a

conmi tnent. "

"To him you nean."

There was no use trying to put up a pretense with Fanny. One of
the things Josephi ne | oved about the woman was her bl unt way of
cutting right to the heart of a matter. Josephi ne sighed and put
down t he bouquet. "Ch, Fanny it's bad enough that | have to see
Col e and Al exa everywhere | go and pretend that every thing' s al
right. But it's too nuch, trying to pretend | care for Elliott,
too. | tried to care for him | really did, but | just don't fee
anything. It wasn't fair to himto let himthink I did. So I told
himl thought it was best if we didn't see each other anynore."
Josephi ne stared down at the flowers and sighed. "This whole

busi ness of Cole and Alexa is killing ne. I wish | could just go
away for a few weeks until it's all over."
"Do you nean that?" Something in Fanny's voi ce nade Josephi ne

| ook up. "Cause if you do, |I've got the perfect solution.™



"You do?"
Fanny nodded. "The man who chartered this boat, Captain Paul,

is still looking for a cook to replace nme while I'mon ny
honeynmoon. Evidently towboat cooks are harder to find than
crawfi sh feathers.” Fanny regarded her warmy, "it would do you

good to get away. Besides, Cere's sonething therapeutic about
cooki n'. \Whenever

we been at nmy |owest, |'ve always found cookin' for a big

bunch of fol ks somehow nourishes nmy soul. | know I taught you
enough to handle it."

Josephine fingered her nother's bracelet on her arm It was
certainly tenpting. She was sick of networking, sick of seeing the
sanme faces everywhere she went, sick of having to sml|e when her
heart was breaki ng.

She sighed. "I'd love to, Fanny, but | can't. |I've got se\ eral
corporate etiquette sem nars schedul ed. "

"So? Reschedule them™

"Just |ike that?"

"Way not? The big conpani es who' ve hired your services have
gotten along all this tinme without any etiquette courses. Surely
they can wait a few nore weeks."

Josephi ne opened her nouth to protest, then abruptly clanped it
shut. Why not, indeed? None of her clients had seened in a hurry
for the sem nars; she was the one who'd insisted on conducting
them as soon as possi ble. Postponing thema few weeks shoul dn't
pose a problem

It was high time she started taking care of her own needs as
wel | as she'd al ways taken care of everyone el se's. Pressing her
lips into a decisive line, she nodded. "All right. If you think
Captain Paul will hire nme, I'll doit."

Fanny gave her a hearty pat on the back. "That's the spirit!

And don't you worry. He'll junp at the chance to sign you on. I’
11 introduce you to himat the reception and tell himl trained
you nysel f."

Josephi ne gl anced at her watch, then | ooked up and sm | ed.
"Before you do that, there's a little matter you need to attend to
first. There's a man upstairs chonping at the bit to make you his
wfe."

Fanny grinned. "Well, then, 1'd better not keep himwaiting."
Two hours | ater, Fanny gazed up at Henry as they twostepped
around the sawdust covered floor of the old wharfside bar they'd
rented for their wedding reception. The 1

Prince Charm ng

view out the w ndow | ooked |i ke a photo on a tourist postcard,



but Fanny had eyes only for her new husband.
Henry sm | ed down at her. "You |look too nice for words, Ms.
O Shea. "

"Ms. O Shea,"” Fanny repeated softly. "I can't tell you how
much | |ike the sound of that."
"Well, that's a good thing, 'cause you'll be hearin' it the

rest of your days."

Fanny snuggl ed happily in his arns.

"I don'" mnd tellin ya, Fanny, | dang near dropped ny teeth
when you wal ked out on that deck |ookin' like that. You' re purtier
than a dressed catfish with a side o' hush puppies.”

Fanny | aughed. "Know ng how you like catfish, that's m ghty

hi gh praise.”

"I't was neant to be."

Fanny grinned. "You | ook m ghty handsone yoursel f. \Were'd you
get that suit?"

"Col e dragged ne to one of themfancy stores and hel ped ne pick
it out."”

The nention of Cole's nane made Fanny frown. "Were is that

man, anyway? He di sappeared after the cerenony. | need to have a
word wi th himabout Josephine.™

Henry's brows pulled together. "Now, Fannywe aren't supposed to
know anyt hi ng about what he's up to. W prom sed Josephi ne,

r emenber ?"

"I"'mnot gonna nention that. |I'mjust gonna tell himhe's a
darned fool, lettin' Josephine get away."

Henry shook his head. "Ya shouldn't go neddlin' in other folks
affairs. Renmenber what happened | ast time you stuck your nose into
t heir business, thinkin' Josephine had STVD or whatever it's
cal | ed?"

"You' re the one who started that whole story."

"That don' nmake no never mnd. Wiat |'msayin' is it's not your
place to go interferin'."

"I"'mnot gonna interfere. | just intend to pass along a littie
information."” Fanny | ooked up to see Cole working his way toward
them "And here he cones now "

"Hey there, Henry." Cole tapped his first mate's shoul der.
"Sorry to cut in, but it's tine to |let the best man have a dance
with the bride."

Henry scowl ed. "What am | supposed to do in the neantinme?"

"Go dance with the maid of honor,"” Cole suggested. "Ya nean
Josephi ne? Seens to ne you're the one who should be dancin' with
her. "

Cole smled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "I tried, but she



won't even talk to ne.”
Fanny dropped her new husband's hand. "Go on, Henry. Cole and |
have a few things to discuss."”
Henry cast her a worried | ook, then wal ked away, wagging his
head.
"What's with hinP" Col e asked, taking Fanny's hand. "He thinks
"' m gonna nmeddl e. He knows | want to talk to you about Josephine.™
"Well, it just so happens | want to talk to you about the
same thing." Cole placed his hand |ightly on her wai st and

began gui ding her around the floor to the beat of "Boot
Scootin' Boogie." "Really?" Fanny cocked her head to the side.
"CGo right
ahead. "
"No. Ladies first."
"All right." Fanny drew a deep breath and said a silent prayer
that she wouldn't step on Cole's toes too badly. At |east, not any
that weren't in her path on the dance floor. "I know you're the
captain and Henry's and ny boss an' all, and in nost things |
think you're real smartbut you' re m ssing the boat when it cones
to Josephine."
"I know. "
Fanny's brows rose in surprise. "You do?"
Col e nodded grimy. "What's the story with her and that
hot el guy?"
"She broke up with himlast night."
Sonet hi ng deep in Cole's chest unwound and rel axed. H's face
pulled into the first honest grin he'd given since Josephine |eft
the boat. "Is that a fact?"
Fanny nodded. "She never gave a seagull's squawk about t hat
man." She | ooked Cole straight in the eye, her expression stern.
"In case you' ve overl ooked the obvious, I'mgoing to tell you an
i nportant fact about that gal. She's so head over heels in |ove
with you she can't see straight.”
Col e's heart pounded hard. "She seemed to think she could do
better than me when she left the boat,"” he said cautiously.
Fanny snorted. "That was all hogwash, and if you had a |ick of
sense, you'd knowit. She only told you that 'cause she didn't
want you feelin' bad about dunpin' her when you set out on this
cockanmam e plan of yours."
"She told you about that?"

Fanny | ooked sheepi sh enough to grow wool. "Ah, Captain, don't
be mad at her. | dragged it out of her. She didn't nean to tel
ne. "

Col e waved his hand inpatiently. "I don't care about that. |



just need to know. Wat exactly did she say?"

"She didn't want you to feel bad. She said she figured you

coul d handl e being" mad better than you could handle feelin' |ike
you'd hurt her. She |oves you."

"She told you that?"

Fanny shot hima reproving |ook. "She didn't have to say it for
me to know it. Any fool could see it. But yes, she told nme." The
di rectness of Fanny's gaze added to the inpact of her words. A
jolt of joy shot through Cole as if it had been injected directly
into his veins. "This get-even schenme of yours damm near broke her
heart. But that's not the only way you' ve hurt her."

He'd hurt her. Oh, damm, he hadn't neant to. Quilt tw sted

Cole's gut, adding to the nmael strom of enotions pitching around
inside him "Wat do you nean?"

"I mean if you'd been able to see her, really see her, wthout
lettin' your prejudice agai nst uptown fol ks cl oud

up your view, you' d have known she wasn't the kind of wonan

who' d judge you by anything but your heart.™

Dam. Fanny was right. A sense of shane socked himright in the
gullet. He'd | et pride and anger distort his vision. He'd been so
obsessed with the prejudice he'd endured that he hadn't realized
how prej udi ced he'd becone hinself. He'd been so focused on old
hurts and past resentnents that he hadn't been able to see that
the thing he wanted nost was being offered right before his eyes.
He gl anced around, |ooking for Josephine. He finally spotted

her through the rusty screen door that led to the pier, sitting at
a cheap green plastic table with Gaston, Hanbone, Junior and
Henry. His gaze flewto her Iike a hom ng pigeon. Dressed in a

bl ush-col ored bridesnmaid's gown with her hair swept up in a tousle
of curls and her nother's dianonds sparkling at her wist, she

| ooked |i ke she belonged in a fairy tale.

Yet she seened perfectly at ease right hereon an ol d run-down
pier at an old run-down bar, in the conpany of rowdies, her feet
propped on a chair, a beer bottle in her hand and her head thrown
back in laughter.

Cole's heart swelled with an odd m x of |ove and pride.

Josephi ne m ght have nolded himinto the |ikeness of a prince, but
by golly, he'd had just as profound an influence on her.

Who woul d have guessed that the prissy wonan who'd hit his

truck in Marchthe woman with the primlips, the uptight attitude
and the tightly bunned hairwould be sitting here in My, |ooking
i ke an angel and acting |like a deckhand?

For that matter, who woul d have thought that Henry his

har d- nosed first mate, who was never w thout his chew ng tobacco



and hadn't even | ooked at a woman in twenty-sone-odd yearswoul d
have traded in his Red Man for Big Red and woul d be getting

hi t ched?

This | ove business was amazing, all-powerful, transform ng

stuff, Cole reflected. It didn't confine itself to people who
wanted it or even knew they needed it. Like an oil spill, it
started with a drop and sprawl ed out, coating everything in sight,
spreading in a never-ending, everw dening circle.

Hel | Who was he to fight it?

"We're supposed to be dancing,” Fanny pronpted gently.

Cole realized he'd stopped in his tracks, right in the mddle

of the dance floor. He gave a wy grin and resuned noving his feet
to the nusic. "So tell me, Fannywhat can | do to win her back?"
Fanny eyed himwarily, |ike a nother bear defending her cub.
"Depends on what you want her back for."

"For forever." The noment he said it, he knewit was true. "I

want her back for forever."

"You're finished with all that nonsense wth that other woman?"
"There's no woman in ny life but Josephine.”

Fanny face nelted into a grin. "Well, then, that's nore |ike

it."

"So what do you suggest?" Col e prodded.

"It's sinple. Just tell her how you feel."

"I"'mafraid that's not so sinple. She won't talk to ne." Cole's
gaze again drifted to Josephine. He wasn't sure, but it |ooked for
all the world as if she and his deckhands were having a spitting
contest off the pier. He grinned proudly, his heart expanding
until it felt like it mght burst in his chest.

He | ooked down at Fanny. "She said we have nothing to talk

about. She told me in no uncertain terns to | eave her alone. She
said she didn't want to cause a scene at your wedding, but if I
approached her again, she would."

Fanny chortled. "She's a spunky little gal, that's for sure.”
"Anmong other things.” Cole's wy snile darkened into a troubled
from. "Honestly, Fannyl don't know what | can do, short of tying
her up and forcing her to listen to ne."

Fanny's eyes glimrered m schievously. "Maybe that's just what

you need to do."

"What ?"

"You need to get her in a situation where she has no choi ce but
to hear you out.” Fanny's lips pulled into a sly smle. "And |'ve
got the perfect idea.”

It was still dark when Josephine flipped on the light in the
cook's cabin aboard the Chienne the next norning.



Captain Paul, a garrul ous, gray-haired man who |loved to talk
about his Mardi Gras Krewe nearly as much as he loved to tal k
about his six grandchildren, set her heavy suitcase just inside
door. "Make yourself at home, Josephine. We're awfully glad to
have you aboard."

Josephine smled. "Thank you."

Capt ai n Paul rubbed his potbelly, runpling the fabric of his

pur pl e- green-and-gol d-stri ped Mardi Gras shirt. According to
Fanny, the captain wore Mardi Gras colors all year long. "W'll
cast off in a few m nutes. The deckhands have finished | ashing the
tow and are checking it over now. You get settled in and let ne
know i f you need anything. W' ve all had breakfast, so you don't
have to worry about that."

"kay. Thank you."

The captain pulled the door closed, and Josephi ne | ooked

around. She'd been in Fanny and Henry's cabin when she'd hel ped
Fanny get dressed for her weddi ng, but the changes in the decor
stood out nore promnently now that she was al one. The cabin was a
far cry fromthe gray, dingy quarters she'd occupi ed when she'd
first cone aboard the boat in March. Henry had painted the rooma
sunny yellow, and a built-in double bed now occupi ed the end of

t he room under the porthole. The bed was covered with col orful
quilts and pillows. A piece of Fanny's

needl ewor k hung on the wall, proclaimng Hone is where the

heart is.

Josephine stared at the framed handi work as she sank to the

bed. If home was where the heart was, she thought despondently,

t hen she was destined to be honel ess. She'd given her heart to a
man who had no use for it.

She turned and gazed out the porthole, studying the lights

across the river and their reflection on the nurky water. A sense
of despair as vast and endl ess as the waters of the M ssissipp
swirled over her, threatening to pull her under.

Maybe this hadn't been a good idea after all. She'd thought

that getting away from New Ol eans woul d hel p her get over Cole,
but being here on his boat only made her mss himall the nore.
She sighed and rose to her feet, unzipping the suitcase she'd

pl aced on the bed. Seeing himat Fanny and Henry's weddi ng

yest erday had been harder than she'd ever inmgined. Maybe it was
because he'd been in the setting and anong the peopl e where she'd
grown to love him She hadn't dared to talk to him she'd been
afraid she would break down and cry, and she was determ ned not to
do that in front of him

She wondered how his plan to win Al exa was progressing. From



what she'd seen the other night at the party, it was going very
wel | indeed. The woman had been eyeing himlike Junior eyed
Fanny's chocol ate cream pi es.

She wondered if Col e was happy. She wondered if bringing

closure to his past would bring himpeace.

She wondered if she woul d ever have any closure or peace

her sel f.

"Renenber the good parts,"” she rem nded herself. She'd known

when she'd entered into the affair with Cole that it couldn't

| ast, but she'd nade the decision to do it anyway. And no natter
how it hurt now, the good still outweighed the bad. He'd freed her
fromthe tight, overly

structured, self-inposed prison that had held her captive for

so many years. He'd taught her how to | augh and | ove and live. And
if the price for that was to long for himfor the rest of her

life, well, she'd just have to pay it. It was better to have | oved
and | ost than to have never |loved at all.

The room suddenly seened too confining. She'd unpack |later, she
deci ded. Fanny had said that cooking nourished the soul, and by
golly, her soul could do with sone nourishnment. She wasn't
officially in charge of a nmeal until lunch, but the crew would
probably want a fresh pot of coffee when the boat finally got
under way.

She made her way down the stairs to the galley, then stopped

short just inside the door. Good heavensthe room had been

conpl etely redecorated! Everything about it seened new and fresh.
The dark paneling had been painted a crisp white, the dining table
sported a new tabl ecloth, pictures decked the walls, and Fanny's
pots and pansthe ones she'd brought with her when she'd boarded

t he boat now hung froma netal rack above the stove. The galley
even had a fresh, new | enony scent. It was entirely different from
the kitchen and di ni ng room Josephi ne had wal ked i nto two nont hs
ago.

But then, she was different now, too, Josephine realized. She

was no longer a straitlaced, repressed, younger version of Aunt
Prudi e. She was her own woman. A woman who knew that no matter
what |ife threw her way, she could deal with it. A woman who coul d
| ook the world in the eye and not back down.

A wonman who even knew her way around a kitchen. Smiling at the

t hought, Josephine pulled a coffee filter fromthe cabinet and
retrieved the bag of chicory-laced coffee fromthe refrigerator.
She'd just finished nmeasuring out the grounds when the floor
shuddered and t hundered beneath her. Despite her m sgivings about
being here, the sane feeling of excitenient that had overtaken



her that first day raced through her again. There was sonet hi ng
thrilling about new begi nni ngs, about setting out on a new

advent ure.

A loud crackling boomed over the intercom "Cast off the

forward line," a deep voice intoned.

A shiver chased up her spine. The voice certainly sounded
famliar. But then, she reasoned, all voices probably sounded

ali ke over the rusty intercom

"Cast off the aft.”

It sure sounded |like Cole. Nostal gia, aching and intense,

washed over her. Determ ned not to | et her feelings overwhel mher,
Josephi ne finished pouring the water in the coffeemaker, placed
the pot on the burner and flipped on the machine.

"Al'l gone!" the voice announced.

The engi nes runbl ed even | ouder, and the view out the porthole
shifted. They were pulling away fromthe dock. Josephine hurried
to the wi ndow and peered out, then blinked in shock.

A gray-haired man in a purple-green-and-gol d-striped Mardi G as
shirt was striding dowmn the wharf, away fromthe boat. It | ooked
for all the world |ike Captain Paul.

But it couldn't be. He was up in the pilothouse.

Wasn't he?

Josephine hurried out the galley door to the hallway, then

tugged free the hatch to the deck. She stepped outside just as the
man turned and waved.

"Captain Paul!" she yell ed.

What was he doing on the dock? How could the boat cast off

wi thout its captain?

She stared at the gray-haired man as the boat pulled into the

m ddl e of the river, her heart pounding furiously. Perhaps she'd
m sunder st ood. Perhaps Captain Paul was nerely chartering the boat
and he'd hired soneone else to captain it. Perhaps.

But she knew in her bones that wasn't the case. Sonething was
wrongterribly wong. Wi was in charge of the boat? Wose voice
had call ed those orders over the | oudspeaker?

Sl amm ng the hatch cl osed, Josephi ne bounded up two flights of
stairs, taking themtw at a tinme. She strode to the door of the
pi | ot house and yanked it open. It was a good thing she was

gri ppi ng the doorknob with her hand, for her knees suddenly went
weak beneath her. Seated in the | eather captain's chair, his hands
on the steering sticks, was an all-too-famliar, all-too-handsone
man.

"Col e!" she gasped.

He turned and flashed her a blinding grin. "Conme right on in,



Josephine. Pardon ne if | don't stand up to greet you, but I'ma
little busy at the nonent."

Josephine's blood roared in her ears so |loudly that she

couldn't hear herself think. Her ringers clenched the doorjanb so
tightly her knuckles ached. "What are you doi ng?"

"What does it look like I'"mdoing? I'mpiloting the boat."

"I see that. | want to know why."

"Well, sugar, if | don't, the boat is likely to hit sonething,
and the Coast Guard tends to frown on that."

A vein throbbed in Josephine's tenple. "That's not what | nean,
and you know it." She stepped into the pilothouse, letting the
door cl ose behind her. "Where's Captain Paul ? This boat is
supposed to be chartered to him"

"It is. And don't you worry about him He's going to make the
profit off this little run.”

She jabbed her fists onto her hips. "So what are you doi ng

her e?"

"Well, | couldn't get you to listen to ne on | and. So when

Fanny told ne you' d signed up as cook, why, | thought I'd cone
along, too. | figured it would give us a chance to have a little
tal k."

Josephi ne's head swam "W have nothing to say to each other."
"Ch, we nost certainly do "

A feeling of panic, of being cornered, rushed through her. |

want off this boat. &

"Sorry, sweetheart. I'mafraid you' re stuck."

He couldn't do this to her. She wouldn't stand for it. "I

demand that you pull ashore and let ne get off this boat,"” she
said through gritted teeth.

"Sorry, darlin'. No can do."

Anger, hot and fierce, boiled in her blood. It was bad enough
that the man had broken her heart. She wasn't going to sit by and
let himstonp on it, too. "So help nme, if you don't let nme off
this boat, you're going to regret it."

"What are you going to do? Call the cops?"

"Good idea." Lurching forward, she grabbed the intercorn m ke
fromits cradl e above his head.

"Hey!" Col e grabbed at it, but Josephi ne junped back,

stretching the long, coiled cord out of his reach. She pressed the
button on the nout hpi ece. "Hel p! Hel p!" she yelled. The sound

bl eat ed through the | oudspeakers outside the boat |ike a surreal
echo.

"Are you crazy?" Cole demanded. He | ooked Iike he wanted to
strangle her, but the traffic on the river constrained himto his



seat. Anot her towboat was approaching, a tanker was behi nd himand
a Coast Guard cutter was pulling away froma dock just ahead.

He held out his palm "Gve nme that thing."

Hol di ng the m crophone with both hands, Josephi ne stepped
farther away. "Not until you stop this boat and let ne off."

"I can't do that."

"All right, then. You asked for it." daring at him she pushed
the button and shrieked into the mke. "Mayhem Mayhem "

Cole scowmed like a pit bull about to pounce. "Mayhenf? Wat the
hell kinda call is that?"

"Mayhem Mayheml " she yell ed again

Hi s eyes blazed with annoyance. "I think you nmean Mayday."

"Ch. Thanks." Josephi ne pressed the button and call ed agai n.
"Mayday! Mayday!"

"Are you out of your friggin' mnd?" Cole said in a hiss. "The
Coast CGuard's up ahead and they don't take kindly to fal se al arns.
You're gonna get ne arrested.”

"Good!" Spotting the Coast Guard boat, she waved her arm and
shouted into the m crophone, "Mayday! Kidnapping! Help!"

Col e slapped his forehead with the flat of his hand.

Josephi ne was pl eased to see an officer on the deck of the
cutter train a pair of binoculars in her direction. She waved
agai n. The boat turned toward them

"Are you in trouble?" bellowed the | oudspeaker on the Coast
GQuard boat as it pulled al ongside.

"Stop foblin' around, Josephine," Cole ordered. "G ve ne that
thing!"

Josephi ne shot himher nost belligerent |ook. "Mayday! Mayday!"
she yelled into the m ke.

The Coast Guard vessel drew abreast of the towboat. "Stop your
craft, Captain,"” the Coast Guard | oudspeaker ordered. "We're
com ng aboard."

"Damm it, Josephine, you've done it now" Cole pulled back the
throttle, forcing his boat to tread water against the current.

A tall, uniformed Coast CGuard officer |eaped fromthe deck of
the cutter to the deck of the Chienne, a rope in tow. A nonment
|ater, the two boats were | ashed together, and two other officers
had scranbl ed aboard. In less than a mnute, they all burst into
the pilothouse. Pete, Cole's relief pilot, was right behind them
"What's going on here?" a balding officer in a crisp white

uni f or m denmanded.

"This pirate is holding nme captive." Josephine pointed at Col e.
"I amnot!" Cole protested. "She signed on as the cook."
Josephine glared at Cole. "He's not even supposed to be on



this boat. He threw the regular captain off it and just took
over."

"He hijacked this vessel ?" the tall officer inquired

i ncredul ously.

Cole's nouth twisted in a scowml. "How the hell can I hijack ny
own damm boat ?"

The officer | ooked at himsternly. "Hold your tongue, there,
son. We're trying to get to the bottomof this."

Cole let out a low, nuttered oath. Josephine pulled herself to
her tallest posture and summoned her nost cornnmandi ng tone. "The
thing that's inportant here, officers, is that he's hol ding ne
against ny wll."

"Who's in charge of this vessel?" the tall officer asked.

"I am" Col e said.

"But he's not supposed to be," Josephine stated hotly.

Col e muttered another oath. He notioned to Pete. "This is the
relief pilot. Wiy don't you take over, Pete, while |I straighten
this out."

Pete slipped into the captain's seat as Col e eased out.

The tall est Coast Guard officer | ooked fromCole to Josephine.
"Just what the heck is going on here?"
"It's like | said,"” Josephine said. "I’

m bei ng hel d agai nst ny

wll.”

Cole glowered at her. "You are not!"

The bal ding officer glanced at the tall one. "I don't know what
this is all about, but I don't like it."

The tall one nodded. "I think we'd better take them both off

the boat until we get this settled.”

"Yeah," chimed in the shorter, stockier officer. "And give
Br eat hal yzer tests.™

"CGood idea," the first officer said.

"Way?" Col e demanded. "We haven't done anything wong!"

"A Mayday call was sent out. We're required to investigate al
calls for help,” the tall officer replied. Cole waved his hand.
"It wasn't a serious call. It was just an accident.”

"I't wasn't an accident!" Josephi ne excl ai ned.

Col e shot her a | ook that would have sil enced nbst sane peopl e.

em

"1 apol ogi ze for the unruly behavior of ny cook. | accept ful
responsibility. If there's a fine, I'll gladly pay it."

"Wait a mnute!" Josephine interjected. "You can't accept
responsibility. I'"'mthe one who sounded the alarm"”

The | ook Col e shot her was sharp enough to draw bl ood. "WI |
you just be quiet, Josephine, and let nme handl e this?"
"I nost certainly will not." She tilted up her chin and gl ared



at himdefiantly. "I happen to be quite proud of nmy actions. |

finally broke sonme rul esbroke thembig-tine. | even broke the
lam " It was a personal victory, a rite of passage, and she wasn't
going to let himtake it away fromher. "I insist on taking al

the responsibility.”

The tall officer glanced at the balding one. He pointed to his
head and drew a tiny circle in the air with his finger. They both
| ooked at Col e and Josephi ne, then exchanged a neani ngful gl ance.
"All right, you two," the taller one ordered. "W don't know

what you' ve been drinking or snoking, but a blood test should sort
it all out. Cone on."

"Where are we goi ng?" Col e asked.

"You're going to take a little ride back to headquarters with

us. Your pilot here can take the boat back to the wharf until we
get to the bottomof this."

The next thing Josephine knew, she was being escorted off the

Chi enne and onto the Coast Cuard vessel as a Coast Cuard
hel i copter buzzed overhead. The officers |ed Cole and Josephi ne
down a set of steep gray steps to a narrow room It was vacant
except for a long, built-in bench that lined the wall. The single
wi ndow at the end was covered in thin bars.

The tall officer handcuffed Josephine's hands behi nd her back,
while the balding one did the same with Col e.

The short one waved his hand at the bench. "You two cool vyour
heels in here. We're going to collect the records off your boat;
then we'll take you ashore and get this thine set tied."

The officers left the room closing the door behind them Cole
heard the lock click into place, then footsteps receding in the
di st ance.

Josephine turned and glared at him "Well, | hope you're
satisfied."

Qddl y enough, satisfied was just the right word to describe how
he felt. "As a matter of fact, this is just about perfect." Cole
grinned at her, which seened to infuriate her all the nore. "I've
finally got you in a spot where you have no choice but to sit
still and listen to ne."

Josephi ne sniffed haughtily. "If this nmakes the newspaper, it's
going to be rather hard for you to explain it all to Alexa."

"Al exa's opinion doesn't natter in the |least."

Josephi ne | ooked at him For a nonment her haughty air slipped
away, and he saw beyond the facade to the woman he | oved. Just as
rapidly, it reappeared. She tipped up her chin. "Well, an arrest
certainly won't reflect well on Prince Dumanski ."

"The prince is no nore."



Josephine froze. "Wat do you nean?"

"l realized that the worst revenge | could ever weak on Al exa
or Robert would be to let themmarry each other. Those two will
inflict nore pain on each other than | ever could.”

Josephine stared at him her eyes huge. A nyriad of enotions

pl ayed over her face, though he could tell she was struggling to
contain them "What happened?" she finally asked. "D d your plan
fall through?"

Col e shook his head. "Actually, everything went better than
expected. Alexa was ready to publicly cancel her engagenent to
Robert and announce she was going to marry nme." Josephine's neck
noved as she swal | oned. She | ooked away. "Congratul ations.”

"I said she was ready to. | didn't say she did." Cole shifted

on the bench, turning toward her. "Here's the interesting part.

When it cane right down to it, | couldn't bring nyself to touch
her."

Josephine hesitantly glanced over. He caught her eye and held
her gaze. "You see, | realized I'd fallen for another woman. A

worman who' d taught ne all about |ove and forgiveness, a worman |
just couldn't get out of ny mnd. In fact, this woman seens to
have spoiled ne for every other woman out there."

Josephine stared at him her eyes large blue pools. In their
depths, he saw all of the hurt he'd caused her, all of her fear

t hat he was about to cause her nore. He saw wariness and cauti on.
And hope.

Alunmp fornmed in his throat. He cleared it and forced a casual
tone to his voice. "Wat about you? Wiere's your hotel tycoon?"
Josephine's heart pounded |like the piston in a boat engine. "I
broke up with him"

Col e cocked an eyebrow. "Ch? | thought he was just what you
wanted in a man."

It was tine to drop the pretense. Tine to bare her heart, to
strip to her soul, to stand conpl etely naked before him "I want
sonmeone who sets his own rules instead of just follow ng everyone
el se's." Her voice was barely above a whisper. "Soneone who knows
that the best things in life don't conme on a silver spoon, who
knows that |ove and trust are the nost val uable comodities of
all." She drew a shaky breath. "I want soneone who's not afraid to
risk his heart, even though he knows it's the biggest risk of
all."

Col e | ooked at her for a long, enotion-charged nonent, a nonent
in which she swore she heard his heart beating in tine with her
own.
"1''m gane,

he murnured, his voice deep and | ow.



She was afraid to believe what she thought her heart had

heard. She forced the question fromthe depths of her soul,
knowi ng that her future, her very life hung on his answer "Gane
for what ?"

"For forever." Hi s gaze poured over her, as warm and sweet as

hot chocol ate. He |l owered hinself fromthe bench and knelt on one
knee before her, hands awkwardly | ocked behind his back. "Josie, I
want you forever. | want you in nmy bed each night, and | want to
wake up hol di ng you each norning. I want you to share ny nane and
my life. I want you to have ny babies. And when I'mold and gray,
| want to sit beside you in a rocking chair and swap nenories of
our life together. | |ove you, Josephine, and | want you to marry
me." He paused and | ooked at her, and the tenderness in his eyes
brought tears to hers.

"So what do you say?"

She couldn't say a word. Her heart was too full, her throat too
choked with enotion. She could only nod.
"Atta girl." Hs lips curved in a rakish smle

She sm | ed back, tears of joy welling in her eyes. Their hands
were | ocked behind their backs, but their gazes net and held as
surely as their arns ever had. Cole rose to his feet, then | eaned
down toward her.

Handcuffs and bars couldn't restrain Josephine's heart. It

soared high and free as their lips nmet and their souls mngled.
Josephi ne' s | ast thought before she abandoned herself to pure
sensation was that Col e had awakened her to what it neant to be
truly alive.

And then she lost herself in his kissthe kiss of true |love from
her very own Prince Charm ng.

W/ _

Lousy in bed, was she? What Dr. Charlotte Hamlton needs is a
second opi nion. Her ex-husband hurled the insult at her the nonent
their divorce was final, and the blow to the attractive doctor's
self-esteem | eft her wanting to prove himwong. Drowning her
sorrows in a margarita, she finds herself flirting with a
sandy-haired hunk at the bar. She isn't the one-nightstand type,
but suddenly they are in a hotel room where with his expert touch
and stunni ngly sexy body, he proves her anything but |ousy. But
what she wites off as a one-night stand, Sam Bl ake sees as the
begi nni ng of something wonderful. In that one night, the handsone
sportswiter is smtten. Samw ||l do anything to nmake the stubborn
doctor hiseven deny his own urges until she agrees to an

ol df ashi oned date. And he is determ ned to give her the second
opi ni on she really needsnot of sex, but of true |ove.
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Overwor ked, under appreci ated housewi fe and not her Lisa O Conner
gazes at the young driver in the red car next to her. Tory
Beechanml s manicured nails keep tine with the radio and her smle
radi ates youthful vitality. For a nmonent, Lisa inmagines swtching
pl aces with the carefree coll ege student. But when Lisa |ooks in
the rearview mrror and sees Tory's hazel eyes peering back at
her, she discovers her daydream has becone astonishing reality.
Fortune has granted Lisa every wonman's fantasy. But as the
goggl e- eyed, woul d-be young suitors line up at Lisa's door, only
one man piques her interest. But he is marriedto her, or rather,
t he wonman she used to be. And he seens intent on being faithful.
Unsure how to woo her husband, Lisa knows one thing: No matter
what el se cones of the madcap, m x-matched mayhem she will be
reuni ted body and soul with her only true | ove.
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Fortune MacDonald listens to wonen's fantasies on a daily basis
as she takes their orders for custom zed nen. In a time when the



mal e species is extinct, she is a val ued man-nmaker. So when she
awakes to find herself sharing a bed with the nost lifelike,
virile man she has ever laid eyes or hands on, she lets her gaze
inventory his assets. Fromhis long dark hair, to his knife-edged
cheekbones, to his broad shoulders, to his juttingwell, all in the
name of research, right?it doesn't take an expert any tine at al
to realize that he is the genuine article, a bona ride man. And
when Leith Canpbell takes her in his arns, she knows real passion
for the first time ... but has she found true |ove?
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Dependent only upon twentieth-century conveni ences, Tara Martin
seeks to make a name for herself as a top-notch photo-journalist.
But when a plea fromher best friend sends her off into the Snoky
Mountains to snap a sasquatch, a twisted ankle | eaves her in a
precarious positionand when she | ooks up, she sees the biggest
foot she's ever seen. Tara learns that the big foot belongs to an
even bigger manwith a col ossal heart and a body to die for. And
that man, who was raised alone in the wilds of Appalachia, wll
teach Tara that what she needs is sonething wld.
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Darius is as beautiful, as nmesmnerizing, as dangerous as a nman
can be. His dark, star-kissed eyes prom se exquisite joys, yet it
is common knowl edge he has no intention of taking a wife. Ever.
Sex and sensuality will never ensnare Darius, for he is their
master. But magi ¢ can. Know edge of his true nane will give a
nortal wonman power over the arrogant djinni, and an age-old eneny
has carefully baited the trap. Alluring yet innocent, Isis
Montgonmery will snare his attention, and the spell she's been
given will bind himto her. But who can control a force that is
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Zi p Zani ta Mast erson knows not hi ng about physics, until a
reporting job | eads her to Tyberius Evans. The rogue scientist is
six feet of piercing blue eyes, rock-hard nmuscles and maveri ck
ideaswith his own masterful equation for sizzling ecstasy and high
ener gy.
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nave enclosed $ jn paynent for the checked book(s). Once upon
atime, in the magi ¢ ki ngdom of Manhattan, there |ived a handsone
desi gner - shoe nagnate named Prince Charm ng, and a beautifu

st ockbroker naned Cinderella. And as the story goes, these two are
destined to live happily ever after, at |least according to a

rhi nest onestudded fairy godfather naned El ner Presley. _4457-9
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Steven Marshall is the kind of guy who nmakes a wonan thi nk of
satin sheets and steany nights, of wild fantasies involving hot

t ubs and whi pped creanmand then brass bands, waving fl ags, and
Fourth of July parades. All Anerican terrific, that's what he is;
tall and bronzed, with hair the color of the sun, thick-Iashed

bl ue eyes, and a killer grin slanted against a square jawa true
Gol den Man. He is even single. Unfortunately, he is also the
President of the United States. So when average citizen G nny
Baxter finds 'herself his date for a diplomatic reception, she
doesn't know if she is the |uckiest woman in the country, or the
victimof a practical joke. Either way, she is in for the ride of
her life ... and the man of her dreanms. _52295-0 $5.99 US/ $6. 99
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ROBI N VELLS

When Robin Wells sold her first novel in 1995, her famly
celebrated with dinner at a Chinese restaurant. Robin's fortune
cooki e read, "Romance noves you in a new direction."

And it certainly has! Robin has since won the prestigious

Nati onal Gol den Heart Award from Romance Witers of Anmerica and
has witten seven critically acclained novels, which have been
translated into nore than a dozen | anguages.

Rendezvous nagazine calls Robin's witing "hilariously funny,
tender and sensuous."” Romantic Tinmes nmagazine wote, "Ms. Wlls
di shes up a rousing good romance with liberally sprinkled flashes
of love and | aughter.™

Bef ore becoming a full-tinme novelist, Robin was a public
relations and advertising director in the hotel industry. She
lives just outside New Orleans with her two young daughters and
her husband, Ken. Robin |oves to hear fromreaders and can be
reached at P. O Box 303, Mandeville, LA 70470-0303.



