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To Annelise,
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CHAPTER ONE
The feeling was so unaccustomed that at first he didn’t realize what it meant. Paul Ringo George Johnson, driving north in his convertible on a fine midsummer morning, felt the breeze riffling his short dark hair. A mellow, jazzy tune wafted out of the speakers. Reaching upward, he let the splayed fingers of one hand catch the wind. Relax, the wind seemed to say, relax.
Oho, he thought with some surprise as he brought his hand back to the steering wheel. Stress was gradually easing its python-like grip on his body. Grrreat. That was what this trip was all about.
He leaned his head against the headrest, pursed his lips and began whistling along to the music. Turning up the volume, he pushed down on the accelerator. Instead of experiencing the exhilaration of a burst of speed, his sporty car slowed.
“Huh?” He brought his foot off the floor and pushed again. The engine cut out and died. “This is un-be-liev-able.”
Veering to the right, he managed to coast in to the side of the road before his car came to a complete stop. There he sat, gripping the steering wheel, his neck and shoulders already tightening. Sh-erbet, as his mother used to say. How could this be happening to him? And what could be wrong with his finely engineered imported car?
Like a cowboy reaching for his gun, Paul went for his cell phone. It wasn’t there. Cursing that he’d taken the doc’s “get away from it all” advice literally and left it at home, he made a fist and banged the steering wheel. 
Now what? Take a look at the engine. Reaching down to pop up the hood, he almost hit his head on the instrument panel. The gauges! He should check … . His gut performed a roller-coaster drop, not only unpleasant, but also ominous. For the first time in two hours, Paul sneaked a peek at the fuel level. Uh-oh. That empty sensation was correct.
His mind, trained to conjure up advertisement images, presented him with the picture of an undulating, curvy female figure in iridescent green — the gasoline goddess. He’d seen her in a recent TV ad campaign and now here she was, smirking at him, the vixen. Why hadn’t she reminded him to fill up before he left the city?
Damn his boss and her last-minute phone call. Why couldn’t she ever let up? He was supposed to be switching off, not switching on. She was to blame for his rushed start this morning.
The clock on the dashboard read 9:50 A.M. Paul grimaced. Although he’d allowed a good extra hour to reach Tobermory before the 11:30 ferry left for Manitoulin Island, it was entirely possible he’d arrive there too late. Then he’d have to hang around for four whole hours before he could catch the next one.
Not an auspicious beginning to his much-needed vacation.
After unclipping the seat belt, Paul took a deep breath in and out, and rolled his shoulders. Hang cool, buddy, as his ever-chilled dad used to say. Help would surely arrive soon. This stretch of highway was bound to be busy all the long holiday weekend.
He climbed out of the car, paced up and down, looked this way and that. Earlier, he’d hit quite a bit of traffic. Now, perversely, the straight, ribbon-like road remained as empty as the landscape. Flat, scrubby brush stretched on either side of him. A few purple wildflowers, yellowing grass and small-leafed birch trees gave little hint of the beauties of the Lake Huron shoreline, only a short ride away. He closed his eyes, trying to calm himself. But in a second his peepers sprang open again. Impatience rose like the water level in the sink with the faucets full on. Yet another sign of his seriously stressed-out state.
A week ago, he’d gone to the doctor to get a prescription for sleeping pills. Too many pressured, over-long hours working on the advertising agency’s latest account had led to restless nights. His over-stimulated brain had kept churning out ideas instead of letting him sink into a peaceful, restorative sleep.
After she’d examined him thoroughly, his doctor had removed the stethoscope from around her neck, taken a seat at her desk and looked at him severely.
“I have to tell you, Paul,” she began in a not-unsympathetic tone, “it’s a long time since I’ve seen anyone quite so close to exhaustion.”
She went on to inform him that he needed peace and tranquility. If he didn’t wind down, and quick, he was in danger of being incapacitated by a bad case of burnout, with other, more serious infirmities down the line.
“You’re an intelligent adult. I’m sure I don’t have to spell them out.”
Now Paul rested one foot on the front fender. Folded his arms. Paced to the rear of his vehicle. Not a wheel in sight. He took off his sunglasses. Checked his watch again.
This was impossible.
No way was he going to stand in the sun until he melted. Better to walk. He hauled his red emergency gas can out of the trunk. After taking only a few steps, a low rumble made him look round. Ah, a Harley Davidson. Now there was a sight to gladden the heart. Already he pictured himself riding pillion, felt the rush of acceleration. Oh yeah, a motorcycle ride would be just the ticket. Gas can in hand, he stood poised on the edge of the road, ready to flag down the approaching biker.
Sputtering and growling, the Harley slowed and swerved in toward him. Paul smiled his best smile. He started to say “hi,” but the greeting morphed into a protesting “Hey!” No sooner had the guy placed two booted feet on the ground than he lifted them back onto the foot rests again, as if the earth were on fire. With a jerk and a surge, he took off. A scatter of stones and pebbles hit Paul’s ankles. Before the rider completed his swing back out onto the blacktop, Paul noticed an astronomical motif decorating the front of his dark, sparkly helmet: Gemini, the sign of the Twins.
In astonished puzzlement he stared after the big machine, watched it swerve and take its place on the road. The focus of his vision fixed on the rider who’d left him in the lurch — black leather jacket over narrow shoulders; long, fringed chaps. Still clutching the can, Paul watched the black shape shrink smaller and smaller until he was a mere toy on the horizon.
Crap. What on earth had happened to traditional helpfulness toward travelers? Goodwill toward men? It was possible the biker was headed to the same place he was. If so, he might vent some of his frustration by letting the guy’s tires down, or … other retribution images flashed through his mind. Nah. Forget that. Although the thought of blasting the biker out was tempting, it had to be put aside. He wasn’t fool enough to bring the wrath of Hell’s Angels down on himself. Not to mention that adding-to-stress thing. Or that he might end up dead.
Nothing for it but to put the incident behind him. Start walking again. Come on, rescue, hurry up. I really don’t want to miss that ferry.
From Tobermory, he planned to catch the 11:30 ferry across to South Bay Point, sightsee on Manitoulin Island and then make for the fishing shack on the North Shore of Lake Huron. His pal, Steve, had assured him he’d get plenty of R and R there. Then he’d be fixed instead of broken. Provided, of course, he didn’t die of boredom in the meantime.
• • •
Seized by panic, the fleeing biker curled her fists around the thick handlebars. She recognized the stranded motorist. Boy, did she ever recognize him.
Unsure if the quaking that shook every inch of her was caused by the bike, the road surface, or her own emotions, Serendipity Jade Jellicoe’s hands gripped tighter. She revved the motorcycle to increase her speed. That moment when she’d registered who it was at the roadside had hit her like an electric shock. Enough to make her hair stand on end.
You shouldn’t have done that, Jade, said the shrill voice of her conscience.
Almost she could see a cartoon canary flapping around her head.
Go away Tweety, you stupid bird.
This was the worst possible way to come across a work colleague. Especially when that happened to be a guy who, no matter how much she tried to ignore him, set her heart a-flutter.
The growl of the engine grew louder. She gave herself to the power of the machine, blotting out the image of Mr. Handsome. Beneath her bum, under her thighs, the Harley throbbed its magic-carpet promise: I’ll help you escape, take you away, let you fly, set you free.
Riding like this was better than sex. At least, better than any she’d had with Howard, her one serious, long-lasting, and dull relationship, which she’d ended without regret two years ago.
Jade swallowed, still feeling guilty, even a little sick. She hated to leave without offering help, but in this case it was more important to save her own butt. But what on earth was dishy Paul R.G. Johnson, the guy with the killer dimple, doing in this section of the Bruce Peninsula? He’d never struck her as a country boy. Always city hip in trendy clothes that suited his lanky frame, his dark hair cut short, he was the epitome of city sophistication. Was that why he appealed to her so much? Nope. That buzz she felt whenever he was near wasn’t as simple as that.
Surely he wasn’t headed to Manitoulin Island and points north? Of course not. He’d be turning off at any time, making for one of the many picturesque cottages, resorts, or parks along the coasts on either side of the road. There was minimum chance she’d bump into him again. She could forget the danger of him discovering her true identity. If, by ill fortune, they did meet, she’d play dumb and innocent and trust that her alter ego, Serendipity, plus her weekend disguise, would fool him.
And if it didn’t? Then her carefully constructed, double life would collapse, and all she’d been working toward for the past ten years would be doomed.
• • •
In Tobermory, Paul followed the signs to the ferry, thanking his lucky stars for the pickup truck that had come by twenty-three minutes later and taken him into Whiarton to get gas. For a while there, he’d been certain he’d miss the ferry, but he still had twelve minutes in hand and was looking forward to zipping on board.
He turned off the road and slowed. A young woman with a parking-attendant vest covering her white tee shirt stepped forward.
“Park over there, on the right, please.” The marshal indicated behind her where three long lines of cars sat stationary in the midmorning sun.
Paul leaned an elbow over the door and looked up at her, his smile springing automatically into place.
“Right back there? Behind the red Toyota? That’s where you want me to park?”
The young woman blinked at him, as if the sun was suddenly too bright and she was a little dazzled.
“Yeah, that’s where you have to go.”
Not looking promising. The familiar tension began to squeeze, winding, winding.
“Please tell me I’ll still make the eleven-thirty ferry.”
“No chance. It’s already full.” She kept her gaze on him. “If you’re lucky you’ll maybe get on the three-thirty.”
All these parked people were already ahead of him. This wasn’t Starbucks, where he could practice his urban skills, get to the front without appearing to jump the line, then smile at the girl so she served him right away.
“Otherwise?”
“Otherwise, you should be able to catch the seven-thirty. That is, if it isn’t already fully booked. They take reservations for the evening crossing.”
While he was struggling to deal with the disturbing idea he might not get to Manitoulin until night, she leaned down to speak more confidentially.
“If you don’t get a place,” she said, “come and find me at the pub. I can offer you a bed.”
He winked at her and put the car in gear. “Thanks.”
As soon as he’d parked the convertible, he closed his eyes. Breathe, Paul, breathe. Go with the flow. Forget uptight. Live in the moment.
Nearby, a young couple were doing just that. With their van comfortably camped in the sparse shade of a large conifer, they sat on lawn chairs, chatting happily and drinking pop.
But he couldn’t do it. Simply sit there and wait? Impossible.
He pressed the button to release the convertible top and drummed his fingers on the dash until the covering was in place. A quick check told him his beloved guitar was safe. He’d wrapped it in the navy bath sheet he used as a swimming towel and stashed it carefully behind the bucket seats. A smattering of folk songs and a guitar to play them on were the only legacy he’d received from his footloose father. Ever since Woodstock, where Paul had been conceived, his dad had been in and out of his life until one day, soon after his son’s fifteenth birthday, he’d taken off and had never been seen again. His mom had gathered herself together and made a new and successful life for herself, but the teenaged boy had been hit hard by the abandonment.
Once the car was securely locked, Paul unfolded his tall frame, slid his sunglasses onto his nose, and set off to discover how many cars were ahead of him. After a few brisk strides, he paused. Stroll. You have to stroll. Remember, you’re on vacation. Continuing at a slower pace, he did his best to appreciate the sunlight glistening on the trees. He even listened for birdsong. What he felt were the rays searing his bare arms below the cut-off sleeves of his gray tee shirt. What he heard were the aggressive lyrics and relentless rhythm of a rap song.
His step speeded up.
At the head of the line, he found another marshal, this time a young man.
“Tell me, what are my chances of getting on the three-thirty ferry?”
“Not bad.” The guy twirled his small baton. “As soon as this lot’s loaded we’ll be moving you into the next car park, say in ten minutes or so. Then you’ll know.”
Paul thanked him. Doing his best to tamp down his frustration, he strode along the rows.
Twenty minutes later, he was back in his car. In sync with the other drivers ahead of him, he stuck the key in the ignition and started the engine, enjoying its purring sound and not forgetting to check the gauges. The outside temperature indicator already read eighty-six degrees. Crawling forward, the convertible joined the snail parade. Row by row, starting with the motor homes and big RVs, the vehicles drove onward, closer to the harbor. There, they’d wait to board the next ferry. In four hours’ time.
Paul paid the ferry fee at a little white booth at the entrance of the next parking lot. Another young woman instructed him how to line up.
“Second row to your left.”
Okay, this is not so bad, he thought, turning the steering wheel with an open palm and taking his place next in line. As he reached forward to switch off, he heard the low growl of an engine. Senses alert, his hand lingered on the keys.
A large motorcycle rumbled into the front of the empty row next to him, its rider black clad and rather puny. Surely not the guy who’d left him in the lurch? That bastard was probably sailing out of the harbor at this very minute. As if to add a taunting confirmation, the ferryboat gave a rude honk.
Paul climbed out and leaned against the car. Eyes narrowed, he watched the biker swing a leg over the saddle and stand up.
After fumbling with the strap and catch, off came the helmet to reveal smudgy-with-gel, short, spiky, dirty blond hair. Six, small, silver rings crept up the curve of his ear and glinted as he moved.
Something niggled at Paul. He watched more closely.
Next to be removed were the leather chaps with their long fringes. Those he’d seen before, fluttering insolently in the breeze. He did a quick check of the helmet, now hanging over the handlebars. There was the sign of the Twins. Shit, this was the son of a bitch who’d left him in the lurch.
Paul straightened, his gorge rising. So far his relaxing vacation was proving every bit as stressful as a day at work. Folding his arms to prevent swinging punches, he slumped back against the car and continued his observation of the biker’s impromptu striptease. Narrow shoulders, a concave curve to the waist, wider than expected hips … . Was it possible that what he’d taken to be a “he” was in fact a “she”?
Why not? And, more importantly, what had he done to scare her off?
Underneath the leather trousers, the biker wore a pair of tiny, tight, white denim shorts. Emerging from these, in a long stretch to her boots, were shapely, tanned legs. Shock with a side dish of appreciation reached right down to his groin — an area of his anatomy that had been increasingly depressed recently. No question of it now. His inhumane, uncaring biker was a woman! And not only was she of the feminine gender, but she reminded him strongly of someone, though for the life of him he couldn’t think who.
The chick continued her innocent strip. She drew the sleeve of the shape-disguising jacket down one arm, then pulled her other arm out. At last she shrugged the garment away from her shoulders to reveal a cropped, form-hugging tank top in tomato red, which very satisfactorily displayed a cheeky set of boobs. Man oh man. How fortunate his eyes weren’t prone to pop out of his head.
Nearly noon now. The day was heating up nicely. And so was he.
Again his mind insisted there was something familiar about this woman. Nah. He didn’t know any biker chicks. More was the pity. Some wild-child sex would probably do him more good than a wussy fishing trip. Especially as he knew zero about fishing.
He knew zilch about biker chicks, but a lot about women. At least, he used to, in the days when he was at art college, before he became so fixated on getting ahead in the world. Then he joined an agency out west, switched some time later to a fancier outfit in Toronto where he soon became swamped by overwork. His doctor’s threat had brought him up short. He didn’t want to die young, not when he was convinced there was a lot of living to do out there.
The woman turned to pack her garments away in the saddlebags. As she bent forward, Paul examined her shadowed profile, the straight nose with just a small tilt at the tip, her mouth, with its pouty lower lip. Slowly she straightened. The sunlight fell directly over her and lit her features. She lifted her head.
Then he saw her face.
His jaw dropped. If he wasn’t mistaken, the biker chick was the very remote, intimidating, and intelligent slave driver, Ms. Jade Jellicoe.
His boss.



CHAPTER TWO
No. Totally impossible. The always-immaculate, dressed for success, ever proper and correct Ms. Jellicoe, marketing director, always so concerned about bean counting at the expense of artistic creativity, would never disport herself in this fashion … . Or would she? Intrigued, Paul noted that this woman didn’t look quite the way his boss normally did. Apart from the casual clothes, the hair was more funky. Was that only because she’d messed with the style? At work she wore it longer, sleeker. Although, come to think of it, she might have had it cut yesterday, in preparation for the long summer weekend. On the other hand, maybe she had a twin sister?
Now she was pulling off her boots and shoving her feet into sneakers. Paul’s gaze traveled down her legs. He liked a trim ankle and these were almost as neat a pair as Jade’s. He was very familiar with those because he took every opportunity to admire them. But there was a difference. The golden skin of this woman’s right ankle was adorned with a tattoo depicting three stars and a crescent moon.
Okay, so most likely it wasn’t his boss — unless the tattoo was one of those temporary adornments. Besides, the whole picture didn’t sit right. Motorcycle? Tattoos? Spiky hair? Totally out of character for prim, uptight Jade Jellicoe. Paul drew in a breath, pushed out his chest, and made a decision. Somehow, somewhere between here and South Bay Harbor, he’d find out exactly who this babe was.
In fact, bearing in mind he had four full hours of sixty minutes each to while away, a little low-key confrontation might be fun. Except, right now she was exchanging words with a two young girls.
He waited until they’d moved off with a couple who he presumed were their parents, pushed himself away from the car and strode forward.
• • •
Jade cast one glance at a glowering Paul, seized her fanny pack and hightailed it for the main ferry building. The same sick panic she’d felt before sent her into a clammy sweat. Footsteps crunched ominously close behind her. She quickened her pace, pulled open the glass door, then immediately released the handle. With luck it would shut before he got to it, granting her a few seconds’ grace. A blast of heat hit her as it opened again. He was almost on her!
She had to get away!
Fortunately a haven waited just ahead. Taking a sharp turn, she shoved open the swing door of the women’s washroom and let it slam behind her.
Inside, she leaned against a pillar, breathing fast. For the second time this morning, blind instinct had taken over.
What on earth was she going to do? Pretend she wasn’t herself? Which would be kind of close to the truth.
The faint smell of chlorine engulfed her. At the sinks, she ran her hands appreciatively under the stream of cool water, then held them beneath the blasting dryer until she was afraid her skin would show signs of too-rapid aging. Not even in the interests of avoiding Paul R.G. did she want to emerge looking like a tortoise.
After that she primped, applied another layer of sunscreen to her already slathered skin and made sure her hair was spiked into neat triangles. That took a while. She leaned forward and made a kissy-kissy face at herself, wiggling her bum. A little girl came in, took one look at Jade, and giggled. She scuttled into a stall, quickly locking the door, but that did little to stifle the sounds of her mirth.
Jade was about to search out her lipstick and eyeliner when she paused. Think Serendipity, forget Jade. Spending time on her appearance was what she did on workdays. At all other times she reverted to being Serendipity, offspring of flower children and the Age of Aquarius. Jade, the modern, driven, career woman was left behind in the city.
This weekend was important, hers to enjoy, and she wasn’t going to allow the unexpected encounter with Paul R.G. to spoil it. If she didn’t manage to shake him off, she’d simply be Serendipity, not Jade, and let him deal with that however he wished.
She emerged from the washroom and spotted him lurking. He may be tall and lanky, but he was a long way from being skinny enough to hide behind a wire carousel displaying a selection of postcards and pamphlets. She watched him pick out a postcard and examine it more closely. This was her chance. Slinking as quietly as she could, she escaped out the side door.
A few yards ahead of Jade, a family of German tourists wandered toward the wharf-side restaurants. Earlier, in the line up for the ferry, the two teen-aged daughters had responded to her comment on the beautiful day with a few struggling words.
Why not attach herself to the small group?
She smiled at them. “Hi. Are you going for something to eat?”
The father and mother exchanged puzzled looks. Then the mother said politely, if somewhat cautiously, “To eat. Ja.”
“Maybe I can help you order. You know, talk to the waiter, whatever.”
Despite the German family’s surprise, she stuck with them. When they sat down on white plastic chairs on the restaurant patio, she did the same. The sick-yet-excited feeling in her gut made her rebel at the thought of food. She’d simply help the Germans with their order, get a glass of water, and keep a beady eye on Paul R.G. If he wandered off, she’d know he’d given up on pursuing her.
She caught a glimpse of him, not far away. One foot up on the guard railing, hands in pockets, he stood looking toward the hill on the other side of the harbor. The breeze plastered his tee shirt to his long torso. That familiar jolt of attraction hit her and along with it, a fantasy. Maybe he had his eyes on the bakeshop and was imagining sinking those pearly teeth of his into a pastry or a succulent slice of pizza. Jade’s mouth began to water. All these weeks of repressing her lust were having their revenge. Big time.
A catamaran with tall sails glided smoothly toward the quay. Jade’s practiced eye took in the length and estimated it to be a forty footer. All the while, she kept Paul in her peripheral vision. He was watching the crew lower the sails and maneuver into a berth. Maybe he was imagining taking off on a sailing trip. She could just see him on a yacht, cap perched jauntily on his head … .
After struggling to make conversation and maintain her welcome with the tourists in what was an increasingly heavy task, she registered Paul had finally moved on. Ignoring the grumblings of her stomach, she swallowed the last of the melted ice in her plastic glass and stood up, ready to forget all about him.
Fat chance.
No sooner had she relaxed and started to think she might get some food than she spotted him examining items in a window display as intently as any other dedicated shopper. Her eyes seemed to have a magnetic, radar-like ability to hone in on the guy. Briefly she wondered how he could find an assortment of flags so fascinating. Maybe he was looking them over like he did his office conquests. And here she was, sounding nasty. Just because he was popular with the female staff didn’t mean he was an office Lothario. Necessarily.
This was ridiculous. In a small town like Tobermory, losing him might prove impossible and no way was she going to spend the remaining three hours dodging Paul while they waited for the ferry. As Jade, she would have hung back, but Serendipity … ah yes, Serendipity could be forward.
But prudence couldn’t be completely tossed to the seagulls. There was one more precaution she could take. Inspired by Eliza Doolittle in My Fair Lady and Lady Margaret Thatcher’s successful voice training, early in her career Jade had consulted a voice coach. She’d taken lessons and learned to lower her tones in order to sound more serious, more professional. All she had to do when she spoke to Paul was revert to her God-given voice.
• • •
Thinking he’d soon be able to redesign the world’s collection of flags, Paul came to a decision. He needed something to eat, and soon. He’d gotten over his annoyance at the biker chick, but he was still keen to catch up with Ms. Elusive. Lack of willingness to help aside, she was a very appealing package.
Hands in the pockets of his shorts, he turned away from the window. A woman in a red top was walking determinedly toward him. Well, what did you know? None other than Ms. Elusive herself.
Sassy as a teenager with attitude, she stalked up, stopped in front of him, and fisted her hands on her hips. “Would you please quit following me?”
The voice clinched it for Paul. Despite the fact that the babe’s face, figure, and mannerisms were exactly the same as his boss’s, she was not Ms. Jellicoe. No, this was Jade’s double. Fine, he could live with that … . In fact, all things considered, he was rather pleased, because it meant he could hit on her. See what developed. Ever since joining the agency ten months ago, he’d kept his attraction for his boss firmly quashed. Not only were office affairs a bad idea, as he’d learned to his own detriment in his previous job, but he didn’t want to get involved with someone who was so aloof. So if he played his charming cards right, he might get to explore this prickling fascination he felt.
• • •
Braced for an attack, Jade was surprised to see Paul’s smile.
“Did you think I was the big bad wolf?” he asked. “Was that why you decided not to stop for me?”
She licked her lips. How right he was. Many a time she’d imagined cool-dude Paul gobbling her up. She sucked in a breath and remembered to use her higher, untrained tones.
“A woman has to decide which opportunities to take and which to pass up.”
“Ouch. That certainly puts me in my place.” He pulled off his dark glasses and looked down at her with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “But now we meet in any case. There’s no such thing as coincidence, they tell me.”
She lifted her chin and looked him straight in the eye. “Woo-woo stuff. I don’t buy into all that.” Bad enough that her mother did. Swallowed every flaky notion that came her way.
Paul’s gaze held hers.
“You look hot.” His raised eyebrow indicated he meant the comment as a double entendre. “Do you know, when you took off, I had to wait all of thirty minutes in the blazing sun before I was rescued? I’d say you owe me a drink — something long and cool.”
She chewed her lip, unsure whether to acquiesce or not, and thinking something long and cool was a pretty apt description of Paul. Spending time with him could prove dangerous. On the other hand, what else was she going to do for the next hundred and eighty minutes? Better to take the gamble. Live a little.
“You sure you want to consume something guaranteed to have lots of ice?”
“Meaning after you gave me the cold shoulder when I was stranded?”
Her mouth twitched. “That’s it.”
“I’ll take my chances. Who knows, I might even be able to warm you up enough … ,” his glance flicked down to her midriff and back up again, “ … to suggest we might eat something together.”
Her heartbeat accelerated, its sound almost as loud as the Harley’s motor.
“On second thought,” Paul went on, “maybe it would be wise to head straight for the nearest Dairy Queen.”
“Why?”
“So I can ply you — ”
“They don’t sell wine.”
“ — with the milk of human kindness.”
She ignored that. “I gotta admit I’m hungry.”
“Me, too.”
Side by side, they drifted along the paved path along the historic wharf’s sidewalk.
“Smells like fish and chips,” Paul commented.
“There’s a shack just a little way ahead.”
He turned his head to look at her. “Want some?”
“You bet.”
Ooops. Now she’d gone and done it. Especially as she had the scary-thrilling feeling she might get more than she’d bargained for.



CHAPTER THREE
Boxes and pop cans in hand, they found a bench in the shade, just the perfect place to sit and eat lunch and admire the view. Jade picked up a golden chip and bit off the end. Paul’s gaze followed her movements; he licked his lips and did likewise.
“You know, the fresh air and being here, far away from my usual surroundings, are having a weird effect. I don’t remember fast food ever tasting this good.”
She nodded her understanding. “I know. Gets to me every time.”
It wasn’t long before every last chip and morsel of fish had disappeared. Paul hooked an elbow over the back of the bench and took off his sunglasses.
“I’d love to know your name.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Believe me, you wouldn’t.”
And wasn’t that the truth? As far as Jade was concerned, anyhow.
Picking up the can of pop, she pursed her lips around the straw and sucked.
“Aw, come on,” he coaxed. “We’ll trade. Yours can’t be worse than mine.”
This was tempting. How many times had she wondered what his middle two initials stood for?
“Okay. How about this?” She took a last sip of her beverage and set the can aside. “Serendipity.” She emphasized the sibilant sound and let the plosives pout her mouth. What she didn’t add was that her family called her Dipity. That was far too close to dippy. She waited for his reaction, knowing from experience how her first name stopped people in their tracks.
He looked amused. “Yeah, I agree. It’s serendipitous that we met again.”
“No, you don’t understand. That’s it. My name.”
His ginger cat’s eyes opened. His mouth quirked. There was that killer dimple.
“Serendipity?”
He chuckled. She was lost.
Lifting her hands, Jade made come-on gestures with her fingers. “Give.”
He drew in an audible breath. Out came the information.
“Paul Ringo George Johnson.”
Jade gave a crow of delight. She clapped her hands. “I get it … hippie parents. Just like mine.”
“Were they ever.” He shook his head slowly.
“They’ve both passed on?”
“Not exactly, although you could say that about my dad.”
Paul explained the situation with his father and told her his mother lived out West. She got the impression of a lonely little boy. And picked up the possibility of abandonment issues.
“How about you?” he asked.
“Oh, I have both parents,” she said airily, not wanting him to pick up on any undercurrents. “That’s been the only stable thing in my life — that they’ve stuck together all these years. Otherwise, you might say they were the original anti-establishment dropouts.”
No way was she going to end up drifting vaguely through life, a lost flower child like her mother or always changing jobs like her father. Much better to be bourgeois, own a house, settle down, have regular employment, all those things she believed in.
And she was this close to achieving it all.
She gathered up the paper napkins, shoved them into the cardboard box, and rose.
Aware of Paul’s gaze on her, she dusted her hands on her shorts and set off again. It seemed he needed a few seconds to realize she’d left … . Or was he merely checking out her back end?
He soon caught up with her.
“This worried you?”
“You bet.” She tossed the garbage into a convenient trashcan. “As a child I was never in one place long enough to make any friends.”
“So you moved around a lot.” He sounded thoughtful. Sympathetic.
“Yeah. Over these last few years, things have changed, though. At least my parents have a reasonably steady income and a reliable roof over their heads.”
Which was to some extent, thanks to Jade. She helped with the mortgage and was now putting money toward a university education for her thirteen-year-old brother. Adrian was extremely bright. She was determined he shouldn’t carry the same burden of years of worsening student-loan debt as she had.
Enough about her. Paul was surprisingly easy to confide in. She hadn’t meant to tell him anything at all about her home life and background.
Time to turn the tables.
“You’ll be staying on Manitoulin?”
“No, I’m headed farther north. I’ve taken a week off to do some fishing.”
She paused to look at him. “Really? Somehow you don’t strike me as the type to take up fishing as a hobby.”
“No? What would I strike you as?”
Words popped into her head, almost as if she’d been unconsciously preparing the answer for weeks. The type who’d make a woman very happy. But that phrase couldn’t be voiced. She simply couldn’t take the chance he’d be a whistle blower.
Jade had been employed on the strict understanding she’d present a professional face to the world at all times. This was because the agency’s number one client was extremely conservative. These investment brokers, she’d been told, were so blue chip they were almost black. The agency could not survive without this account. It had been made clear to her that if she showed the slightest whiff of frivolity, she’d be let go. Up until now, this hadn’t been a problem. Very soon after she’d gone into business studies, she’d realized being Serendipity presented a handicap. So she’d gone with her second name, adopted a more staid persona, and that had worked well for her. Professionally, anyhow. Socially? Not so much. She knew that trying so hard meant sometimes she appeared overly abrupt.
“Let me think.” Taking her time about answering his question as to what he’d strike her as, she let her gaze wander over every inch of him.
Oh boy, was she in trouble. She’d long suspected there were more-than-respectable muscles hiding under Paul’s crisp shirts. Now she knew she’d been right. Truth to tell, she rather thought it a sin to cover up that hunky bod. He should be playing at lifeguard, or fitness instructor. She’d definitely hire him as a personal trainer. A few one-on-one sessions would do just fine … .
Her photographic memory of his personnel file she’d perused more often than was strictly necessary, supplied the answer to his question. She couldn’t resist the temptation to impress.
“Hmmm. The type who’d take up running … definitely. Maybe also, basketball?”
His chin lifted briefly in surprise. “Been gazing into a crystal ball lately?”
She shrugged. “I leave that to my mom. Except she gazes at the mist on the lake.”
“And you?” he asked, half-turning toward her. “Do you like — er — fishing?”
No need for him to know she was a hotshot fisherwoman.
“Me? I like to ride,” she said, referring to the Harley.
He cleared his throat, and she caught a flare of awareness in his eyes. “So, you make this trip often?”
“Once a year.”
This was pretty much the truth. Once a summer over the August holiday, she did the ferry thing. Other, shorter, summer weekends she flew up with Fred, who lived just across the lake and had his own float plane. Getting away from it all was the thing that kept her sane and able to stay on top of things in the fast-paced, killer world of corporate competition.
Sometimes, she needed to be Serendipity.
They continued on around the harbor. The tourist stores offered the usual mix — gift shops selling fancy paper napkins and scented candles, holiday clothing with local motifs decorating the fronts of tee shirts and sweaters. Paul seemed to enjoy examining the goods at an upscale place that sold interesting, handcrafted jewelry and glassware. He halted in front of the windows of an art gallery and gazed at the window display.
“You know, looking at these paintings and sculptures makes me think I could do just as well if not better.”
“You paint and sculpt?”
“I did, in the days when I was at art school.”
Jade almost added, “And now you concentrate on ad images,” but caught herself in time.
“In fact, just recently, a fabulously wealthy woman I met in those days called and offered me a commission.”
“You said yes?”
“I said no.”
“Why?”
Paul shrugged. “It would have meant changing my entire life. Plus, I’ve gotten used to having a monthly pay check.”
That she could relate to.
Time to steer away from the subject of careers.
She checked her watch, almost wishing she could slow its relentless onward tick. She’d already noticed Paul wore only his clunky gold-link bracelet. A naughty image floated into her mind of Paul chained to a bed and she bending over him, having her way with him. Whoa Jade! But Serendipity was having waaayy too much fun to listen to Jade’s spoilsport, sober voice.
Soon the hours had whisked by. She and Paul stood at the end of the wharf against the fence and watched the tall, white, ferry forge its way toward them across the deep cobalt waters of Lake Huron. It grew closer.
An announcement came over the public address system. “Ferry passengers are asked to return to their vehicles immediately.”
Paul turned away. “Guess that means us.”
Jade nodded.
“See you on board,” he added.
She didn’t reply but walked at his side until she reached the Harley. He climbed into the convertible.
A smile played around her lips as she donned her leathers, but by the time the ferry-loading process began, and she mounted the bike, the elated feeling that had her blood fizzing through her veins began to fade. In its place came a shiver of panic. She’d been enjoying herself way too much. If she and Paul spent another hour together, sooner or later she’d be bound to slip up, say something that would clue him in. And then the game would be over. With consequences too horrific to contemplate.
With a sigh of regret, she made a decision. She knew every inch of this boat, which meant she could probably dodge him during the crossing. Even if she was forced to spend all the time in the toilet, she was going to avoid the all-too-exciting company of Paul Ringo George Johnson.
• • •
Forty minutes later, safely docked, the ferry opened its shark-like jaws. Paul waited in his car, a mix of emotions rumbling inside him, foremost of which were disappointment and confusion. Why had Serendipity done a duck? He’d enjoyed their time together in Tobermory and had been anticipating more of the same. Then she’d disappeared.
He couldn’t understand it.
Ahead of him he could see the motorcycles lined up, ready to disembark first. And there among them was Ms. Elusive. He hit the horn twice. Beep beep. Serendipity looked over her shoulder and waved at him. Then with an answering beep beep, she lifted her feet up onto the footrests, revved the engine, and took off.
Once again, she’d left him in the dust.
• • •
That night, Jade dreamed of princesses and knights, specifically one Paul R.G. Johnson, dragon-slayer. Gurgling sounds called her from a faraway, sleepy place. No, that wasn’t the hiss of a dragon, but the coffee machine on the boil.
She rolled out of bed, pulled on her swimsuit, and made her way along the passage of her parents’ converted mobile home. Her mother stood in the narrow kitchen, pouring ginger tea into a glass mug. After many summers of tanning, Marigold’s skin was just about the same color and texture as Weetabix.
“Morning, Marigold,” Jade began. Her mother had never wanted to be called Mom.
Marigold took one look at Jade’s frown and reached into the cupboard for another mug. The front of the shelf was empty, as most of the mugs were in the dishwasher waiting to be washed. From the far reaches she pulled out an old one — her commemorative souvenir of the Beatles’ visit to Toronto.
She poured coffee into the mug while Jade considered the Fab Four. As if she needed reminding.
“Down by the lake?” her mother asked.
Jade knew she didn’t expect an answer. That was where they breakfasted whenever the weather was fine, taking the time to ease gently into the day with a swim and some casual chat.
Marigold placed both beverages on a tray with the sugar bowl and added a plate containing two whole wheat, cranberry muffins. These were her specialty. Every week she baked dozens to sell.
On the way out Jade snagged a towel from the bathroom, then followed her mother down the steep concrete steps to the small paved area at the edge of the water. Birch and pine trees glistened in the morning sunlight, forming a leafy canopy over the picnic table. The lake itself lay quiet and still, the surface mirror-like. There was just the slightest swampy smell in the air.
The women settled into waiting lawn chairs. For a while they kept silent, sipping their hot drinks and watching a cormorant fly low over the lake.
Jade swallowed a mouthful of coffee and read the message on her mug with a baleful eye. Not true. Love was not enough. A person also needed a means of livelihood and shelter in order to survive. Pity her mother hadn’t given her a glass cup like the one she was drinking from. Except, looking at the color of Marigold’s ginger tea reminded Jade of Paul’s bedroom eyes. She bit her lip. This morning she didn’t need or want reminding of him.
Marigold set down her empty mug and reached into the pocket of her loose, crinkly cotton dress.
“So tell me, what’s troubling you, Dipity? Didn’t you sleep well last night? Was it too hot? Were you worrying about work? Or was it the full moon?”
Jade gave a small shake of her head. That was modern life for you, overburdened with choices.
“Could have been the moon. I don’t know. It was more … I had this vivid dream and can’t shake it off.”
“Really?” Her mom took a paper, sprinkled on tobacco and rolled herself a cigarette. She moistened the edge as if licking a stamp and pressed it down to form a wobbly, uneven cylinder.
Jade explained about meeting Paul.
“I recognized him as soon as I slowed. There’s no mistaking him. He’s about six feet tall, with dark hair, a longish face, strong chin and a dimple.”
“Sounds to me like you’ve got an eye for the guy.”
Jade ignored the remark. “I felt bad about leaving him stranded, but what could I do? I never imagined we’d both be stuck in Tobermory, waiting for the ferry, and meet up there. Then, in my dreams, I was all involved with him.”
Marigold turned her head, regarding Jade through locks of her brown hair. She wore it long, with bright ribbons braided into random strands. Jade sometimes thought, with a kind of amused affection, that if it weren’t for the fact that all things Boho were in style again, she’d look like a throwback to the era of her youth.
“So he’s very significant to you?”
She widened her eyes at her mom. “He works with me. Of course he is.”
“Tell me, have you ever thought perhaps you’ve known him before?”
Jade pretended to misunderstand. “No. We met when he joined the agency almost a year ago.”
She’d never thought of Paul as being at all spooky, but he’d sure haunted her dreams last night. This morning she was really very disgruntled and annoyed with the man.
“You know what this means, don’t you?” Marigold could be tenacious.
“Doesn’t mean a thing. Or if it does, it’s telling me I made a poor choice of pizza toppings last night.”
Her mother brushed that off. “Trust me, it does. You and this Paul must have a strong karmic connection.”
Jade drank her last mouthful of coffee and tucked the empty mug under her chair, where she wouldn’t have to look at it. “You know I don’t believe in reincarnation.”
Marigold lifted her chin. She said, “So working with him, passing him on the road, bumping into him because he’s catching the same ferry as you — this is just random, totally arbitrary?” She turned her head away and spat out a loose bit of tobacco. “No. You have to be connected to him on a deeper, unconscious level. Perhaps you lived, loved, and fought in a previous life, and now you’ve got something more to achieve or work through together.” She struck a match and held it to the end of the cigarette. After taking a draw, she blew a long stream of smoke skywards. “To me this is the only explanation that makes sense.”
Jade didn’t want to hear it. “Marigold, it was a chance meeting.”
“Okay. But if there is something significant about your relationship, you can expect to meet up with him again soon.”
“I’m telling you, Paul and I, we have no relationship.” Jade jumped to her feet, ready to go for a swim. Cool water would wash away the residue of her dreams. “And it had better stay that way.”
In the distance, carried over and magnified by the water, came the rippling laugh of a loon.
Her mom gave a small smile. “We’ll see, Dipity. We’ll see.”



CHAPTER FOUR
The small, square clapboard building didn’t look any too prepossessing to Paul. However, Steve had assured him Hunter’s Fishing and Bait was the best place to get whatever he might need in that line.
Steve had said he could borrow a rod or two. But he’d emphasized fresh bait was essential. If he was really going to try this fishing thing, Paul needed worms to lure the fish, a license to haul ’em out, plus a boat to waft him over the water.
The bell dinged as he walked into the cool gloom. The rough, white-painted interior was sparse. Taking a quick scan, he decided the store could benefit from a more modern display design. An oblong ice cream freezer took up one corner, and next to it stood a small wicker table and two chairs. A couple of standing wire carousels, plenty of rough, wooden, open shelving, and that was it.
Behind the counter sat a man, bearded, balding, and with graying, wispy hair hanging low on his neck. He was reading a fishing magazine, which he put aside. Unfolding himself from the chair, he stood up and greeted Paul.
“Sorry. Coffee shop’s closed. Muffins all sold out.”
Obviously the guy didn’t think he looked like a fisherman any more than Serendipity had. Then and there, he decided to change that. Get some fisherman gear. Pity she’d disappeared, though. For some reason her erratic behavior intrigued him. Not to mention her looks. He would have liked to find out exactly where she was going, maybe get her phone number.
“Are you the owner? Hunter?” he asked.
“No. I’d say, more like the gatherer these days.”
Okay. Paul got it. Hunters and gatherers like in the old, old days.
“I’m Frank,” the guy continued.
What would he be frank about? Paul wondered idly, going with the riff.
“Let me know if you need any help,” Frank added.
Paul liked to browse, but it was a long time since he’d indulged the inclination. Soon he was examining small cardboard boxes, open to display their contents, and systematically perusing every inch of shelving.
Almost imperceptibly, he slid into the spirit of things, began to slow down. Who’d have thought fishing would offer such great retail therapy possibilities — books, waders, trout rods, colorful, delicate flies, sinkers, lures, floats, hooks, reels? This was almost as much fun as shopping the Lee Valley catalogue. He couldn’t say why the stuff appealed to him so, he just knew it did. And hadn’t he promised to indulge himself this weekend? He wouldn’t go so far as to buy a boat, though. Maybe he could hire one from Frank. He went across to ask.
The store assistant bent over, leaning his skinny forearms on the counter.
“Sorry, we don’t rent out boats.”
This was a blow. Paul had imagined himself out on the lake, cap tilted low over his eyes, drifting around islands, stopping in this little cove or that sheltered bay.
“Is there no way I can get out on the water today? Even two or three hours would be better than none.”
“Hmm. Tell you what.” Frank raised up on one arm, tapping his fingers on the wooden counter. “How about hiring my son? For fifty dollars, Adrian would take you out in our boat for a couple of hours. Show you a few good fishing spots.”
Paul brightened. “Great.”
“It would have to be here on Lake Lauzon.”
“That’s fine. No problem. It’s a deal … . Can I talk to him and make the arrangements?”
“He’s not around just now. Doesn’t have a cell phone. Why not simply meet up at the public slipway, over near the resort, say at six-thirty this evening?”
That sounded perfect. “Will do.”
• • •
Down at the lake, the midday sun poured out summer heat like melted gold from a crucible. Jade prepared pita breads and various spreads and fillings for the family lunch, carried it all down on a large tray, and set the food on the wooden picnic table. Earlier, she’d brought down plastic glasses, a pitcher of cold cranberry juice, and a couple of beers for her father.
Adrian stormed down the steps and flopped his gangly body into a canvas chair. He vented his exasperation in a manner that always reminded Jade of a horse. He harrumphed.
“Dad’s just come in and you know what he’s done? Like, he’s completely messed up my plans for tonight.”
“He has?” She looked her young brother over affectionately.
“He told this dorky city guy I’ll take him out fishing and I’m already going to babysit Pam’s grandsons. Does he think I can split myself in half?”
“Don’t fret.” Marigold sounded unperturbed. “We’ll work something out. Pam’s the kind of neighbor who’s open to suggestions.”
“Like what for instance?” Adrian got up and slouched over to the food.
Marigold narrowed her eyes, looking at the lake as if its waters contained the secrets of the universe. At last she spoke.
“Like maybe Dipity can do it instead.”
“Babysit those terrors?” Jade didn’t need any help reverting to her natural squeak. “No chance. Remember last time?” She plucked at her head. “Thanks to those boys I got my first three gray hairs.”
“Well then, what about you going on the lake instead of Adrian?” Mother turned her gaze on daughter. “You told me you’d like to throw a line in the water.”
“With some stupid guy who doesn’t even know how to cast? No way.”
Adrian settled himself at the picnic table and poured himself a drink. “I’m not going to let Pam down. She promised to rent new games.”
“And I’m not going to be coerced into taking some stranger fishing.”
To show she really meant it, Jade stood up, walked onto the dock and did a neat, shallow dive into the lake. She swam back and forth, enjoying the silky feel of the water sliding along her skin, the sensation of separation from the land. Once she’d cooled off, she got out, wrapped a towel around her, and took her place at the lunch table. Her father had arrived in the meantime and was doing justice to the food. Sometimes Jade wondered how he kept so skinny when he ate so much.
“I appreciate the meal, Dipity, thanks.”
“No problem, Dad.”
Adrian eyed the table, helped himself to another pita, and spent some time and care in stuffing it to the gills. He took a bite, chewed, and swallowed. Then he looked accusingly at his father.
“The problem’s with the arrangement you made without consulting anyone.”
Marigold waved her glass of cranberry juice. “We’ll work something out.”
Swimming had calmed Jade, as it always did. Something about the rhythmic stroking and breathing soothed and restored.
Adrian held his pita between knobby fingers and looked anxiously at her.
“So what do you say, Dipity?”
Reconciled to the idea she’d have to help out, she said, “All right, I suppose.” She bit into her pita, started to lower it, and froze. An awful suspicion stole over her.
“Dad, this guy … did he tell you his name?”
“Of course. Anyhow, he put his purchases on his credit card.”
“So — what is it?”
“VISA, I think. What difference does that make? He’ll probably give you cash. The guy looked good for a lot more than fifty dollars.”
“No, I meant his name.”
“Oh. That. Something really ordinary and everyday. Peter … no. Bill. John … er, Johnson.”
Jade closed her eyes.
“I don’t believe this.” She opened her eyes wide. “His name is Paul Johnson, isn’t it?”
Her father looked surprised. “Quite right. Did you see it in the book?”
“No, I heard it ringing in my head.”
Her mom coughed out a chortle. “And pounding through your heart, no doubt.”
Jade clutched her wet hair in a gesture of exasperation. “I can’t possibly do this.”
“Why ever not?” Frank looked puzzled. “You just said you would.”
“Because … because … ” She stood up, ready to take another dive into the lake or maybe charge up the steps. That would equate to her daily stint on the Stairmaster. But maybe a good long swim would give Dad and Adrian time to work out another solution. Something, anything, else would do.
Marigold’s cigarette-scratchy voice stopped her in her tracks.
“No escaping your karma. Go with him now, or compensate with interest next time around.”
Her dad’s voice was softer, more persuasive. “Come on, Dipity. You can’t simply leave this guy in the lurch.”
Her mind supplied another word: again.
Poised at the water’s edge, she stared down at the pebbled bottom. A few tiny, silvery minnows darted about as if imitating her frantic thoughts. Her father’s words echoed in her ears and made her recall the sight of Paul standing abandoned on the side of the road; his almost hurt expression when he’d beeped at her before they disembarked from the ferry. No, she couldn’t do that to him a third time. Telling herself Serendipity could manage a trip on the lake with Paul as long as she banished Jade, she cleared her throat and said the fateful word.
“Okay.”
• • •
Jade spent some time that afternoon checking over her fishing gear. Once she was satisfied that her reels, lines, hooks, and lures were in order, she carried her rod and fishing box down to the dock and stashed them in the old tub of a boat. Then she went back up to the house to collect an ice blue, fleecy sweater in case it got cold on the water, a flashlight, a towel, a bottle of pop, a packet of muffins, and another of trail mix.
Fresh air always made her hungry.
While occupied with these practical tasks, she was aware of an edgy, nervous excitement humming through her — a low, constant vibration, like a guitar string being plucked over and over again.
She was going to be with Paul.
Another risk, and greater than before. But she’d committed herself. Hopefully she’d do nothing to betray her other identity and put her career in jeopardy. All her years of study, the money and effort she’d put into getting her MBA, learning to fit into the corporate world, had finally started to pay off. If she were perceived as even slightly flakey, all her hard-fought-for credibility would crumble. Not to mention the wider effect on the agency. So there was only one way to handle this. She had to banish Jade completely. Let Serendipity take over. And trust she could pull it off.
Adrian had filled the gas can for her and put the container in the boat. Everything was ready and she was all set. Now to get over there and show Paul R.G. a thing or two about how to catch fish.
• • •
Across the lake, Paul stood to one side of the slipway, eagerly awaiting his ride and his initiation into the rites of fishing. He’d spent sixty-five minutes that afternoon practicing casting and was now ready to launch into the next exciting step — baiting the hook and letting the line hang in the water. Wow, he was really getting into this new sport. He’d even bought a disposable waterproof camera, to record his first catch, as well as a new special watch.
Right on time, almost down to the second, he heard the engine of a boat approaching from the direction of the slowly sinking, westerly sun. He held up a hand to cut out the glare. Sure enough, a red-painted tub was headed his way.
This young guy must have as much of a thing for punctuality as his boss. No, don’t go there, Johnson, he told himself. The idea is to forget about work. If you have to think about Jade Jellicoe, rather think about her delectable but enigmatic double — Serendipity.
No difficulty there.
The boat drew closer. The figure sitting at the stern grew clearer, although with the sun behind him, he was still in silhouette. Funny shape for a teenaged boy — a slim waist, rounded hips. Somehow the form seemed familiar … . Unless, could it be? His well-trained memory for images kicked in.
It seemed far, far too good to be true, but it was her.
Serendipity.
• • •
Jade approached the dock, her hands sweaty, her pulse putt-putting along with the low horsepower engine. There he stood, holding up a clutch of fishing rods as if he were Neptune and they formed his trident. Khaki-green waterproof waders covered him up to his thighs, and he wore a cargo jacket, a genuine one, with bulging pockets, even though the heat of the day hadn’t yet faded. Something shifted inside her. This was the first time she’d ever seen Paul look ridiculous. Her heart turned to marshmallow — a soft, squishy, pink one.
“Well, well, well, what a serendipitous surprise,” he greeted her, the devastating dimple much in evidence.
She tossed her head and managed a carefree smile. “Hallo, Paul.”
“Twice in twenty-four hours! This is starting to feel like that chameleon thing.”
A sinking feeling he may have sussed her out made the boat wobble. Almost she could hear her mother saying, “See what a guilty conscience does for you?”
“What do you mean? Have I changed color and now match the water or something?”
He considered her. “Your tee shirt’s not far off.”
His gaze rested appreciatively on the tight turquoise garment. “I’m thinking of that thing Boy George used to sing about when I was a teenager.”
That was a no brainer.
“Karma,” Jade said, grabbing on to the side and easing the boat closer. She jumped off onto the dock, holding the rope to make sure the boat didn’t drift away.
Paul came closer, squishing stiffly in his waders.
“So you have another name,” he said.
Busy twisting the rope around the metal cleat, Jade froze. Her whole body went cold, when seconds ago, it had been warm.
“I do?” Her squeak hit the upper registers.
“According to Frank, you’re Adrian.”
Oh the relief! Even to her own ears, her laugh sounded false. She kept her head down and finished securing the boat.
Paul added, “I thought he was referring to his son.”
“He was.” Standing again, she lifted her chin.
He looked her over. As if the breeze had turned to flame, she felt heat brush over her body.
“I see you couldn’t quite achieve a shape shift.”
She said casually, “Adrian’s my kid brother. And actually, it was the babysitting shift that caused the swap around.”
Paul took a step toward her. “That was a lucky break for me.”
Oh boy. Something new lit up inside her and started blinking Danger. She’d better find a fire extinguisher, and quickly.
Nothing like a little gentle ridicule to lower the sexual temperature. Lips twitching, eyebrows raised, she said, “I see you’re totally kitted out.”
He glanced down at himself. “Guess I went overboard, huh?”
“Not yet.” She indicated he should get into the boat. “I’ll pass your gear to you.” Still clutching the rods, he took a large, awkward step and landed on the floorboards. The little craft tipped wildly. “Though it looks like you’re keeping a dive into the lake as an option.”
Paul regained his balance and sat down. “What if I misbehave?”
“Then you’ll find out, won’t you?”
Clearly, he was not used to being around boats. He sat there looking clueless, but stood up again when Jade began passing his gear to him. Once his fancy fishing box, the bait, the camera, and everything else were safely stowed, she prepared to set out again. Meanwhile, Paul stood teetering in the middle of the boat, clearly at a loss.
Jade bent to undo the rope. She nodded toward the front of the craft.
“Bow,” she said.
Paul’s eyebrows shot up. Then, instead of stepping over the thwart and moving to sit up front, he slowly, formally, bent forward from the waist.
“Paul? What are you doing?”
He straightened with a jerk, which set the boat rocking again.
“You tell me. You’re the skipper. I’m just obeying orders.”
“What orders?”
“You said I should bow.”
She stared at him for a few seconds then began to laugh. “You dummy! I meant, sit in the front of the boat.”
“Oh. Okay.” He sounded relieved. “That’s cool. I thought this was some kind of secret, pre-fishing ritual, like I had to make a gesture to the spirit of the lake before I robbed her of the fish.”
Jade jumped in and started the motor, hoping it would drown out the sound of her merriment. She didn’t want the male ego to take too much of a knock.
The boat forged onward at a slow but steady pace. In a way she was glad her family wasn’t wealthy enough to own one of the newer, fancier craft with an overly powerful engine, or even two. This speed suited her just fine. She gazed out over the glistening water, taking in the surrounding beauty of the lake and its forested shoreline, the sweep of rosy clouds in the sky. Her spirits swelled with a kind of transcendental joy. How she missed all this when she was in the city.
In front of her, Paul sat still except for turning his head occasionally to look at one side and then the other. They chugged through the narrows between two small islands and headed for a sheltered spot where a rocky cliff dropped sheer into the water. There the lake was deep and still. It was a place where Jade usually managed to haul out a good pike or two.
She killed the engine and let down the anchor.
“This’ll do it.”
“Great,” Paul said, his voice hushed, almost awed. “I’m beginning to get what this is all about.”
He spoke as if he shared and understood all her feelings for the lake. She backed away from that idea.
“Oh yeah? And you haven’t even baited your hook yet.”
Was that a little shudder he gave?
“No, but I did check the contents of the bait tub earlier.”
She saw his throat bob as he swallowed. Could it be this hunky grown man, whom she could swear was positively pumping with testosterone, was just a tad squeamish? Biting her lower lip to keep herself from grinning, she watched him pick up the small, plastic container, and pry off the lid.
“Guess I’d better get to it, then.” After another minute of staring at squirming worms, he braced his shoulders, reached for his rod, and picked up the hook. Dark brows drew together, almost meeting above his Roman nose as he concentrated on the task.
She watched his fumbling for a bit. Unable to stop herself, she got up and stepped toward the middle of the boat.
“Let me show you. Move over here.” She patted the plank. “Sit next to me, so I can help.”
The smile grew slowly but ended up so stunning that she blinked.
“Great. Sure. Thanks, Serendipity.”
Already busy with the bait, she replied. “You’re welcome. But do make it Dipity.”
“Dippity-do? Like the hair gel my mom used to use? Sounds funny.”
“No cheap cracks, or we’ll revert to the full five syllables.”
Soon they were sitting peacefully in the soft twilight, rods at the ready, watching their floats bobbing, each on one side of the boat.
Paul lifted his wrist. “See this neat fishing watch I bought from your dad?” He fiddled with the winder. “I’m setting it to see how long it takes me to hook my first big one.”
Jade didn’t like to disillusion him, but she had to add a word of caution. “Don’t expect anything to happen any time soon. It can take hours before you even get a nibble.”
The air was still warm, but Jade was aware of a tingling chill on her skin. As always when she was out on the water, she began to reconnect with the blessings of nature, renewing her spirit. Somehow, this evening, the fact that Paul was here with her colored her surroundings with a special glaze. Being with him didn’t feel quite real. If she leaned sideways, would she truly feel him sitting beside her? And if she turned her head, would her eyes meet his?
She gave a little shiver. About to look over her shoulder, she heard an urgent whisper.
“Hey! Look! Something’s happening.”
So he really was there. How amazing.
She looked around. Sure enough, Paul’s float trembled and dipped. “You don’t have to whisper, Paul. I doubt the fish can hear you.”
Although who knew what they picked up. Loud disturbances weren’t good.
“Who says?” he asked in the same low, excited tone. “Can’t be too careful. I don’t want to chase away any interest.”
She sincerely doubted he was in any danger of that. Big mistake to have him sit next to her. Being on the water usually brought her the chance to shed all her cares. Tonight Paul’s nearness caused a tension, set her senses on high alert.
“Something’s definitely nibbling,” he repeated.
And wasn’t that the truth?
“Be patient,” she advised.
“A bite! I got a bite!” Paul yelped. He yanked up the rod and began winding frantically. Sparkling and wriggling, a good-sized pike came shooting up out of the water.
“Wow, man, I don’t believe this. Just look at this fish.” Hanging on to the arching rod, Paul checked his watch. “How about that? Seven minutes, start to finish. Not bad, huh?”
He looked so thrilled that Jade couldn’t find it in her heart to be the dog in the manger about his unexpected and early success.
“Time for a photo, I’d say. Could you do that for me?” he asked.
Her throat went dry at the thought of all she could do for him. She nodded and picked up the camera. Once she’d taken a couple of shots, she showed him how to cut the line and take out the hook. Soon the silvery fish lay at the bottom of the boat.
“Next time you can do all that yourself,” she stated.
“Guess I should run with my luck and try again,” Paul reached into the plastic box to find a new hook. He pricked his finger.
“Ouch.”
“Is it bad?” She craned her neck to look, being very careful not to come into contact with his shoulder. But she could feel his heat, smell his scent.
“No. Just a scratch.” He dipped his hand in the water, then wiped it on his thigh.
“Lucky it’s a new hook,” Jade said, feeling a little dizzy, “or I’d have to take you for a tetanus shot.”
Paul squared his shoulders and opened the container of worms.
“Are you in business, Dipity?”
“Me?” she squeaked. “Do I look like the type to be in business?”
“Hard to say. Not really. So what do you do to keep the wolf from the door?”
Quite the question, that.
“What makes you think I want to?”
Paul sent her a wicked wink and waited for her reply. Desperately she cast about in her mind for something innocuous. Anything, really.
At last she said, “Er, I’m a dispatcher.”
“Okay. So what do you dispatch? Fire engines?”
“No. It’s like … for a courier company, you know?”
That wasn’t too far-fetched. While she’d been studying at university, Jade had worked part-time and vacations for such an organization.
He looked a little puzzled. “You find your job satisfying?”
“Sure.” She gave a small shrug. “Not too demanding. It means, the rest of the time, I can do my own thing.”
Here she was, sounding like her mother.
Paul looked unconvinced.
“Hey,” she said. “I think I got a bite.”
Saved by a nibble. She began reeling in. Her hook dangled, shiny and bare, with nary a sign of the bait.
An hour later, six fish lay in the bottom of the boat, all of them hooked and landed by Paul. His eyes glittered and Jade could feel the delight radiating from him. Very enticing. It made her want to lean forward and plant a kiss on that firm, shapely mouth of his. But it also raised her competitive spirit. This wasn’t the way things were meant to turn out. She was the one who was supposed to be hauling in the fish, not Paul.
Determined to score at least once, she baited her hook again. This time, a big one had better bite and not merely take her bait, then swim off messaging, “Thanks for the in-lake catering, Jade.”
She was so focused on the float that she didn’t notice the rapid build-up of heavy gray clouds in the westerly sky. A wind sprang up, at first just riffling the surface of the water, but soon it began to blow harder. She shivered.
A few spots of rain fell.
Paul had been facing east. She saw him move and noticed he was looking over his shoulder.
“Seems we could be in for a storm.”
Jade’s head jerked up to look at the sky.
“You’re right. And it looks like it could be a big one.” Immediately she began reeling in, turning the cog as fast as she could. “We need to head back straightaway. Don’t want to get caught out on the water if there’s going to be lightning.”
Paul followed her example. Quickly they stowed the rods. Jade started the engine, cursing herself for her preoccupation and changing her mind about the desirability of having a bigger engine on the boat. They’d be lucky if they made it back before the storm broke.
The rain fell harder. One hand on the tiller, Jade shrugged herself into her fleece. Paul, damn him, was well protected in the waders and that ridiculous huntin’ and fishin’ jacket of his. Except it didn’t seem so ridiculous now. The meanie. And the cheek of the man, catching all those fish! Then there was the effect he had on her. Instead of diminishing, that was ramping up as fast as the gathering storm. She should get rid of him asap. With this in mind, she set course for the resort jetty.
A flash of lightning lit the gray, growling sky as they forged through the wind and the rain.
“We need to get off the water as soon as possible,” she called against the wind. “Instead of dropping you off, I’ll have to head for the closest point.”
That was home. Jade’s home. Thank goodness Marigold and Dad were out at a barbecue. As long as Adrian didn’t return any time soon, there’d be no one to comment on her throwback voice.
“Fine with me,” Paul said. “I really appreciate all the help. Six nice-sized fish! Pretty good for a start, wouldn’t you say?”
“Beginner’s luck,” she muttered, shooting a glance at his catch as she turned in toward their dock.
“Hey.” His mouth twitched and the dimple appeared. “You’re pouting! Maybe that bow wasn’t such a stupid idea, huh? Might have been appreciated by the spirit of the lake.”
She didn’t even think to challenge that airy-fairy notion. “Who knows?”
And maybe Jade had pissed off the spirit of the lake by laughing at Paul. Whatever, the fish hadn’t taken her bait, and she was left with nothing to show for their time on the water but wet clothing, a disgruntled attitude, and a growing fixation with this man she really should be avoiding. He’d surprised her this evening, not only because of all the fish he’d caught, but also because of the new insights she’d gleaned into his personality.
Two bedraggled figures struggled up the steep concrete steps. Once inside the house, Jade grabbed a couple of swimming towels from the hooks by the downstairs door and handed one to Paul.
“Thanks.” He removed his jacket, then the leggings. “I’m not too wet. Glad I bought all this gear from your father.”
Stripping off her dripping ice-blue fleece, she managed to suppress a snort.
“I’d like to tell him how much I appreciate all the advice,” Paul added.
Did he realize they were alone in the house? She hoped not. Or did she hope yes?
“I’ll pass it on for you. Meanwhile, I need to get out of these wet clothes. Take a quick shower.”
A gleam appeared in his eyes.
“I sure wish I could help.”
Her breath caught.
“I can manage on my own. I’m a grown girl.”
His eyes lowered to where the thin, wet fabric of her old, cotton tee shirt clearly revealed her breasts. And no doubt, puckered nipples.
“I can see that.”
Again, her breath did a funny little hitch. Maybe being inside with Paul would prove more dangerous than the storm. She waved frantically in the direction of the narrow staircase.
“Go upstairs. Make yourself at home — watch TV, grab a beer from the fridge on your way. I won’t be long.”
He hesitated.
“You know, I could turn on the shower for you. I’m an expert at getting the temperature just right.”
She was pretty steamy right now. The way her body was humming and heating reminded her of how very long it was since she’d been with a man. And here was Paul R.G., appealing and sexy and offering to turn her on. Man oh man.



CHAPTER FIVE
Warm water sluiced over Jade. Her fertile imagination had Paul in the shower with her. Soapy, slippery hands traced the same paths his eyes had taken earlier. They could make love tonight … . Her body reacted to the thought with a shudder. To her regret, common sense took over. All she needed was young Adrian to walk in and find them enjoying each other. No way. The best thing, the wisest, would be to get rid of Paul as quickly as possible. The snag to that plan was that the only “get rid of” methods of transportation available to her were the boat and the bike. At the very least, she and he were stuck here together until the rain stopped and the storm passed.
The storm outside, that was. Who knew when her body would ever grow calm again?
She switched off the water.
Freshly clad in jeans and her new, black tee shirt, Jade made her way down the passage. Voices came from the living room. Paul must have taken up her suggestion about watching TV. Her pace quickened with anticipation. She stepped into the oblong space. There he was, lazing on the recliner and lending a whole new aspect to the brown-and-orange décor of the living room. Around him, the ceiling, the chair backs, and the tabletops were adorned with many results of Marigold’s macramé and crochet projects, which Jade had never cared for. But Paul? He was an accessory she more than approved of.
Sprawled lengthwise on the couch nearby, chatting happily with him, was her kid brother.
Like a pierced balloon shriveling to a pathetic, wrinkled heap, all the fizzle went out of her. In its place came panic. How was she going to get Paul out of here without saying a word? If Adrian heard her revert to her old voice, he was sure to say something. And that could lead to questions. She definitely couldn’t afford questions.
She forced herself to calm her emotions. Outside, the storm had abated. The rain had subsided to a mere whisper on the roof, a sibilance on the windowpanes. Any minute now, it would stop. She and Paul would climb on her bike and roar off into the night. Then she could dump him, say good-bye and that would be that. But first she had to get him out of the house.
Deciding to play it cool, she propped her shoulders against the door frame and lifted a hand in her brother’s direction to say “hi.”
Adrian was in the midst of a hair-raising account of his evening’s babysitting stint. “And then the little shit — ” He broke off, lifted his head in acknowledgement. “Uh, hi. Hi Dee.”
Paul looked from one to the other, his expression puzzled. “Heidi? I thought your name was Serendipity.”
Adrian chortled and wiggled his feet that hung over the arm of the couch. “It is. Though she does have another n — .”
Quick as a squirrel, Jade bounded across the room and slapped a hand across her brother’s mouth. Pretending to be giving him a friendly sibling greeting, she rubbed his face, pinched his cheeks, then rearranged his hair.
“Hey, sis, give me a break.” He jerked his head away, grabbed her wrists, and grinned up at her. “If you carry on like this I’ll change my mind about being glad you didn’t get fried out on the lake.”
She nodded a mute response before transferring her attention to the other male in the room. Smiling at Paul, she jerked her head to indicate they should go.
He looked confused. Lifting the can, he took a swig of beer.
Silence pressed thick on her ears. She opened her mouth to say something and closed it again.
Quiet. Now there was no sound to be heard. No thunder. No rain. The storm was over. Time to bring this situation to an end and take Paul back to his car. Then she’d be rid of the man and be able to forget about the whole ridiculous evening — forget about the fact that he’d bested her in the fishing stakes and had somehow set her to remembering she was a woman with a woman’s needs.
But how to convey to a man who’d only just started on a can of beer that he should abandon his refreshment and leave? That had to rate as one of the hardest tasks in the entire world.
She cast a quick glance around the room. On the fitted bookcase she spied inspiration. A red clown’s nose, bought at the last charity event she’d attended. She snatched it off the shelf and plunked it on her schnoz. Then she took a wild leap into the center of the room and began hamming it up.
Bending her knees in a kind of plié and using exaggerated gestures, she pointed first at herself, then at Paul. She indicated the door.
The two males stared at her in astonishment. Paul didn’t twitch, let alone move.
What more could she do? Again she pointed, this time at him and then at herself. Then she made circling movements with her arms and legs, trying to convey bicycling.
“What’s with you, Dipity?” Adrian asked. “Why are you playing charades when last time I suggested it you said you hated that game?”
She turned to her brother, opened her eyes wide, and rolled her shoulders in a large shrug. Folding her hands, she put them next to her cheek, inclined her head, and closed her eyes.
“You want me to go to sleep?” he asked. She gave an exaggerated nod. “No way. If I go now I’ll have nightmares about those terrors I’ve been minding.”
Jade tried another ploy. Doing her best imitation of the Pink Panther, she crept toward the door, her hands mirroring the prowling movements of her feet, her chin jutting forward with each step. Halfway across the room she paused, looked at Paul and sent him a slow wink.
Lazy eyes regarded her out of lowered lashes.
She had a strong suspicion the man was playing dense and amusing himself at her expense. Either that, or the beer tasted of ambrosia. In any case, she might as well go all out. The recliner mechanism creaked. Paul had kicked back, clearly ready to relax and enjoy the show. Exactly what she didn’t want.
At the doorway, she turned and made slow, beckoning movements with her finger.
His eyebrows rose, but every other inch of his lean, lanky self stayed right where he was. She waited, still hoping he’d move. At last he did. He lifted the can of beer. When it was halfway to his lips, he paused and glanced toward Adrian as if to say “us guys had better stick together here.”
Adrian stared at Jade, then looked up at the ceiling.
“Code white,” he muttered, obviously deciding his sister had gone loopy.
Jade gave up and collapsed onto a nearby easy chair. She removed the nose. Now what?
Adrian grinned at her. “You didn’t tell me you’d been taking clowning classes in the city. It’s cool. I approve. Don’t stop now.”
She shook her head.
Paul, his expression enigmatic, drank some more beer.
A little force might do the trick. Jade jumped up again and moved to stand in front of him. Reaching down, she grabbed his hand. He looked surprised but not displeased. His mouth quirked, allowing her a fleeting glimpse of The Dimple. In the next second, he got into the spirit of things and curled his fingers around hers. His hand felt warm and strong and made her whole arm tingle.
Stunned at the sensation, she stood still. What had Adrian said about being electrocuted?
At last Jade remembered her intention. To get Paul out of there. She tugged. He didn’t move. She jerked her head toward the door again and tugged harder.
“What’s the problem?” he asked with a grin. “Is this your chair? You want to sit here? Fine by me.”
But instead of standing up, Paul did a bit of tugging himself. In a second, Jade lost her balance and landed in his lap.
She let out a squeak. Adrian wrinkled his nose.
“If you guy’s are gonna get romantic, I’m outta here.”
Great. This would solve her problem. From her somewhat undignified position on Paul’s knee, she nodded at her brother and gave him a broad smile of encouragement.
Heaving a sigh of resignation, Adrian hauled himself to a sitting position and rose to his feet.
“See you later,” he said, and dragged himself out the door.
Jade knew she should get up immediately, that they should leave. But it felt so good, so warm and sexy sitting on Paul’s lap that it took her a little while and a lot of effort to shore up her resolution.
“I have to take you back,” she said softly, her mouth close to his ear. “How about a ride on my hog?”
She felt him go rigid with surprise. At eye level, his Adam’s apple bobbed.
“I wouldn’t refuse,” he answered in a throaty voice, his arms cradling her.
His body against hers felt like nothing she’d ever experienced. And he smelled wonderful. A little like nutmeg, her favorite spice, enhanced by a hint of spearmint. Nice. Much too nice. How was she ever going to persuade herself to put an end to this?
Her annoying and intrusive conscience intervened and delivered the answer. Just remember, you’re deceiving the poor guy.
That gave her the impetus she needed. She pushed at his shoulders.
“Storm’s over,” she said. “And the Harley’s waiting. Let’s go.” Somehow or other, she managed to scramble to her feet.
He muttered something as he stood. She thought it sounded like “spoilsport.”
At the door, she paused.
“I need to let Adrian know we’re leaving.”
She went down the passage toward her brother’s room. Paul followed, staying close enough to be in earshot. Jade slowed, hoping he’d back off. Paul hovered.
The low sound of a boom beat throbbed through Adrian’s closed door. She knocked loudly.
“Yeah.”
She opened it and peered in.
“I’m taking Paul back now.”
Adrian was sprawled in his desk chair, idly playing a game on his computer. He looked up. “Pardon?”
She spoke louder, but made her voice high in case Paul could hear.
In response, Adrian scrunched up his nose. “Whassup with you tonight, sis? You sound like a chipmunk. Did the rain shrink your vocal chords or what?”
Jade cast a nervous glance over her shoulder. With relief she saw Paul had turned away and was heading back toward the front door, out of earshot. Her first bit of luck in hours.
• • •
Jade switched off the bike. Paul’s hard, warm body pressed tight up against her back, making her wish he’d keep it there. Surely he’d soon release his hold on her waist? Or would he make a move on her?
With a sense of disappointment, she felt the pressure ease as he lifted his hands away. Then his warmth was gone from behind her, leaving her body bereft. A pity. But probably just as well. Determined to behave herself, she kept her own hands firmly fixed on the handlebars.
He was silent as he stood next to the bike, removing his helmet, then holding it out to her. She stowed it away. When she looked up again, Paul was right there, up close. Before she could blink, he bent down and planted a gentle kiss on her mouth. One second, two seconds, their lips clung. Tingles rippled through her, little flashes of lightning, even though the electric storm was long gone.
He stood back.
Breathless, Jade stared at him. “What was that for?”
Even in the darkness, she could see his expression. He looked innocently at her, but the dimple peeked. “For the fish, of course.”
She shrugged, assuming nonchalance. “That was your doing, not mine.”
“Thanks anyhow.” He pushed a hand into his pocket and withdrew his keys. Knowing she should restart the bike and leave, but reluctant to make the final break, she watched him take a few steps toward his car.
“Same time tomorrow?” Paul turned back.
“Excuse me?”
“We’re going out fishing again, aren’t we?”
This had to end right here. “I don’t think so.”
He leaned against the car and folded his arms. “A contract is a contract, honey.”
Honey? She wasn’t his honey, but for a second she thought how sweet it might be if she were. She straightened her shoulders and gripped the bars, letting her legs swing from the knees.
“What are you talking about? You wanted to go fishing on the lake and that’s what we did.”
“Yeah. But the arrangement was for two hours. According to my special sports timepiece, we were only out for an hour and a half … . I’d say you owe me thirty minutes.”
Thirty minutes. All kinds of things could be done in thirty minutes. Delicious things, naughty things, romantic things.
Jade sat there, staring at him.
“You still have all my fishing gear, remember.”
“True. Plus all those fish.”
His eyes glinted as he waited for her reply. These still waters were running ever deeper, ever more dangerous. More and more she was tempted to throw caution to the northwesterly wind and just plunge in.
“Serendipity?”
She blinked at him.
“Whaddaya say?”
Settling her feet in place, she started the bike. As soon as she heard the motor, magic happened. Serendipity took over from Jade.
“See you tomorrow, Paul.”
He grinned, made a confirming, thumbs-up gesture and opened his car door.
Now she’d really gone and done it.
• • •
The night was hot and muggy after the rain. Paul sat on the stoop outside the simple log cabin and gazed across the small sickle of beach to the dark waters beyond. The north shore of Lake Huron definitely had its own special appeal. He felt good here. His limbs were quite content to be still. More than that, they felt heavy, relaxed.
Ten minutes later, he lay flat, covered to the waist by a light cotton sheet. As he drifted off to sleep, images from the day gone by played in his mind. He saw again Serendipity’s antics in the living room of her family home. He chuckled. It was great to meet a woman with a sense of fun and spontaneity. How he could have thought, even for one second, that she might be his uptight boss, he couldn’t imagine.
• • •
Foolish, foolish, foolish. The refrain pounded through Jade’s head as, hot and sticky, she tossed and turned in her bed. It should have been a simple fishing trip, easy to handle, no problem. But she’d let herself be drawn into something that felt like so much more and could present plenty of problematic repercussions at work and in her life.
She should never have agreed to take Paul on the lake.
Oh lordy, how she’d love to take Paul on the lake.
Back and forth went her emotions. She was mortified that he had caught all the fish and annoyed with herself for having agreed to go again tomorrow. Partly that had to do with her competitive spirit. But agreeing had hardly been wise. Every time they were together she enmeshed herself further into this deceit.
On the other hand, he intrigued her to the point where she longed to know him better. So his appeal had grown. Not to mention her attraction to him. And now he simply refused to be banished from her mind.
There he was, out on the lake, the last rays of sunlight caressing his firmly muscled body; he was here in her home, relaxing with a beer and regarding her with teasing, amused eyes; he was pressed up close against her on the Harley. She could feel him, smell him, want him. Oh yes.
She sat up in bed, still wide awake, hours after midnight.
“Oh, for goodness’ sake.” Punching the pillow, she muttered to herself. “I have to chase him off. Get him out of my brain.”
She had no clue how to accomplish either of those, especially as the thought of seeing him again tomorrow sent a trickling thrill of anticipation through her. But her game was dangerous. Sooner or later she was bound to betray herself.
Or would she?
About to punch the pillow again, she paused. She released her fist and smoothed the cover instead.
So far things had worked out okay. Apart from a couple of small slipups, keeping up “the voice” had proved surprisingly easy. And a woman had to have some human contact, didn’t she?
Human contact, male human contact, bodily contact with Paul, that’s what she yearned for during all that long, hot night.
But when Jade woke at dawn, she knew. This could only lead to disaster. Somehow or other she had to let Paul know she wouldn’t be meeting him tonight. If he insisted on another half hour, Adrian would have to go.
With that settled, she turned on her side and fell into a heavy, dreamless sleep.
Two hours later she forced her eyes open. She’d promised to go into the store and help her dad with some paperwork. And she had to get a message to Paul. Uh-oh. This presented a difficulty. She had no idea where he was staying. Well, she’d just have to lean on Adrian and get him to take Romeo on the lake that evening.
She stretched to reach the radio on the bedside table and turned it on. The weather forecast predicted more sunshine and more heat. Jade wasn’t sure how much more heat a woman’s body could stand. What a pity she had to deny herself the opportunity to find out.
• • •
“I really appreciate you coming in to help with this,” Frank said later that morning. He and Jade sat side by side in the small backroom of the store.
She looked up from the invoices she was sorting and keying into the accounting program. “That’s okay.” She put another slip of paper on the “‘done” pile. “But I thought Kip Hunter did all this side of the business.”
“Yeah. He used to. These days he doesn’t seem to have the same interest in the store.”
“How old is he now?”
Frank stroked his beard. “Hard to tell. Going on seventy-six, I think.”
“Maybe he’s feeling it’s getting time to retire.”
“That’s my guess, too. Any day now I expect him to say he’s selling. Then I’ll be out of a job.”
Jade’s fingers paused. She looked at her father. “This is worrying you?”
Frank shrugged, his expression rueful. “Yup. Not much I can do about it, though.” He stood up, and went to fetch another folder.
Meanwhile, Jade stared gloomily at the screen saver — an aquarium scene. Various tropical fish disported themselves, drifting from left to right. If Paul were here they’d probably jump right out of the computer and hit him on that Roman nose of his.
“How did the fishing expedition go?” her dad asked.
It was Jade’s turn to look rueful. “Epic fail.”
“Why? Didn’t you catch anything?”
“No, I didn’t.” She rested her elbows on the small table that served as a desk and leaned forward, stretching her back. “But Paul did. Six good-sized ones: two pickerel, a couple of smallmouth bass, and a salmon.”
“Sounds like success to me. What was the problem?”
Marigold came into the little backroom in time to hear his question. This morning she wore slim denims and a peacock-blue, short, cotton smock. In her hands, she carried a small tin tray. On it was a mug of coffee and a plate containing two of her freshly baked muffins. She placed these next to Jade.
“You didn’t get caught in the storm did you?” she asked.
“Yup.” Jade put the computer on sleep, ready to take a break.
“Dipity, I thought you were smarter than that.” Frank shook his head. “In any case, you should have been safely off the water by then. The guy only paid for two hours.”
“So?”
He straightened and looked at Jade as if the answer was obvious.
“So his time was up.” Then he dropped the firecracker. “You went out at seven. Storm only blew up after nine.”



CHAPTER SIX
She stared at her father. “You’re kidding, right?”
“I kid you not. When I heard the first rumbles of thunder I thought of you and checked my watch.”
Unaware of the sparking effect of his words, Frank wandered back to the front of the store.
“The scheming cheat,” Jade exclaimed.
“Who? The dream lover?” Marigold grabbed a wooden chair and set it opposite Jade at the desk, clearly ready to hear more.
“Hmm,” Jade replied, not denying that was who she meant. “The guy’s a menace to my peace of mind.”
“Another bad night?”
“Yeah.” Jade sighed. “It was the heat.”
“More dreams about Paul?” her mom asked.
“Not really.” She reached for her coffee. “I feel like I’m on a teeter-totter. It’s weird.”
“What’s the problem now?”
Jade explained about the arrangement for that evening.
“You know I never wear my watch when I’m up here. I didn’t think about the time,” Jade muttered. “But Paul lost no opportunity to check the ridiculous watch he bought from Dad. He knew everything down to the last second.”
“Like?”
“Like how long it took him to haul out the fish. First fish” — she marked them off on her fingers — “seven minutes. Second, three minutes. Third, four minutes.”
Marigold began to laugh. “What an insult, catching them so quickly when they were totally ignoring you.”
Jade shrugged. “You see? He knew perfectly well he’d had the promised two hours.”
“Dipity dear, you should be flattered. Clearly he likes your company or he wouldn’t have bothered to lie.”
“You think so?” There was something rather gratifying about that. A guy who’d manipulate time to be with her.
Her mom nodded. “Must be he feels the connection drawing you together as strongly as you do.”
“Too bad. Because I’m cutting it today.”
A sip of coffee burned her mouth, as if chastising her for her words.
Marigold inclined her head and twirled a strand of hair. “And you’ll do this how?”
“By not seeing him tonight.” The temptation was great, but she had to stand firm.
“You’re saying this time you really are going to leave him waiting on the shore?”
“No. Adrian can go. Take a message across to let him know I’m not coming.” Jade broke off a piece of muffin. Before she put it in her mouth she said, “By the way, where is Adrian?” She turned her head and looked around the tiny room as if expecting one of the white walls to turn into a movie screen and reveal his whereabouts. “I haven’t seen him so far today.”
“Don’t you know? He’s gone canoeing on Killarney with his pal Noah for the rest of this week.”
Jade groaned.
“He said to tell you good-bye.” Marigold added, “Said you were sleeping so peacefully when he came to your room he decided not to disturb you.” She turned her sunny smile on her daughter. “So you see how the angels conspire. You and this Paul will be together again.”
Jade finished her mouthful of muffin before speaking, not wanting to spray her mother with crumbs in her vehemence. “No, we won’t. Whatever happens, I am not crossing the lake to see him tonight.”
Marigold stood up. With a nonchalant air she rearranged the sleeves of her smock and tossed her hair back. “Whatever you say, dear.”
• • •
After a full morning and half the afternoon spent staring at the computer, Jade was more than ready to escape outside and enjoy what remained of the day and evening. She had quite decided to ignore her rendezvous with Paul. That would finally banish him from her mind.
She rode the bike back to the house and walked down the steps to the entrance. Behind her, the screen door screeched shut.
“Dipity?” her mother called.
Jade stowed her helmet and pulled off her boots.
“Yes, it’s me.”
“This fishing jacket and waders down here … do they belong to who I think they do?”
Oooooops. She’d forgotten all about Paul’s fancy outfit. Not to mention the fish that were taking up a fair amount of space in her mother’s second refrigerator. There was simply no getting away from the guy. She’d have to take them to him. Then she’d explain he’d already had his two hours and give him the kiss-off.
Oooh, but she’d love to indulge in a kiss-off, a proper one, get a good sample of how Paul tasted. She leaned against the wall, closed her eyes, and remembered the marvelous sensation of his lips against hers, how her every sense had responded to his nearness. If that was the effect a simple, chaste kiss had on her, she’d probably revert to Victorian times and swoon if he took her mouth in a full-on smooch.
She opened her eyes, breathed deeply, and told her overenthusiastic hormones to calm down. So far, her efforts to get Paul out of her brain had proved pathetic. Seeing him tonight was bound to reinforce the compelling fascination that sang through her. She’d better come up with something creative or the likelihood was that Paul would continue haunting her. Maybe she should picture him walking around in flippers wearing googlie glasses, the kind with built-in eyeballs. She grinned. Yeah, that might do the trick.
• • •
Waking slowly that morning, Paul grunted and wondered why he’d left the light on. Back in the city, in the half of a divided house he shared with Steve, he slept in pitch dark, having had special blinds made for his bedroom windows to block out the glare of the streetlights. Now when he opened his eyes, he saw no artificial halogen lamp illuminating his world. Instead, shining daylight flooded in through the undraped window.
He fumbled for his watch. Almost ten o’clock. Fine. Rest was partly what he’d come for. No need to leap out of bed, jump in the shower, and throw on some clothes.
What an extraordinary, wonderful thought.
Looking out the window, his gaze rested appreciatively on green leaves and slim, silver birch branches. He listened to the sound of a jay calling and thought about life. Last night he’d really cracked the fishing code. And the company had been exceptional, too. That Serendipity really was something — funny and appealing, not to mention sexy.
His creativity began playing with her name. Se: He’d like to see her naked, those perky breasts revealed. Ren: He’d like to render her speechless with desire for him. Dip: He’d like to dip into her, slowly, faster, gently, harder. Pity: It was that she wasn’t here right this minute.
Wonder of wonders, he was beginning to feel like a normal, healthy male again. Better still, his body was beginning to behave like one. This was a good sign, an excellent sign. Yay.
He stretched mightily. What was also excellent was that, with a bit of luck, he might be able to do something about his recovered sex drive that very evening. The thought of being together with Serendipity filled him with energy. He couldn’t remember when last he’d been so intrigued by a woman or looked forward to an evening so much.
Taking a deep breath in, he sat up. Coffee would go down well. Unfortunately, all caffeine was forbidden by his doctor. Determined to stick to the rules, Paul went to the kitchen and chose a herb-tea bag. After brewing himself a cup of Bright and Cheerful Lemon, he went to sit outside, eager to feel in touch with nature again. Already the day was hot. Come evening, conditions should be perfect for another fishing foray. How fortunate that he’d noticed Serendipity’s lack of a watch last night, and that he’d had the inspiration to pretend she owed him half an hour. She’d never know it wasn’t true.
Used to listening to his intuition, he’d sensed she might not have accepted if he’d asked her for a date. All along she’d blown strangely hot and cold toward him. Yet gut instinct told him they could be good together. This evening he was going to do his best to turn their coming sortie into a night of delight.
He leaned over and set down his empty mug, glad his thoughts of Serendipity had obscured the horrified, desperate messages from his taste buds. They’d quiet down soon enough. Inside and out, there were preparations to be made. But first, he was going to take advantage of the cool water, which glistened invitingly from across the strip of beach. He got up, strolled down to the shore, and plunged into the lake.
• • •
Once again Jade crossed the bay in the boat. As predicted, the evening was perfect. Above, the sky glowed a luminous blue. Deliberately she looked about her, keeping her gaze on the trees, the swimmers, the cottages, trying not to allow her eyes their desire to search out a certain figure on the opposite shore. But when she found herself heading for the public beach instead of the resort, she resigned herself to the inevitable and set her sights on Paul.
There he stood, waiting for her.
The impact brought a small shock. Unfortunately for her resolve, he was not wearing googlie glasses with extra eyeballs, nor ridiculous gear, but only an ordinary tee shirt without sleeves and shorts that stretched midway down well-muscled, dark hair-dusted thighs. She had to look twice, just to make sure he was real and not another dream Paul. How did he do that? Just stand there and look so virile, so handsome, so sexy, so male? A small shiver ran down her spine. He might indeed have been a modern Neptune, although he wasn’t holding fishing rods. This evening, hanging from one hand, he carried a guitar.
Just in time to avoid ramming the shore and catapulting herself to the ground in front of his feet, Jade remembered to slow the engine. Paul set down his guitar and stepped forward to meet her as she drew closer to the dock. He grabbed the boat and helped pull it alongside. Jade passed him a rope and watched him wind the end around the cleat and knot it to secure the small craft. So he was a quick study. Good for him.
He straightened and his eyes glinted teasingly.
“Hi Dee.”
“None of that, Mr. Smart Mouth.” She couldn’t help smiling at him. He was just so wonderful to see. And she couldn’t help wondering how he’d kiss.
Drawing her resolve together, she reminded herself she wasn’t staying. Definitely not. She turned away to lift the cooler containing his fish, passed it to him, and then gathered up the bundle of clothing.
Paul took both loads from her, put them down, and held out a hand to assist her to shore. Without a thought she accepted the unspoken invitation and put her hand in his.
On the dock, she said, “I brought your gear and the fish but — ”
She didn’t get a chance to say, “I’m not staying.” Strong arms pulled her forward. A hard, long body pressed against hers. Paul’s hand curved around the back of her head, the other around her waist, holding her close. Before she could mutter another word, his mouth was on hers.
Wonder of wonders, her wish to experience a full-on kiss was granted. Opening her lips, she met his tongue with hers. A hot, melting sensation shot right to her core. She reached up, clutched at his shoulders, and let her desire for him rip.
This was fresh, like nothing she’d ever experienced. He tasted sweet and spicy all at the same time, tender and ardent. She angled her head and explored some more, ignoring the little bell that tinkled at the back of her mind, trying to remind her this was not part of her game plan.
Weak, breathless, and burning, she drew away, reluctantly pulling herself out of that place of delectation, the place where her senses took precedence. She must not, could not, get in too deep. There was something she’d been about to say to him, but what was it? How to get the world to stop spinning and return to its normal balance?
The kiss had wafted away all thoughts of caution. Like little bubbles blown from a plastic stick, they floated up into the ether and popped, leaving no evidence they’d ever existed.
His arms fell to her waist. She heard him catch a breath.
She swallowed, then said, “No worms this evening?”
Paul stared at her as if she were talking Ojibway.
She made a flip movement with her hand. “And what about a rod?”
Paul had a rod. No doubt about it. His eyebrows went up and his grip tightened. He was about to kiss her again. But just then the carefree, treble of children’s voices intruded, reminding Jade the dock at the resort was a public place and one where many of the locals knew her well.
He released his hold on her, stepped back, and bent down to pick up his guitar.
“Maybe you’re planning to use music to charm the fish right out of the water,” she said, tweaking her hair where he’d squashed it, trying not to reveal how much he’d affected her.
He grinned, dimple peeking. “You got it. Except it’s not the fish I’m planning to charm.”
Uh-oh. Her heart gave a whoosh like a goose landing on the water.
“The thing is,” he went on, “it’s such a gorgeous evening, I thought we should make the most of being out on the water, appreciate every moment rather than being distracted by all that other business.”
“What other business?”
His eyes glinted wickedly. “Of having to bait my hook all the time, reel in the fish, take the hooks out of their mouths and so on. Besides, I’ve enough to keep me fed for a few days.”
“Yeah. Adrian did you a big favor and gutted them for you.”
“Oh?” Dark eyebrows rose. “Was that necessary?”
“If you want to eat them it is. Of course, we could have just thrown them back into the lake.”
“No way. I’m going to celebrate my initiation by grilling them on the barbecue. Let’s do that together, later, okay?”
Now what to do? Let him stew in his own deception and tell him to get lost? Or tune into her own instincts and go with him?
Paul stretched out a hand and stroked down her arm. He toyed with her fingers, ginger-tea eyes gazing into hers. “Will you take me for a twilight ride, even though I don’t feel like fishing this evening?”
Jade stared up at him. How could she deny him when he coaxed so temptingly? How could she deny herself?
Lust was doing a good job of blinding her to possible consequences. Her earlier resolution might have been a large gull, rapidly disappearing into the sunset. Spending time with Paul sounded so much more tempting than returning home to be alone. Her parents had gone off to play poker, which meant she’d be left to her own devices, which could mean she’d mope around, mooning over Paul. A bad idea, especially when she had a chance for a real experience instead of an imagined one. It would be silly to say no, she told herself, firmly shushing the gasping, disbelieving tweet of her conscience.
“Sure.” Her voice came out in a croak.
“Good.” He picked up the cooler. “I’ll put my stuff in the car for the time being.”
Jade grabbed an armful of fishing gear and followed him to the convertible. “If we’re not going to fish you won’t need all this.”
She threw the jacket and waders into the trunk. Paul added the cooler filled with fish and pushed down the lid. It snapped shut with a decisive click.
In the boat, Paul sprawled back in the bow, arms folded so his shoulder and arm muscles bulged. Sexy devil. Behind his dark glasses, his gaze might have been resting on her or, just as easily, on the view. Tonight he looked even dishier, if that were possible. He’d caught the sun and his tan was deeper. It seemed his increasing familiarity, instead of breeding contempt, was making him appear better and better.
Jade was tempted to cut the engine, clamber over the thwart, slather herself over him and indulge herself. But there were better places than the middle of the lake, where they could be clearly seen from the shore. Even if wild Serendipity had taken over from sober Jade, she was not into exhibitionism.
She shifted on the hard seat, cleared her throat, and asked a question. “So what did you do today?”
“I drove into Elliot Lake, to the country fair.”
“Oh yeah? Was it fun?”
“Sure. I enjoyed it. Especially the fiddling. That’s why I’m in the mood to play a few tunes tonight.” He took off his sunglasses and caught her gaze. “Then there were the crowds, the festive atmosphere. But I felt kind of lonely. A companion would have made all the difference.”
A tiny pang, a sort of yearning, a wishing that she could have gone with him moved through her.
She looked away, breaking the invisible thread.
“And you?” he asked.
Better not tell him she’d spent the day helping out around the store, bringing the books up to date, checking over invoices and orders. It wouldn’t do to give any hint of her business skills.
She leaned sideways and trailed a hand through the water. “Mostly I hung out with Mom and Dad.”
The mention of her parents reminded her of the pretense, that this foray was supposed to be making up the lost time from his fishing trip. Might as well play along.
“Could you check your watch? Surely we’ve been out here for more than half an hour?”
“I guess so,” Paul agreed. “But do we care about that? Let’s stay a while longer. Make the most of this beautiful evening.” He looked up at the sky. “I’m even prepared to play you a couple of tunes … . Or do you have a date for tonight?” His eyes narrowed as he caught her glance.
“No date.”
The air between them vibrated with unspoken promise.
“Okay then.” Paul leaned over and picked up the guitar. “If you’re willing.”
This was something she hadn’t quite, finally decided.
“Would you like to see a little more of the lake?” she asked.
“Sure.” Idly, Paul strummed a few chords. He began to sing softly in a pleasing baritone, a ballad Jade had never heard. The music enhanced the enchantment, sending her into a fantasy. She and Paul were enclosed in a rainbow bubble, safely removed from the real world. Being with him was a gift the weekend had presented to her. She was going to say a nice thank-you and unwrap the parcel slowly. She’d lift off the sticky tape, then she’d lift away the paper, then … .
She set the boat on course for a secluded cove. When they arrived, there were a couple of things she was determined to do. Firstly, she’d kiss that killer dimple, even if Paul pushed her overboard; and secondly, taking that a few steps further, if he gave her the slightest sign of encouragement (which didn’t seem too unlikely, given the welcome she’d gotten), she was going to do something totally out of character and jump his bones.
As they floated across the water, Jade’s senses opened to the evening. Like an unfurling bud, she came alive to the feel of the air brushing featherlike on her skin, the shushing of the water against the side of the boat, an accompaniment to the low timbre of a man’s voice, gentle in song. How seductive was that? As Paul sang, he kept his attention on his fingers and the strings of the guitar, but every now and then he glanced up and held her gaze for a few seconds.
The sweet notes wove between them. Dexterous fingers plucked and strummed. His hands were strong, the fingers long, artistic. Just as his eyes had caressed her earlier, she imagined his fingers following the same path.
She swallowed. Okay. So she had to try it with Paul. That surely wouldn’t be too much of a hardship. All her (admittedly sparse) previous experience told her that her attraction would fizzle in the aftermath of disappointment. Then this increasingly insistent, fiery desire would be quenched. Finito. The weekend would be over, they’d both go back to the city, and that would be that. He’d never know who she really was. An inconsequential little interlude, and her life would be back on track.
Soon they were passing close by one of the larger, more remote islands. Jade adjusted the throttle to slow the engine. This was the place she had in mind. But now that they were near, she found herself oddly shy.
Paul sat forward, scanning the shoreline with intense attention. He seemed to be drinking in the scenery, the beauty of the evening, every detail of their surroundings.
“Wait. Can we get in closer?”
Just what she’d been planning.
They slowed even more and drew nearer to the shore. Paul moved, half hanging over the side of the boat in his attempt to get a good look at something. As far as Jade could see, the island presented the usual elements of sand, grass, rock, land, and trees.
A note of suppressed excitement lit his voice. “Great. Yes, that’s great. See?” He pointed. “That piece of driftwood, over there. I have to have it.”
There was something she had to have and it surely wasn’t a piece of driftwood.
“Why?”
“Because.”
Jade grabbed on to a convenient branch and brought them close in. Paul hopped out, holding the rope. Once he’d made certain the boat wouldn’t drift away, Jade followed him along the shore to the piece of wood.
“Oh yeah. This is great.” Paul lifted one end, examining it intently. “Only problem is, it’s heavy. And unwieldy. I doubt we can take it back with us now.”
Jade considered the misshapen log. “Why would we want to?”
“Because I can do something with it.”
“You’re going to make a fire on the beach and burn it, right?”
“Are you kidding?” Paul traced a twisted knot. “The piece is far too valuable for that.”
Why not please him?
“Let’s give it a try.”
Together they wrestled the piece of driftwood, stumbling over tree roots and uneven terrain until they were breathless enough to stop for a rest.
“Are you sure you need this?” Jade panted.
“Absolutely. I see something in it.”
“What? A chipmunk?” she teased. “A humungous spider? You’re not a wildlife or insect freak are you?”
He spared a quick glance for her. He seemed annoyed. “I’m not any kind of freak.”
“Uh-oh. Hit a nerve, did I? I’m sorry.”
“No it’s me. Oversensitive about the hippie parent thing.” His smile was disarming. “Try going through life with a name like Paul Ringo George Johnson.”
“Yeah. Or see how you get on with Serendipity J — ” She bit her lip. “Ju—just as bad.”
Paul was absorbed in examining their find and didn’t seem to notice her slip. “No, I’m going to sculpt it.”
“You are?” It wouldn’t do to have him realize how much she knew about him and his artistic creativity. So what would Marigold say in these circumstances?
“Wow!” Then, just for good measure, she added, “Gee whiz.”
“Looks like maple.” He cocked his head and added musingly, “Not Norwegian, which is a good thing.”
“Not Norwegian wood? How can Paul Ringo George Johnson be glad about that?”
He sent her a quick grin. “No cheap cracks, Serendipity. Local maple is better.”
“How can you tell what it is?”
“My mother’s a tree person,” he said, still examining the log.
She got a mental picture of Tarzan’s Jane sitting crouched on a branch in the forest. “Excuse me?”
“I mean, she’s into the whole indigenous-tree thing. Advises people what to plant and so on. She’s a horticulturist, and that’s her specialty.”
That sounded dicey to Jade. “Does it earn her enough to live on?”
“Oh yes. She does very well from it. Thanks to her, I have an ever-growing trust fund. Although, to my own satisfaction, I pay my own way.”
Jade waited while Paul angled his head, considering the possibilities.
“So what exactly do you see in it?”
With a gesture of reverence, he laid his hands on the gnarled surface.
“This marvelous old piece of driftwood will become the Spirit of the Lake.” He looked across at Serendipity. “As a matter of fact, I already know the perfect model.”
His low voice, intimate and warm, sent a quiver through her.
“It’s you I see hidden in the log,” he went on, “begging to be revealed.”
The words caught at her throat. Blinking away the unbidden tears, Jade clasped the one end, hauling it closer to her.
“Okay.”
With many grunts, lifts, pushes, and heaves, they maneuvered the wood over the edge and into the boat, settling it awkwardly but safely in the center.
Jade dusted off her hands and stepped into the little craft. The twilight was fast deepening to night and she hadn’t come prepared to be out on the water after dark, which meant that sadly, the time for jumping Paul’s bones had been all used up.
After untying the rope, he clambered in. Soon they were chugging back, making for the lights of the resort.
For a while they were silent, then Jade asked, “What will you use to carve it?”
“This is a bit of a problem. I have my whittling knife with me, but I’ll need proper tools — chisels, adzes, and stuff.”
“Do you have those in the city?”
“Yup.”
“Why not get someone to send them to you?”
“Brilliant idea. I’ll call my housemate and get him to courier them up.”
“Perfect.”
“Hey, maybe you could help. Steve’s a busy man, always under pressure from our boss. Do you think you could organize it for me?”
She had no idea what he was talking about.
“Um … ”
“Surely, if you’re at the courier office, it’s no big deal?”
“Oh no. Right. Of course not. I’ll be happy to fix it for you.”
Jade could imagine how that was going to impact her Tuesday. There’d be more than enough for her to deal with after this long weekend. And now she’d have to dicker around with courier companies. Such were the fruits of mendacity.
“Okay,” she repeated, resigned to the inevitable. “Give me your address here, and all will be well.”
“Sure. I’ll give you both addresses. In the city and at the shack.”
“Oh, I already — ” She caught herself before she blurted out that she knew where he lived.
“I mean, I never remember quite how beautiful it is here.” She gave a little shake of her head, indicating her disbelief. “Just breathtaking.”
“The reflection of light on the water. It’s romantic, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
Paul went on in a soft voice. “Makes me start dreaming.”
She turned her head and looked at him. “Dreaming what?”
“Oh, of living a different kind of life, I suppose.”
“Different how?”
“I’m not quite sure.” His voice was low. “It’s just, sometimes I get the sense of being adrift, that there’s something missing, or that something else is waiting for me. But I don’t know what it is.”
Jade thought about that. Her own direction in life had been set so long ago, in her teenage years, that she’d never stopped to consider whether or not it was still valid.
But of course it was.
She was still determined to achieve material success, and she was well on her way to financial security. The extra loan she’d taken to cover her MBA was paid off, and she had enough money to put down a deposit on a small house. All she had to do was find a suitable property, then she’d be set; she’d already called a real estate agent with details of what she wanted. Her goal of stability was within reach.
“You’re heading back tomorrow?” Paul asked.
“Yeah.” The word came out in a long sigh.
“Gonna take the ferry?”
“Sure.”
“Lucky me, spending the whole week here.”
“If you feel the yen for a bit of fishing, I’m sure Dad or Adrian would be happy to oblige.”
“Thanks.” Paul picked up his guitar again.
Jade switched off the motor, willing to drift now they were almost back in the bay. She felt herself drawn into him, enclosed in the sweet notes that danced and vibrated in the evening air while the approaching night drew a warm mantle of secret longings over them.
• • •
Paul played one, last, lingering chord and put the guitar aside. He reached for her. Serendipity came to him, creeping carefully forward so as not to upset the boat. His arms gathered her in. Her slim shape pressed against him, warm, giving and infinitely feminine. He couldn’t resist nuzzling his nose into her neck, breathing in the faint smell of fresh perfume and of suntan cream but, also, of desire. Thank God. She was as attracted to him as he was to her. His body responded as quickly and as strongly as any virile male could have wished. The doc had been right. A little “get away from it all” had already worked wonders. Nevertheless Paul was certain his restored libido had a great deal to do with the woman he held in his arms. He’d sensed a powerful chemistry between them from the day they’d met, maybe even from his first incredulous reaction, when she’d left him standing in the dust. He’d missed out on a ride then, but he was heading in that direction now, at last.
Tonight she lay sweetly against him. He could taste her at his leisure, kiss her until his whole body ached for her. Although his groin was sending urgent messages to get on with business, Paul held back, determined to savor these first magical minutes of intimacy, to allow the beautiful evening and their romantic surroundings to heighten the experience for them both.
But after a few lush, lingering kisses, their mounting excitement caused him to pause. He held her shoulders and looked down into her slumberous eyes.
“We’re being a tad foolish here,” he whispered.
“We are?” Her words came on a soft breath. “Why?”
“I’m about ready to take this to its natural conclusion. How about you?”
“Oh yessss.” She gave a long, shuddering sigh. “Me, too.”
Her response made him groan. Trouble was, he hadn’t come prepared for lovemaking out on the water.
“I mean, er … ” His voice was husky, a little regretful. “We don’t want to set the boat rocking too violently, and the way I’m feeling now, I might not be able to exercise a whole lot of restraint.”
“So?”
“The thing is, it’s precious to me. I don’t want to get it wet.”
“I thought that was part of the idea.” She sounded confused.
Paul persisted. “You see, I got it from my dad.”
Pushing at his shoulders, she asked, “What exactly are you talking about, Paul?”
“My guitar, of course. What did you think?”
She giggled. A few chuckles rose in his throat, and then they were laughing together.
“Come back to the fishing shack with me,” he urged. “There’s a small crescent of beach right in front of the cabin. We can build a fire there, just as you suggested, and lie on the sand and look at the stars.”
And make love, both of them added silently.



CHAPTER SEVEN
During the boat ride back to the jetty, only the sound of the motor broke the silence. It’s thrum surged between them, heightening the sense of expectation, keeping pace with the heated blood pulsing through their veins.
Before long Jade was sitting in the front seat of Paul’s car. The convertible’s top was down. Eyes closed, she relished the caress of the air on her skin, her senses so aware of the man sitting beside her and the unspoken promise that linked them. Although she was seemingly relaxed, her body clamored to feel his flesh, smell his scent, be closer to him, as close as it was possible to get.
She had the fanciful notion the whole world was waiting, waiting for them to be together, wrapped in each other, lovers at last.
Tires crunching on the dirt, the car swung off the narrow side road. Ahead of them lay darkness, the unknown.
They bumped along and rolled to a stop. Her breathing hushed, she undid the seat belt and stood up. Car doors slammed. Paul came to her side, and her desire for him flared, making her miss her footing and stumble.
“Careful.”
He put his arm around her shoulders, somehow conveying reassurance, yet making her yearn all the more as he guided her toward the cabin. There it stood, nestled under a stand of birch trees, visible now by the light of the moon. Here they would be completely private, just the two of them. Jade shivered at the tantalizing thought.
“Cold?” Paul asked, releasing her so she could go ahead, up the two, shallow, wooden steps.
Jade swallowed, her throat dry from desire. Maybe his was, too.
“I’m okay. Just thirsty, I guess.”
The screen door groaned as he opened it for her. She stepped into the main room.
“I’ve a bottle of white wine in the fridge. Want some?” he asked.
What she wanted was long and warm and male and standing right in front of her. She curled her fingers into her palms.
“Sure.”
This jumping-bones business wasn’t quite as simple as she’d anticipated. To distract herself, she looked around at the log walls. A watercolor of the lake hung on the wall above the wooden love seat. Its cushions were covered by a linen fabric in a deep blue. On the floor, a rag rug enhanced the rustic theme.
“This is nice,” she said, watching Paul extract a slim green bottle. “Simple, but nice. I don’t really approve of some of these fancy holiday mansions. You’re inside and far away from nature instead of being at one with it.”
“A nature girl, are you?”
She was sure he wouldn’t sound so friendly if he knew who she really was.
“Sometimes,” she agreed, her eyes on his hands as they dealt with the metal covering on the bottle top and then deftly extracted the cork. The golden liquid glistened as he poured the wine into the waiting glasses. What would it be like to have those long fingers touching her? She gave another tiny shudder.
Glasses in hand, they went back out onto the stoop. Paul scooped up the throw that covered the back of the chair and took her hand.
“Come,” he murmured, “let’s go down to the beach.”
“Wait.” She pulled back, suddenly hesitant. “I want — I need — ” How to tell him she needed a moment to gather herself? He’d think she was having second thoughts.
“What do you need, Serendipity?”
Reacting to the husky rasp of his voice, she said the first thing she could think of. “ — to get rid of my shoes.”
With her free hand, she pried off the left one, then hopped on one leg. In her distracted state, she fumbled, not quite managing to grasp the strap of the right. She hopped some more and lost her balance.
Paul steadied her. “Here.” He gave her his glass to hold and knelt down. “Let me help.”
He took her foot in his hand, his fingers curling around her ankle.
“Moon and stars,” he commented, giving her tattoo a quick kiss. “How appropriate. Did you notice how brightly they’re shining tonight?”
He freed the sandal strap and stroked her instep. His touch sent a rush of heat shooting through her, making her all the more unsteady. She lowered her foot and glanced up at the sky.
“I never cease to marvel how sparkly the stars are here.” The golden wine she held glinted with pinpoints of reflection.
Standing up, Paul shucked off his own shoes.
The grass prickled under her soles. On the beach, soft sand embraced her feet. Ahead the inky black lake stretched to the horizon, the water whispering as it lapped the shore. The night drew its velvet mantle over them. Birch trees stood silent, slender witnesses to the coming consummation.
Paul spread out the throw. Jade lifted her glass to drink. She’d only taken one swallow of the cool, tart liquid when Paul, his movements lithe, came to stand in front of her. He took a sip, set both goblets on a nearby log, and stepped forward. Reading his intent, her body responded, thrumming with the knowledge that he was about to kiss her, that this was the overture to the music they would make together.
Lips still moist and cool from the wine met hers, the pressure soft yet firm. Then the kiss deepened. Her eyes drifted shut as she opened to him. She tasted Paul, the flavor that was his alone. The incredible feel of his arms firmly enfolding her, the scent of his skin, the sound of his breathing enhanced the heat, drove up the temperature as their mouths blended. All thought of past intentions and future considerations vanished. This was too encompassing, too compelling to deny. Jade was far away, left behind in the city, and Dipity could risk it. Neither of them would deny her the drugging pleasure of this kiss, which grew ever more passionate and intimate. His mouth asked and hers responded, then hers sought and his offered, until she was rendered boneless with want, her body demanding further intimacy.
“Mmm,” he murmured, changing the angle of his head and drawing her closer, closer, until she pressed tight against his body — hard male muscles, the ridge of his arousal pressed against softer, willing, feminine flesh.
His fingers moved at the back of her waist, tugging until he freed her tee shirt from her pants. Then his hands, warm and strong and big, stroked upwards, spreading out, so that they rested on her shoulder blades. He pressed her closer into him and took her mouth in a different kind of kiss — wide and hungry. Eagerly she met his demand, her response flaming wildly through her.
She clutched at his back, her fingers knotting in the fabric of his shirt. With a gasp, he broke away.
Those artistic hands of his moved around, feeling for the fastening on her bra. They stilled for a second when they found it in the front.
“Mmm,” he murmured. It took one deft movement. The clasp opened and he peeled the fabric away.
Her brain shut down as her body waited for his touch, her breath coming fast and shallow. She heard Paul swallow. Any second now, she’d feel his touch on her bare breasts.
And then, finally, his warm, clever hands cupped them. He began to stroke, featherlight at first, making her shiver, increasing her sensitivity. He touched her more firmly, his fingertips pressing, squeezing her taut nipples. Pleasure and urgency surged, while molten fluid gathered between her legs. She moaned.
“More, Paul. I have to have more.” The words came from her throat, husky with desire. She lifted her gaze and saw his face, tense with his desire.
He stilled and took his hands from her body. They stood facing each other, feeling the tension, the anticipation almost too much to bear.
“I want you,” she whispered.
Their mouths met in a new kiss. It began slowly, tenderly, as if vows were being exchanged. But soon their blood became hotter, more demanding, driving them onward, swamping them with sensation as they shared and explored, all the while becoming more attuned to one another, more urgent.
Suddenly Jade needed to be naked, to shed the last barriers, to feel Paul’s flesh against hers. With an impatient mutter, she crossed her arms, seized the hem of her tee shirt, and drew the garment up and over her head. Even before she’d freed her hands from the sleeves, he was all over her, his head lowered, licking, kissing, sucking, the moistness he left on her flesh cool in the night air. She held onto his shoulders, her fingers digging into hard flesh, letting her head fall back, surrendering to the erotic sensations.
His hands learned her curves, the dips and peaks and planes, as if he were already sculpting her. And she, with soft sighs and shuddering moans, slowly emerged from the waters of her dormant sensuality, Paul’s arousing touch helping her surface.
Jade felt the joy of her skin, uncovered. Something amazingly exciting, freeing took hold of her, being naked outdoors. That was a Dipity reaction. Somehow the two parts of herself she’d always worked so hard to keep apart had now melded together. Just as it said in Desiderata, the poem Marigold had hanging on her bedroom wall, she was a child of the universe, the crown of creation, a powerful human being. A woman.
The tide of affirmation flowed through her. Now she would have this man, this man who turned her body to molten fire, who made her want him so urgently. She reached for Paul, hastily helping him off with his shirt, baring his chest even as his nimble fingers moved to the button at her waist. He quickly undid it and pushed the garments down. She stepped out of them. There was a hushed moment when he looked at her, his gaze sweeping down and then up. Standing before him, she read admiration and awe in his expression. Before reaching for her again, he flicked open the metal button at his waist.
She moved forward to draw down the zipper and hold him, stunned by the knowledge that all this male power would soon be a part of her — and reveling in it. He caught her to him, pressing her against him so that she was in contact with the warmth of his taut chest. Together they sank down onto the throw and stretched out to be embraced by the earth, while above them arched the midnight blue vault of heaven. Limbs entwined, mouths melded, they took their explorations further with approving murmurs, caresses, and kisses, until Jade writhed with need.
“Now, Paul. Please. Now.” She’d surely faint if he didn’t fill her, make her complete.
Paul moved, poising himself above her. She opened herself to welcome him. He braced. Slowly, sliding silkily, he filled her, deeper, deeper, until at last they were fully joined. Then he stilled as if to savor this exquisite, defining moment of penetration.
A rush of delight coursed through Jade. This was incredible. She wanted to hold on to the moment forever. But something in her demanded she move, move with him, then counter to him. He set up a rhythm so that they each danced their own dance, and yet they were together.
Eyes closed, sunk in sensation, she surrendered completely, letting him take her where he willed. Higher and higher, deeper and deeper into delight, until a moan rose in her throat. She dug her nails into his back and urged him on, almost frantic with the driving urge for completion. And he obliged, surging into her until there, at last, was the opposite shore. Jade gave a shudder of ecstasy as the waves broke. Her inner convulsions throbbed around him, causing him to reach his own peak of pulsating pleasure.
Paul held still for a few seconds, then collapsed on top of her. They lay in each others’ arms, holding on to the moment while gradually limbs and muscles relaxed, their bodies sinking into the sand, allowing the earth to be their cradle. All was quiet, hushed. Only the sound of long, satisfied sighs wafted on the air.
Paul rolled to one side but kept his arms around her. If she hadn’t known better, she’d have thought she was floating above the ground. She opened her eyes. Hanging low in the sky, the full, pearly moon glistened and glimmered. Around it she imagined shimmering beings of wonderful colors — emerald and magenta moving across the sky in great swathes of light. Perhaps she was having a psychedelic experience; perhaps that was the reason for the euphoria that filled her. Or maybe Paul’s lovemaking was the cause of this incredible feeling.
She gulped, doing her best to absorb the sensations, not quite believing what had just happened. She’d always thought of sex as ordinary, a natural bodily function, never knowing it could be so much more, involve so much more. Something told her she’d just experienced the most wondrous encounter of her life.
Paul planted a quick kiss on her lips. His hand stroked over her shoulders.
“A beautiful night for a beautiful experience, wouldn’t you say?”
She nodded, touching her fingers to his forehead, following his hairline with gentle caresses, wanting to say more, yet knowing she’d better not.
The air had cooled. Jade shivered.
“Time to light the fire.” Paul knelt, took out a match and struck it. The kindling caught, twigs crackled, and soon flames shone on his face.
“Are you hungry?” he asked. “Shall I cook the fish?”
“Not just yet.”
He leaned across, picked up her wine glass, and handed it to her. He lifted his own in a salute.
“Here’s to the spirit of the lake. I thank her for her favor.”
His mouth quirked. The dimple peeked. She sighed. Now she knew exactly how much pleasure that dimple promised.
Two hours later, after eating a simple meal, and making love again, Jade propped her head on one elbow and looked down at Paul.
“I should go back.” The words came out slowly, reluctantly.
“Don’t. The dawn will wake us.”
She was more than content to remain in this intimate cocoon they’d woven together. How close she felt to Paul. How glad she was to have experienced his mouth blending with hers, his body joining with hers. The journey they had taken tonight had changed her. Truth was she’d never be able to look at him, be around him without remembering these incredible hours.
Regret trickled through her as she reminded herself this could lead nowhere. Whatever they’d created together this weekend was destined to die, and soon. The moment she climbed on her Harley tomorrow morning and headed for the city, their fling would be over.
For a long while, she lay nestled into the crook of his shoulder, her head on his chest, his arm under her neck. Relaxed, her eyelids became heavy and she drifted off to sleep.
• • •
On Monday evening, beer in hand, Paul sat outside on the stoop watching the changing colors in the sky and thinking about the weekend. An image was imprinted on his brain and he saw, again, Serendipity standing naked before him, her skin silvered by the moonlight, a goddess. God, that woman was wonderful. If she were here, right now, they’d be able to do all sorts of marvelous things together. But she was gone.
How curious it was. With her he hadn’t felt that first, hesitant barrier he usually experienced in the early days of getting to know a woman. Somehow, she’d already felt familiar to him. Despite the fact that the time they’d spent together had been short, he felt connected to her. He’d sensed her amazement as her natural sexiness revealed itself and felt glad and, yes, powerful, that he’d been able to satisfy her.
Serendipity had set him free. She was special. A woman who could make the sun shine for him, set his life aglow. He wasn’t ready for this to end. Somehow or other, he had to find a way of seeing her again so they could take their relationship further.
His thoughts startled him. After such a short time, could he really feel so strongly?
The ringing of the phone interrupted his reverie. Had to be Steve, because he was the only person who’d call him at this number.
“Hi buddy. Feeling better? Had a good, restful weekend?”
“Yeah. I’m good. And the weekend wasn’t that restful.”
“No? Why not? Were the fish jumping out at you?”
“Pretty much. But that wasn’t all. See, I met this biker chick.”
“Ah ha, oh ho, now I’m getting the picture. I thought there was an up note in your voice … so what’s she like? Sexy?”
“You bet.”
“Stacked?”
That took him aback. “Well yeah. But it’s not like that.”
“Sure it isn’t. Some guys have all the fu — I mean luck.”
A tinge of irritation rose in Paul. “You’re so shallow, Steve. What do looks matter?”
“This, from the guy who works on visuals all the time? Come on, give me a clue what type she is … . Which kind of Jennifer — Aniston or Lopez? — that kind of thing.”
“Actually, the weird thing is, when I first met her I thought she looked exactly like Jade Jellicoe.”
“The iceberg? Hmm. I suppose there’s nothing wrong with her appearance. Maybe even quite a lot right. It’s the attitude that’s off-putting … . But doesn’t it feel strange?”
“Doesn’t what feel strange?”
“Doing it with someone who looks like the aloof J.J.?”
The crude expression annoyed Paul. Defining what they’d experienced in these kind of terms simply didn’t sit right. Serendipity was more than a set of perky breasts. So much more. This was something unusual. Even a once-in-a-lifetime kind of thing.
“I don’t see Jade. Only Serendipity.”
“Serendipity? That’s her name?”
“Yeah.”
Silence.
“Well, I wish you — ”
“Wish me what?”
“I wish you serendipity of course.”
If only.
“Kind of you, but the pity of it is, the weekend’s over and she’s left.”
“Ah well. Find a replacement.”
Paul’s annoyance increased. Like Serendipity was interchangeable? For a few seconds he thought of hanging up. “We’ll see.” Time to switch the subject. “Everything okay at work?”
“Forget work. I’m not going to tell you a thing. All I’ll say is I’m missing my art director.”
“Well, so far, he’s not missing you,” Paul replied.
Steve was a good writer, and an even better housemate, but Paul didn’t want to be pulled back into the city world — or any further into this conversation. He was having much too good a time at the lake and Serendipity was just too special to discuss.
• • •
On Wednesdays, Jade had a regular lunch date with Suzy Wu, the creative director. Generally, Jade stuck to her policy of not socializing with anyone at the agency. Suzy was the one exception. Their personalities had meshed from the very first day they’d met, and she found she could relax with her.
Thin gold bracelets jingled as her elegant friend put down her coffee cup. Scarlet lipstick set off the pale perfection of her skin and contrasted with her dark hair, which she wore fashionably straight, the sides just touching her cheeks and framing her face.
“Did you have a good time over the weekend?” Suzy asked.
Jade pushed aside her own cup. She rested her forearms on the restaurant table, one hand clutching each elbow. If she didn’t share at least a smidgen, she was going to go into meltdown. Giorgio, the restaurant’s proprietor, would definitely not approve.
The discreet Suzy would be her ideal confidant, although Jade wouldn’t tell her the whole story. She wouldn’t mention Ontario’s greatest lover by his real name. No way. She’d call him … .
“Peter and I had the dreamiest time you could possibly imagine.”
“You met someone? You really did?”
Jade told how she and Peter/Paul had hung out together in Tobermory and how the next day he’d appeared in her hometown and they’d gone fishing. And met again the following evening.
Suzy’s eyes twinkled in amused understanding. “On the lake at night, huh?”
Jade nodded. In a habitual gesture, she touched a hand to the hair lying just below her jaw bone, checking that the smooth, ash-blond wig that she wore to work to further ensure nobody associated her with Serendipity was still properly in place. “Uh-huh.”
“With that beautiful full moon shining?” Suzy’s lips curved upward.
“Absolutely. The whole setting, the gorgeous night, all just made for romance.”
Suzy leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Soooooo, tell me. Was the sex good?”
Jade sat back and took in a long breath. She looked around. The restaurant, with its quietly efficient black-and-white clad waiters, soft lighting, and damask tablecloths, also gave an impression of discretion.
She let out her breath. “Youuuuu bet.”
“Ah.” Suzy’s fist hit the table. “I knew it.”
“You did?”
“Sure. The moment you walked into the office, I thought, Jade looks different. Something extra-specially good must have happened over the weekend.”
Jade grinned. “Your observation was correct.”
The waiter appeared, bearing two plates of salad.
“Glad to hear it.” Suzy shifted to give him room. He slid one dish in front her and the other in front of Jade.
“Thanks,” she murmured.
As soon as he left, Suzy said, “Tell me more. Tell me all, in fact.”
All? No, she couldn’t do that. But some of it. “Ho-kay. Otherwise, I’ll just burst from everything that’s bubbling and churning around inside me.” Jade bit into a round red tomato, and the sweet yet tangy juice filled her mouth. “Think a warm evening on a private beach, moon and stars shining up above.”
“Ah. Yes.”
Jade stared at the back wall, reliving their first time together. Amazingly, her body responded to the vivid images her mind conjured up. She sighed. “Never had better … or anything close.”
“Dynamite chemistry, huh?” Suzy began to pick at her salad.
“I guess that’s the explanation.”
“Makes all the difference. It’s why I got married.” Suzy gave a small, secretive smile.
“After this weekend, I’m beginning to understand the appeal.”
Startled eyes met hers. “You? I imagined you as the dedicated, independent bachelor girl.”
Jade took a last sip of coffee. Her fingers lingered on the handle of the cup. “I admit independence is important to me, but sometimes I get lonely.” She pressed her lips together. After a pause she went on. “It never bothered me before, but when I got back to my dreary apartment on Monday night, it felt, somehow, not just empty but soulless and a bit hollow.”
“This sounds serious, Jade. I think you’ve got it bad.”
Jade picked up her fork. She wasn’t prepared to consider such a possibility.
“It was a fling. Over and done with.” The fork stabbed the air, emphasizing her next words. “There’s absolutely no chance of taking this any further.”
“Why not?” Suzy looked puzzled. “Didn’t you get this guy’s phone number? Or give him yours?”
“No. I mean, yes. I mean, no.”
Up went Suzy’s beautifully defined eyebrows. “So which is it?”
“I didn’t give him my phone number, but I could get it touch with him if I wanted to.”
“Great.”
“Not going to happen.” Jade gave a quick shake of her head and munched in a deliberate fashion on parmesan-sprinkled romaine lettuce.
“Why not?”
“Because this was just a fling. We wouldn’t be compatible.” Rather, she thought, having her private life exposed wouldn’t be compatible with keeping her job. Which would mean no helping her parents with their mortgage and no more saving for her own place. Worst of all, she’d have to let go of her plans to pay for Adrian’s studies.
Time to change the subject before she was tempted to confide any further.
“So far this has been all about me. How are things with you?”
Suzy picked up her water glass and took a sip. “Actually, remember you were talking about bubbling and churning? Well, I have news.”
Having said that, Suzy went quiet. The waiter appeared, removed the salad plates, and placed the pasta they’d ordered in front of them.
Jade prepared to dig in. “Exciting?”
“And a bit scary.”
Thinking of the way she’d felt with Paul, she said, “I suppose the two can go together.”
Suzy bent her head, glanced from side to side to check if anyone was in earshot and then said in a low voice, “I’m expecting.”
Jade frowned. “You’re expecting what? A promotion? A transfer? You’re going on a trip?”
“No, no. I’m pregnant.”
Jade’s fingers opened. Her fork clattered onto her plate.
“Wow! Congratulations! How far along are you?”
“Five months.”
“Five months!” she echoed. “I don’t believe it. You don’t show at all.”
“Yes, I do. Why do you think I’m wearing loose overshirts?” Suzy patted her small stomach.
“Never thought about it. Just thought you looked elegant, as ever … maybe a teensy bit plumper, but it suits you.”
“Thanks.”
Jade was still trying to get her head around Suzy’s news. “So what’s your plan? Get someone to take your place while you have the baby and take your maternity leave?”
“No. I’m going to quit.”
“Quit?” Jade squeaked.
“Yes. We’ve tried a long while for this baby. A couple of years ago I had a miss at three months. That’s why I haven’t told you before about the pregnancy. I wanted to be as certain as possible everything would be okay.”
Jade’s eyes went round.
“You’re going to give up all this … and stay at home with the baby?”
“And I couldn’t be happier about it.”
“But, but won’t you miss the vibe — the frantic pace, the pressure?”
Suzy raised one eyebrow. “Listen to those words. No, I don’t think so. If I do, I can always work again or do something part time. But I want to do the best for this kid, bring him up myself. You know how they say the first years are so vitally important?”
Jade nodded, stunned at what she was hearing.
“Well, I’m going to bliss out with my baby boy.”
How warm, how motherly that sounded. Jade felt an answering chord deep inside and had the fleeting thought it sounded like Paul’s guitar. Perhaps there was something about the earth-mother instinct after all. Years ago, she’d slammed the door on thoughts like those. But now she remembered Marigold being with her, those early years, seemingly having all the time in the world to play with her, to sing to her, to look after her. Only, with the difficult times that had come later, she’d forgotten.
“Well, good for you,” she said sincerely, trying to quash the fluttering inside her.
Suzy sent Jade a glowing smile and tucked into her chicken tagliatelle. Jade poked her fork into her pasta, her mind absorbing and processing the surprising development. She’d always imagined Suzy to be quite the dedicated career woman, and here she was, happy to give it all up and be a stay-at-home mom. Well.
“You’re not quitting just yet, are you?”
“No, I’ll work as long as the doc says it’s okay. But if things get too stressful I might revisit that.”
“I can’t imagine the agency without you. Apart from losing my only friend, I won’t have anyone to keep me up to date on what’s going on in your department.”
“We’ll still be friends. That won’t change.” Suzy dabbed at the sides of her mouth with her napkin, then smoothed it across her lap. “But as for keeping you up to date … .” For a few seconds, she looked down. When she lifted her head again, her expression was serious. “Steve was muttering about the menace of pink slips the other day. Have you heard anything more about cutbacks?”
Suzy’s words reminded her of the rumors.
“Nothing official as yet.”
The horror of the threat was, if she lost that ultra-conservative client account, she’d be one of those let go.
“It’s unsettling,” Suzy said, “but I’m sure you don’t have to worry.”
Jade’s stomach roiled. Her job wasn’t as secure as Suzy thought. “Still, I hate the idea, especially as I’d probably have to do the dirty deed if the rumors are true.”
Suzy looked around for the waiter. It was time to return to work.
“Let’s hope they’re not.”
But if they were … . If they were, that was even more reason for her to stay far away from Paul.
• • •
At nine-thirty that night, Jade trudged wearily up the concrete pathway that led to the small, block building that housed her basement apartment. Too often over the last weeks, she’d returned home after the sun had set. Tonight the dusk hadn’t yet turned to complete darkness, but somehow even the spruce tree on the small patch of front lawn looked forlorn. Beyond that, the narrow oblongs of her living room windows were blank and dark. She should put a lamp on a timer switch so at least she had some glimmer of welcome to return to.
Once inside, she dumped her purse-type briefcase on the battered antique trunk by the closet, shed her jacket and high-heeled shoes, and headed for the kitchen. Her stomach ached from hunger, but she was far too tired to think of cooking, even though she normally enjoyed it. Which meant she’d have to go for cold comfort yet again.
Yanking open the freezer, she reached into its icy depths and took out a low-calorie frozen dinner. Pressing her lips together, she removed it from the packaging and placed the solid lump in the microwave. How distressed her mother would be if she could see her. Marigold hated what she termed nuked food. She muttered on about cell changes and the destruction of the vital life force.
Minutes later Jade stood leaning against the stove, eating her food while idle thoughts wandered through her mind. Yesterday she’d arranged for Paul’s sculpting tools to be couriered up to him, so he’d have them by now. She wondered if he was busy, chisel in hand, working at the wood, struggling to free the invisible, mysterious shape he saw entrapped there. The Spirit of the Lake. What a shame she’d never see the finished piece.
No use regretting things, although telling Suzy had brought the events of the time with Paul back to her in graphic detail. Now she had to deal with frustration as well as a wayward imagination, not to mention a recalcitrant conscience.
She put down the plate, reminding herself she’d made her choice and it was for the best. For herself, for her parents, for Adrian. For the agency. Whatever happened, the memories of the weekend would be hers forever.
There was no reason to feel so low.
Back in the living room she switched on her sound system and chose a CD. The Gypsy Kings. Always guaranteed to cheer her up.
• • •
On Steve’s lakeside property, enough light shone in through the wide doors and one single window for the shed to serve as a studio. Wearing only his shorts, Paul worked at the wood. He carved steadily, so absorbed in his task that he was deaf to the sound of the blue jay’s screech, the chattering complaint of the squirrel. He’d forgotten how wonderful it felt to be engaged in creating a sculpture, to be lifted into that realm where the muse seemed to whisper to him, “Take away a small piece here, mold that area more sharply.”
In his mind, he held the image of Serendipity, her slender waist, her curves, her shape, silvered in the moonlight. Thinking of her, his hands found the way to fashion the woman trapped inside the wavy log.
An hour later, he stepped away and wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his arm. Whew! Why had he left sculpting for so long when nothing else gave him quite the same sense of rightness, the feeling that this was what he’d been born to do? Somehow he’d gotten caught up in the chaotic energy of the advertising world and found himself putting in long hours, rewarding himself with a fancy car. But this kind of creativity let him focus on something larger, something beyond the brief he’d been given, or the purchase of his next toy.
He really didn’t want to go back to work.
The thought gave him pause. He laid down his hammer and chisel and wandered over to the doorway where he stood looking out at the silvery lake. At last, he shrugged. All this beauty and peace was wonderful, but it wasn’t part of the real world. In any case, his vacation wasn’t over yet. He still had a couple of days plus the weekend to indulge himself, to do whatever he wanted. Which, at the moment, was sculpt.
He went back and walked slowly around the upright log, considering. Yes, it was still very rough, but he could see the potential. He’d uncover the essence of the Spirit of the Lake. And of Serendipity, although she was still mysterious to him in some ways.
He smiled to himself. What a difference finding her had made. Ever since the weekend, he’d felt restored and yet also renewed, as if he’d taken a step forward, grown closer to what he was meant to be.
Sure, this had a lot to do with the tranquility of his surroundings, here at the lake, with having the time and space to simply exist. Please himself. But it was also connected with Serendipity. Being with her, having fun, making love, had shifted something within him, opening him to a larger, different future. Over the last months he’d become so focused on the various advertising accounts he’d been working on, conjuring up new ideas, suitable images, that his world had narrowed to a kind of prison. Maybe he needed to reassess his career, decide whether or not he wanted to continue in the advertising business.
Serendipity. He’d like to take things further with her. Sometime before he went back to the city, he’d ride around to the other side of the lake, visit her home, and find out how to get in touch.
He picked up the hammer and chisel again. Slivers of newly shorn wood fell to the floor and permeated the shed with the sweet smell of maple.
• • •
The rest of the week proved difficult for Jade. At work, she found herself unable to give 120 percent of herself, as she’d done before. Little scenes from the weekend kept stealing into her mind — sexy scenes, peaceful scenes, teasing scenes seasoned with laughter.
Then her computer decided to throw a hissy fit. Once that was sorted out, she discovered her email was playing tricks and she couldn’t access her messages. Hours were wasted and all she got was a promise her account would be back to normal by Monday. Added to that, she couldn’t ignore the atmosphere of unsettled uneasiness that pervaded the office as rumors of cutbacks spread. The undercurrents echoed in her and she suffered from an unusual moodiness.
By Friday she was completely exasperated. To make things worse, Serendipity had refused to be banished. Setting aside the experiences she’d led Jade into, the bewitchment she’d conjured up made Jade feel needy and mushy and dreamy — and brought an intense sexual frustration. Paul R.G. kept popping up in her mind, her dreams, her thoughts. She was about ready to strangle him with his own guitar strings.
Man, the guy had sexy buns. And next week he’d be back with them, right here in the agency. Dealing with him then would be the ultimate test of her determined path in life. No, it would be fine. Definitely. She’d close the book on their fling. Get over it.
Back on her computer, she realized she’d made yet another silly mistake, had allocated the travel budget to the radio-advertising cost column. Damn it. This was what it felt like to be discombobulated, a state of mind she simply could not afford.
But before many minutes passed she drifted off into another daydream. A sneaky error crept into the promo budget for the new ad campaign. With a mutter of disgust, she pulled her hands back from the keyboard, scooted her chair away from the desk, and twirled herself around, once, twice. She came to a stop facing the window. Feeling a little dizzy, she gazed out at the summer sky, hazy with the city’s pollution. At Lake Lauzon the day would surely be crystal clear … . And there she went again, about to fly into the air on another fantasy trip.
She touched her feet to the carpet and twirled back to her desk. Her hormones were obviously out to get revenge for these past couple of years of celibacy. Enough already. She got the message, thank you very much. It was time to take action.
She turned to her computer and found what she was looking for. Usually she didn’t make personal calls at work, but this time she was going to break her own rule.
Picking up her office phone, she dialed the number of the one man who could take her to the clouds.



CHAPTER EIGHT
“Fred, it’s me.”
“Who?”
No wonder the float plane pilot hadn’t recognized her voice. They didn’t speak on the phone very often, keeping to their regular fortnightly arrangement unless the weather interfered. It had better keep its nose out of her business this weekend.
“Serendipity. I’d like a ride this weekend.”
“No can do, I’m afraid. I’m full up, right to the wings. Got a bunch of fishermen to ferry.”
“Oh no,” she wailed. “I’m so disappointed. Are you absolutely sure?”
“Yeah. Sorry.”
Desolate and disappointed, she hung up. So much for karma. Looked like that was that.
Half an hour later, she felt a headache coming on. Figured. She rummaged inside her purse for her medication, and then made a trip to the water cooler. Steve hailed her as she walked back toward her office.
“Hey Jade!” He got up from his desk and moved to cut her off. “You’ve been holding out on us.”
She paused. Steve could be nosey. Knowing he and Paul were best buds made her uneasy. “I have?”
“Yup. A moment ago I fielded a personal phone call of yours.”
Her heart rate picked up. She pretended indifference.
“Really?”
“The guy rang the wrong extension. Transposed the numbers, I suppose.”
“What did he say?” And who could it have been?
“Of course, he knew straightaway I wasn’t Ms. Jellicoe.” Steve twirled a pen between his fingers. “I saw you head down the passage, so I asked if I could take a message because you weren’t in your office.”
Jade frowned. Steve was rather too observant for her liking. “And did you?”
“Yeah. He said to tell you, ‘Fred says right.’”
Uh-oh, depending on what more Fred had said, this could mean trouble.
“Did he say anything else?”
“Not much.”
Jade made a move to continue on, but Steve blocked her way.
“Just one question,” he began, holding up the pen like a warning finger. “This guy’s flying you up to Lake Lauzon, right? I heard you were there last weekend.” His eyes, very blue under dark brows, probed into hers. “Paul’s up in that vicinity, staying at our family cabin … . Did you happen to bump into him by any chance?”
A shiver moved through her. Bumping into Paul. Oh yes, that sounded like a very good idea. But why hadn’t her mother taught her to be a better liar instead of insisting she tell the truth? Marigold said even white lies would cause bad karma in the next life. At this particular moment, the immediate present was more important to Jade.
“Paul?” she tried to make it sound as if the name hardly registered with her, instead of setting off all kinds of twanging vibrations. “No, I didn’t. Excuse me.”
She moved around Steve, went into her office, and leaned her back against the closed door. Whew, that was close. How lucky Fred hadn’t asked for Serendipity. Bad enough that he’d mentioned Lake Lauzon. In the future she’d better watch herself. She’d seen Steve in meetings and knew he could be as tenacious as a bulldog.
Still, the news was good. Feeling the need for confirmation, she picked up her phone and redialed.
“You’re sure that’s okay, Fred?”
“Of course I’m sure. I made a mistake. What can I say?”
“That you’ll take me with you tonight?”
“Sure thing, kid. Meet you at Buttonville airport.”
• • •
Jade looked out of the window of the small plane, hardly believing what she was about to do. Below her the trees showed full summer, abundant green, while the fields were already golden. The wheat was ripe. Same as she was.
A mixture of anticipation and doubt had her wishing she’d taken up chewing her nails as a child. That would give her some way of venting her nervousness.
What if she got to the cabin and found Paul entertaining Another Woman? The answer was simple. She’d grab the interloper by the neck and send her flying out the door. Then she’d glom on to the guy and kiss him stupid. She grinned and shifted in the ergonomic seat. Nothing was going to stand in the way of her ardor. She wanted Paul and she was going to have him. All weekend. As often as possible. Any way he or she could come up with or imagine. Lordy, and here she’d always thought of herself as not particularly interested in sex. All it had taken to turn her into an insatiable, lustful, female was the right, perfect male. Oh yes.
Her mood switched again. She should have phoned him, but there was the small difficulty of not knowing the number. Asking Steve was out of the question. The trouble was, not everyone liked surprises. Still, she could wander over to the cabin, nonchalantly explain that her dad had asked her to come because he needed her help in the store. No. That wouldn’t work. Better to be up front about her intentions. Especially as she didn’t want to even pretend to go near her parents. What she wanted was to spend every second of the weekend with Paul. Get as much of him as possible. Then she’d be satiated, overstuffed, and finally satisfied. Come Monday she’d close the door on the whole episode, don her wig, get dressed in her proper Jade business suit and never open herself to that side of her nature again.
Tweety flapped just above her head, whistling a mocking tune. You really believe you can do that?
She pressed her lips together and sent a telepathic message. “I’ll flip you the bird, if you’re not careful.”
Other people had solemn consciences. Why did she have to have this stupid bird?
• • •
The plane landed as smoothly as any waterfowl. In a few minutes Jade was on terra firma again.
A skinny, familiar figure lounged in the hangar, chewing gum. Her brother.
“What are you doing here, Adrian?” she asked in surprise.
“Duh,” He slouched toward her. “I came to meet you; what did you think?”
She shrugged. “I didn’t let you know I was coming.”
“No, but I knew you’d be here for the party.”
“What party?”
Adrian looked at her strangely. “You suffering from a sudden case of amnesia? It’s the parents’ anniversary bash tonight.”
She blinked at him. “But that was supposed to happen next weekend.”
“Pam couldn’t make it, and they wanted the bridesmaid there … I wrote you an email. It sent okay.” He picked up her bag and they began walking toward the boat. “Didn’t you get it?”
“No. For some mysterious reason, my email wasn’t receiving. I expect the gremlins got it instead.”
“Let’s hope they don’t turn up at the party.” He dumped her bag in the boat and hit his forehead with a mock gesture of despair. “But they will! There’s no escape. Like, the little terrors will be there with Granny Pam.” The sound of a hideous groan made her laugh — Adrian’s Halloween special for scaring the daylights out of unsuspecting trick-or-treaters.
Jade reached out and tweaked his ear affectionately.
During the trip across the water, she tried to regroup, shifting her focus from seeing Paul right away to being with him later. Oh groan. She’d left behind the anniversary present she’d bought, a large, Provençal-style pottery dish, just perfect for serving Marigold’s special vegetarian lasagna. Not only that, but the clothes she’d packed for seducing Paul were not suitable for a party. At lunch that day, she’d buttonholed Suzy and together they’d done a little shopping, including buying a new set of flimsy underwear.
At the top of the steps, she found Frank preparing the barbecue. He gave her a big hug.
“It’s great you’re here, kiddo,” he said.
Adrian held up her bag. “Drop this off inside for you?”
“Thanks. And for the welcome committee, too.”
“Let’s call it a trade-off. You make sure to save me from the gremlins tonight, see.”
That made her chuckle.
The smell of garlic and olive oil greeted her as she walked into the house. Marigold and three friends had the small space humming with activity as they prepared for the party. In the kitchen, every possible surface was crammed with dishes and bowls and plates containing salads, breads, cheeses, and desserts. A couple of large quiches waited on the dining table, and two already marinated chickens were primed for the barbecue.
After giving her mom a kiss and a hug, Jade rushed to rummage in her closet. Surely she’d find something suitable to wear? Nope. Nothing but ratty old tee shirts and the threadbare denims she used for fishing. Now what?
Out in the hallway, she slid open the door to the closet that contained old and out-of-season clothes. At the bottom, an old box caught her eye. Adrian’s LEGO sets. Just the thing for amusing those gremlins. She pulled it out, ready for the inevitable moment when a little distraction would be required.
Above the box hung a calico garment bag. She opened it. Dresses and caftans from Marigold’s younger days looked decidedly unpromising, but Jade decided to go through them, in any case. To her delight she unearthed the perfect thing for a retro party: a garment she remembered her mother wearing years ago.
She unhooked the hanger and, facing the mirror, held the shiny, slinky, purple catsuit against her. Pursing her lips, she considered. Yes, this would do. Only problem was, she hadn’t brought a strapless bra with her. She’d have to go without.
But first, she had to check with her mom.
Upstairs, Marigold said, with a reminiscent smile, “That old thing. It’s too tight for me now. I guess I should have thrown it out years ago.” She stroked a small, tanned hand down the knitted fabric. “Of course you’re welcome to wear it, Dipity.” Taking Jade’s elbow, she drew her a little aside. “I wanted to invite Paul tonight and hoped he’d pop in at the store so I’d meet him, but he didn’t. Why don’t you give him a call?” Marigold brushed her ribbon-braided hair away from her face. “There’s still time to invite him.”
“I don’t know the number at the cabin.”
“Well, why not go and fetch him?”
How great it would be to have his company, especially when she’d imagined being there with him by now. If he were here, that would ease the frustration a bit. And he’d fit in with the crowd, she was sure. The local gossips might even stop their whisperings and wonderings as to why she never brought a man home. But no. If Paul came there would be difficulties. Making sure he only heard her pre-Jade, higher voice would overtax her ingenuity and could ruin the whole evening, not to mention causing all sorts of questions and comments among the guests. Apart from the problem of her voice, there was the greater danger of someone asking about her work.
Tempting, but … .
“No, I don’t think so. I need to help with everything here.”
“We can manage. There are too many helpers in this small house already.” Someone called Marigold over to answer a question, so Jade was spared having to explain herself any further. She went to help her dad set out the drinks and get the ice. He was looking rather strained, and she thought his bluff heartiness rang a bit false.
“Is something wrong, Dad?” she asked as they worked side by side.
Busy lining up the wine glasses, he spoke in a quiet voice.
“Don’t say anything to your mother, but I’m a tad worried.”
“Oh?”
He sighed. “Yup. Looks like Kip really is going to sell the business. What I’ll do if there’s a new owner, I don’t know.”
“Wouldn’t they keep you on?”
“Who knows?” He pushed a glass nearer to the edge of the table and then back again. “Without Kip to attend to the business side of things, they might need to hire somebody. And there’s not really enough in the single store to support two, let alone three. People today have such high expectations.” His voice sounded rueful.
“Don’t you think Kip might offer the store to you?”
“He’s made some noises in that direction. But again, I couldn’t handle the business side of things.” He shook his head. “Oh well. No sense borrowing trouble. I’ll put it out of my mind. For tonight at least.”
He crouched down to place a few bottles of pop into a plastic bowl containing ice.
Busy finding and setting out cutlery, Jade thought about her dad’s situation. Despite the fact she helped out with the mortgage, if he lost his livelihood her parents would be in real difficulties. Local jobs were scarce.
There was nothing she could do about it at the moment. She headed into her room to change.
Four hours later, everyone had eaten. Most of the adults sat chatting and drinking in the living room, perched on any arm or chair they could find, while the teenagers hung out outside. The two gremlin terrors were marvelously quiet, busy with the LEGO sets Jade had found. Music wafted through the gathering dusk, the stereo playing sixties’ golden oldies.
The Beatles belted out one of their early hits. Jade, in the midst of chatting to Pam, broke off. How much longer before she could make her escape and head over to the cabin, to Paul? Time, her precious, last-chance time, was passing. She couldn’t endure the wait any longer.
“Pam, I’m so sorry. I need to have a word with Marigold.”
“Are you feeling all right?” the gray-haired woman asked.
“I’m not quite sure.”
Which, for once, was pretty much the truth.
Jade threaded through the thinning crowd. Most of the families with small kids had left. Only about a dozen of her parents’ contemporaries and a few of Adrian’s pals remained.
“Dipity dear” — her mother sent her a sunny smile — “I’m so happy we could all be together tonight.”
“Me, too. It’s been a fun celebration. But I need to go now.”
Marigold’s gaze grew intent. “Guess I know where.”
Jade nodded. “Across the water to Paul. I’ll take the boat. Don’t expect me back before Sunday.”
Marigold flung happy arms about her daughter and hugged her tight. Jade pressed her cheek against her mother’s.
Marigold released her. “That’s just wonderful. You know how I’m dying to have grandkids.”
The pang was brief but definitely there. Jade didn’t have the heart to say there was no chance, that this would be the last hurrah.
“Take some muffins with you,” her mom urged.
After making a stop in the kitchen to do just that, Jade went to her room, picked up her bag and, watching her step, clomped down to the dock.



CHAPTER NINE
Deep night fell over the North Shore of Lake Huron. In the wooden fishing cabin, Paul shed his tee shirt and sank down on the edge of the bed. Over the past week he’d slipped into a very different rhythm of life, the old “early to bed, early to rise” routine instead of “late to bed, even earlier to rise” he’d been practicing. He sure felt better. More relaxed.
This morning he’d woken with a surging energy. Ever since last weekend, a new enthusiasm for living had been pumping through him. Outside, he’d relished the chance to appreciate the fresh air, the sunlight, the beauty of his surroundings. He’d done a bit of fishing, quite a lot of work on the piece of driftwood, and much contemplating — of nature, the meaning of life in general, and his life in particular. More and more he was getting the sense that drastic changes needed to be made.
At eight-thirty, the phone rang. Steve.
“Hi guy. What you up to?” His buddy’s voice with its husky edge growled through the line.
“Me? I’m navel gazing.”
“Oh, I see. Those Canadian Coast Guards. They’re always moored or chugging around somewhere out there.”
“No, I meant I’m contemplating life, mine in particular.”
“Sounds as if the cabin’s doing the trick, then. But aren’t you getting tired of solitude?”
“Not really. Only the right kind of company would do.”
“Sorry, I’ll have to deprive you. I’m all tied up this weekend.”
“Please tell me it’s not Maryanne.”
“Wellll … ”
“Some guys are devils for punishment.”
“You can talk. The day you stop working so hard I’ll go cold turkey on her.”
“I’m chilling, so start preparing that bird for the freezer.”
After the call, he headed for bed to read the prizewinning novel he should have gotten to years ago. Trouble was, time had done that Latin tempus fugit thing.
Life was good. Only one thing could make it better, and that was to have a woman around — specifically, Serendipity.
Laying down the book he’d just picked up, Paul folded his hands behind his neck and leaned against the propped-up pillows, imagining her, wishing she’d suddenly manifest right there beside him. Come to think of it, he’d gladly sacrifice the book if it would be so obliging as to transform itself into the living, breathing Serendipity. But Steve wouldn’t be too impressed if he told him he’d traded his original edition, a hard-backed copy signed by the author, for a mirage.
• • •
During the ride over the dark lake, all Jade’s nervousness returned. The cooling air brought goose bumps to her skin. She was crazy to do this. If only she’d been able to go with her impulse earlier and not put it off until hours later, then maybe she wouldn’t be in such a state now.
On reaching the resort, she secured the boat and walked for twenty minutes toward the cabin. Trudging along the narrow country road, bag in hand, she wasn’t able to shake the fear Paul might not want her. On either side of her, trees clustered, huddling together, watching her take this uncharacteristic risk. Oh, it would be too dreadful if he rejected her.
Down the drive she walked, the gravel crunching under her sandals, as if complaining at being disturbed. Ahead, a light glimmered in the bedroom of the cabin. At least Paul was awake.
Standing on the doorstep, she shifted her bag to her other hand and knocked. Please God, don’t let there be another woman in there with him.
She knocked again, louder this time.
The door flew open.
“What the — ”
Shorts riding low on his lean hips, lover-man stood there, tall and bare chested, his chin dark with a growth of stubble. He was frowning.
All she could do was gape like a ninny, stunned by the impact of his presence, thrilled throughout her body and her soul that he was actually standing in front of her, no illusion or creation of her overheated imagination, but a man of real flesh and blood. Real flesh. Oh yes.
Luckily, he wasn’t turned to stone by her presence.
“Serendipity!”
He leaned against the doorjamb and folded his arms, looking her up and down, eating her up with his eyes.
“Well, well, well.” He drew out the words, as if relishing the sounds, licking at the Ls. A slowly growing grin revealed The Dimple.
Then, in a gesture that had nothing to do with cool and everything to do with warmth, he lunged forward and, with a yelp of triumph, caught her in his arms. Her leather weekend bag fell to the ground as he swung her around, laughing and placing little, pecking kisses all over her face.
Jade felt something new inside her, a small kernel that began to swell. A soaring gladness she’d never experienced before coursed through her. Yes, this was good. Wonderful. Her spontaneous decision had been right. To spend one more weekend allowing herself the freedom to cut loose, to live out her fantasies. A very good idea. Okay.
Tenderly, she ran her fingers through Paul’s hair.
He let her slide down his body. His nearness sparked a glow in every fiber of her being, making her itch to get even closer.
“You beautiful thing! You wonderful witch! You must have known how much I was wishing for you” — he set her on her feet again but kept one arm around her waist — “right on that bright star over there, see?”
Her spirits soaring, her blood already hot, she glanced up at the night sky, then smiled at him. Rising on tiptoe, she twined her arms around his neck, wriggled into him, and, only just in time, remembered her voice. “Pleased to see me, are you?”
He growled and thrust his hips into hers. “A man’s body doesn’t lie.”
No, but watch out for a woman’s mouth, chirruped Tweety. Jade batted the dratted bird away.
“Something wrong?” Paul asked, releasing her.
“Um, I thought I saw a mosquito.”
He took a step back and picked up her bag. “Come inside, so we can shut out the bugs.”
She wasn’t about to argue. At this moment all she wanted was to be as close to Paul as possible, with the rest of the world as far away as it could be.
He closed the door behind them.
In the living room, she paused, hardly believing she was really here at last.
“Welcome,” he said in a low voice, looking her over again as if to absorb every detail of her. “Can I get you something? How about a drink? Are you hungry?”
She moved to stand in front of him, lifted her hand to his bare, hair-sprinkled chest, and let her fingers trace patterns on his tanned skin. “Right now there’s only one thing I want.”
An eyebrow quirked as he looked down at her, his eyes amused and yet hot.
To further clarify her answer, she lifted her mouth to his and moved sinuously against him. If he was the quick study she thought he was, he’d get the message.
Message received.
Passion was there, instantly. He felt warm and hard against her, his arms strong, holding her tight. His mouth on hers was hungry, proving he was as ravenous for her as she was for him. Melting, she let responsible Jade disappear into oblivion and Serendipity, the part of her that longed to be wild, take over.
Meanwhile the kiss drew her into desire. She discovered again his wonderful taste, the texture of his tongue, the potent effect he had on her, body and soul.
At last, breathless, they drew apart.
Jade blinked and looked around, orientating herself after the quick spin into outer space. The tiny living room held no couch and she was feeling the need to lie down. With Paul.
“Come.” As he’d done before, he took her hand. This time he led her into the bedroom. They stopped. And kissed again, their mouths joining, fueling their hunger for each other.
Paul drew in a deep breath and moved his hands to her shoulders, holding her steady. He gazed at her again, making her feel as if she were the most wonderful, the most beautiful, creature in all the world.
“Hmm,” he said in a low voice, running his hands from her shoulders downward over the stretchy, knit fabric of her catsuit. “I approve of this outfit. Very tantalizing. Very ssssssexy.” He continued his caresses. “And, best of all” — he hitched in a breath — “no bra.”
His hands stroked her, moving the slinky material over her skin, her breasts, her hips, and lower, his touch making her squirm and press herself against him.
“Serendipity.” He breathed out the word. “You have the perfect name.”
Intoxicated by him, her desire made her forget her deception. “No, it’s not — ”
Another kiss cut her off, a moment before she incriminated herself.
“Yes, it is,” Paul said when they broke apart. “Your being here is truly serendipitous. Don’t you agree?”
Her foggy brain tried to work. “No. I mean, yes … I was going to say, ah … the catsuit.”
“What about it?”
“T-too restricting.”
“That’s easily fixed.” Paul reached behind her. Letting her head fall back, she felt his breath whisper over her neck. Inch by inch, he pulled the long zipper all the way down, past her waist, all the while holding her gaze, his eyes intent and hot on hers.
The air brushed her skin as he peeled one side away. Then the other dropped and the garment fell, baring her top half to him. His gaze lowered. The caresses he’d made earlier on top of her catsuit, he now made without it, on her bare, achingly sensitive flesh.
Jade’s eyelids grew heavy as he stroked her breasts. A thumb and forefinger pinched gently at her nipples. Murmuring her approval, she responded by curving her palms over his shoulders, appreciating the contrast between lean torso and the well-defined muscles of his arms. How satiny his skin was, stretched over the bulge of his biceps. She nuzzled into him, taking little nips and licks at him, while the drugging fog of desire took her ever deeper into delicious pleasure.
Now his hands were at her waist, pushing the catsuit farther down, and with it, her panties. She stepped out of them. As she did so, his fingers took advantage of her one raised leg and found her. He began to probe, gently, slowly, then faster and deeper.
Frantically she clawed at him, wanting more, impatient for the real thing, but he held her firm.
“Please,” she moaned.
Paul’s hand stilled. In a powerful surge, all the past hours, weeks, years of holding herself back, of suppressing her sensual nature, broke free. Jade pushed at his chest so he fell backward onto the bed. She landed on top of him, her breasts pressing into his chest, his muscled thighs tangling with hers. Too aroused to wait any longer, she straddled him. Slowly, gradually, she lowered herself, her head falling back, her lids closing as she surrendered to unspeakable ecstasy.
“Ahh,” he breathed, his eyes closed in bliss. “I think I’m in love.”
In a slow rhythm, she lifted and lowered herself again, savoring the sensation. She let out a breath. “Oh. That … oh. That’s just … oh … the hormones talking.”
He held her hips to keep her still. She looked down into tawny eyes, darkened by desire.
“Is it?” he asked. “The way I’ve been feeling, missing you, dreaming about you, I’d say our connection goes deeper than that.”
She looked down at their connection. “Sure is pretty deep.”
He chuckled as she’d hoped he would. She didn’t want him to think like that. Such a direction could hold nothing but trouble.
But at least he’s being honest.
“Shut up,” she whispered to Tweety. Even a Greek chorus in her head would be better than that squeaky bird.
Paul’s eyes were still closed. He opened them at her words.
“I didn’t moan or say anything.” His hands brushed over her heated flesh. “But if you carry on in this fantastic, fabulous fashion, I’ll soon be doing my famous wolf howl.”
Jade herself was finding it easy to keep her own voice high when she was in the throes of passion. She luxuriated in the moment. “Mmm.” She rode a bit faster.
He complemented her movements, building, building. Then she heard him gasp. His hands firmly pressed her hips. “Slow down, honey. This is so good I want it to last a while longer.”
She leaned forward to lie against him, her head to one side, her eyes closed, as she absorbed every sensation. One hand smoothed down her leg to her ankle, and she felt his thumb brushing over her tattoo.
Keeping them joined, he rolled sideways and began a different rhythm. She enjoyed the freedom to scratch little circles on his chest, relishing the intimacy, but after a while the tide of heat became too great.
Instinctively attuned to her, Paul rolled them over, one hand under her, and began pumping, driving their passion in a way that made Jade want to explode. Soon. And make him do the same. But he was having none of it. He gave a full thrust and held himself there. That was enough to set her off. Once the waves of her fulfillment subsided, he slowly began again.
The rhythm, the urgency grew more and more demanding. Jade felt herself weaken and strengthen, all at the same time. She slid her hands over his shoulders and dug her nails into his back.
“Now!” Her back arched. “Join me there now, Paul.”
“You’re sure? Maybe I can … produce a miracle and … hold out longer.”
“No! Oh. Oh yes!”
Looking down at her, his eyes slits, he picked up the pace.
“Happy to … oblige,” he gasped.
And soon, she was not only happy, too, but totally blissed out. Lying in his arms, drifting in the darkness, she vaguely decided going with her instincts had definitely paid off.
• • •
Next morning, after a very satisfying reprise of lovemaking activities, they swam naked in the refreshing waters of the lake. Jade dove under, came up again, and wiped the wet from her eyes, laughing for sheer joy of living.
Nearby, Paul headed away from the shore, lifting his arms in a lazy, rhythmic crawl, his feet making small splashes behind him. When he was a few hundred yards away, he turned and began swimming back.
“It’s wonderfully private here,” she called. “Your friend’s a lucky man.” Luckily she’d remembered not to name Steve.
Paul circled toward her.
“Yeah. I was hoping he’d come up this weekend … . But I’d much rather have you.”
He’d certainly had her, Jade thought, flipping onto her back, vitality coursing through her body. She rolled over again and began a relaxed breaststroke. Who would have believed she could feel so wonderfully sexy or that Paul would prove to be such an exciting lover? Not only that, but she loved the way he showed tenderness toward her. No doubt about it, Paul R.G. was far more than a pretty face. The idea of getting back to their normal, weekday life, seeing him at work, having to remain aloof from him, was beginning to feel more and more ominous, more and more impossible. She’d have to don her workday persona, slip into her disguise … . No, she wouldn’t think about that now. If this was to be her last chance at being with him, she was going to make the most of it.
He’d swum ahead again and then back to her. As soon as he got within striking distance, he reared up in a powerful butterfly movement and whooshed down on her. Strong hands gripped her around the waist and lifted her high in the water. She laughed down at him, but caught her breath as he let her slide over his body. Cool kisses, fresh and wet, took them under. When they came up again, little licks of water lapped at their shoulders. Mouths locked together, they tried to keep themselves afloat, entwining limbs, sinking down, popping up again.
“Time to take this inside,” Paul said.
• • •
“How would you like to spend the day?” he asked over breakfast.
Marigold’s muffins, accompanied by large mugs of coffee, tasted like food for the gods.
“I can take you out on the lake if you like,” Jade offered. “I left the boat waiting. We could do some fishing or whatever.”
“Hmm. The whatever sounds good.” He looked at her, a gleam in his eye. “Myself, I’m tempted to while away the hours right here, just you and me.” He leaned over and placed his mug on the floorboards of the stoop. “But food’s a problem. I’ve only a few supplies left, so we need to get something in. On lovemaking alone, we won’t survive.”
“We can do it in Spanish,” Jade suggested.
He looked a little surprised. “Sure, we could give it a try. Sounds intriguing. I didn’t know they had any special sex techniques in Spain. But if you mean the sweet sex talk, I could make a stab at that, I suppose. Quote some phrases from a few songs maybe.”
Jade tried not to giggle. This was a chance for teasing she couldn’t pass up.
“Otherwise, we could do it in Blind.”
His eyebrows rose. “A little kinky, but, hey, sure.”
The laughter bubbled out.
“No, no. You must remember — Spanish is the town we passed through on the way from Manitoulin Island.”
“Of course. At least, I passed through it. For all I know, you took a different route.” There was a questioning pause.
She kept silent.
“How disappointing,” Paul gave an exaggerated sigh. “Now I suppose you’re going to tell me you were referring to the town of Blind River.”
“Ya got it.”
“Pity. Things were getting intriguing, setting off my imagination.”
“Your imagination can go wild anytime, mister.”
“Yeah?” The word came out in a hoarse whisper. “Well, come over here, honey, sit yourself down on my lap, and I’ll show you just how inventive my imagination can be.”
Which he did.
“So what’s it to be?” Paul asked a while later. “Spanish or Blind?” He wiggled his eyebrows.
“What a hard choice.” Jade felt so boneless she didn’t want to think, let alone make trivial decisions.
“Which would be quicker?”
That question she could deal with.
“Spanish is a lot farther away, so the drive is longer … . But in Blind River I’d likely see a few people who know me and would probably expect a bit of catch-up chat.”
“That settles it.” Paul stepped into his khaki shorts and zipped them up. “I’d rather have you all to myself, so let’s go into Spanish.”
It wasn’t long before they set off in the convertible. Spinning along, with Paul’s knee not far from hers, so handy for a squeeze now and then, her sunglasses in place, protecting her eyes from the bright glare, Jade exulted in the day, in her body’s fulfillment, in the sunshine that bathed her and Paul in warmth, and in the breeze that mitigated the heat it brought. Being with him was like living in a juicy wonderland.
She rested her arm along the top of the passenger door and smiled at the groovy seventies’ hits Paul had put in the CD player. This was so cool. She loved riding the hog, but for once she was happy to let someone else be in charge and do the driving so she could sit back and enjoy.
In Spanish, they bought fresh food, cold cuts for a late lunch, and steaks for the barbecue. They were loading the bags into the back of the car when Jade heard her name being called.
“Yoo hoo … Seren-dipity!”
The voice was scratchy with age, but even so, Jade recognized the tones of her high school English teacher. There she was, walking briskly toward them, as upright as ever, her salt and pepper hair impeccably coiffed.
Jade stepped back onto the sidewalk to greet her.
“Mrs. Townsend! How are you?” She introduced Paul and noted the appreciative twinkle in the older woman’s eyes. Behind the thick glasses she wore, they still shone with interest, intelligence, and humor.
“Pretty good and enjoying my retirement years. Although sometimes I miss being around moody teenagers.”
Jade laughed. “That’s hard to believe.”
“Still enjoying that high-powered job of yours at the a — ”
“Yes, it’s terrific. Thank you.”
Paul looked at her enquiringly, his eyebrows raised.
More lies. Jade could just see all this bad karma, piling up like overdue, library-book fines.
Mrs. Townsend nodded benevolently at them.
“I’d better get on. Give my regards to your parents.”
They said good-bye. Jade was just about to climb into the car when she noticed a happy-looking couple with two children walking toward them. Jenny and Kevin had been in her class, high school sweethearts who had married soon after graduation.
She pushed the car door shut again. “Sorry, Paul, but I have to say hi.”
He shrugged. “Sure.”
“Hey you two!” She stepped onto the sidewalk once again. “How are you doing?”
Kevin slowed and brought the baby buggy to a stop. Jenny gave a broad grin. “Dipity! We haven’t seen you in an age.”
“No, but I can see what you two have been up to,” she teased. “Congratulations.”
Jenny was holding the hand of a little girl. A floral cotton hat sat on a head of blond curls. The toddler stuck a finger in her mouth and looked up at Jade with big eyes.
“Hi sweetie! And who are you?”
“Me Ficity,” she said.
Jade looked to her mother for clarification.
“Felicity,” she explained.
Peeking into the baby carriage, Jade saw a small bundle, eyes and fists shut tight. “And the baby?”
“That’s Brent. Born six weeks ago today. This is his first real outing.” Kevin’s voice rang with pride.
“Well, he’s not paying much attention to it, is he?” Paul commented in a comical way, coming to stand next to Jade. Again, she made the introductions and saw Kevin and Jenny exchange speculative glances. Now they’d think she and Paul were together. Word would get around. But there was nothing she could do about that. She was glad to see her old friends and was struck by the air of quiet contentment that hung around the little family like an aura. Marigold’s words, but how else to describe it?
Gazing down at the baby’s wispy hair and serene expression caused something to unfold in Jade’s chest, a warm, mushy melting. She had to restrain herself from reaching down and picking up the little babe, holding him to her, cuddling him.
The four of them chatted for a few minutes.
“We’d better get on,” Jenny said. “Can’t have the little ones out in this heat for too long … . It was great seeing you, Dipity. Look us up next time you’re in town.”
Jade waved at Felicity until they were out of sight.
“Now I’m hot.” She caught Paul’s arm and smiled up at him. “I’ll treat you to an iced coffee.”
Amused eyes glinted down into hers. The dimple showed. “These things you can get in Spanish?”
“Of course.”
They’d no sooner ordered and sat down when Jade was hailed yet again. This time it was a friend of Marigold’s who got up from a nearby table and came over to greet her and meet Paul. Jade was glad to see her, but she was beginning to feel time was a-wasting.
“Next time,” Paul said when they finally got into the car, “we go into Blind River.”
Next time. How promising, how sweet that sounded. The tragedy was, for her and Paul, there’d never be a next time.



CHAPTER TEN
Jade had the knack of being able to set her internal clock so she woke at whatever hour she wished. At five o’clock on Sunday morning, she lay next to Paul, gazing out at the dawn. On Friday she’d told herself she’d done exactly the right thing in coming here to be with him for another weekend. Now she was afraid that might not be true, that perhaps it had been completely the wrong thing. Something niggling inside her insisted it was possible she’d made a Very Grave Mistake.
She hadn’t realized so much could happen in so short a time, how close she would feel to him, as if invisible links had woven between and over them, creating something precious, beyond just sex, although the lovemaking had certainly begun the process. And she was about to deliberately destroy all that. If she didn’t make a clean cut now, today, right this morning, so much would be in jeopardy: all her years of effort to get ahead in her career, the agency’s future, not to mention Adrian’s. And if her parents had to move, go back to a hand-to-mouth existence … . The very thought brought her out in a cold sweat.
All this meant she couldn’t allow herself to dream. Life demanded she be pragmatic, and that’s what she’d be. No matter if it brought up an aching sense of loss.
The alternative, to tell Paul the truth, was unthinkable. At work, they’d never gotten along well. Finding out Jade and Dipity were one and the same was certain to send him into orbit.
Oh God, how could that one thoughtless, instinctive reaction when she fled away from a stranded Paul have cost her so dear?
The sun’s rays shone onto the bed, warm and golden. Staring blankly, she lay there, Paul’s long body next to hers, one leg hooked over her, as if making sure she didn’t go away. But that was exactly what she had to do. Forever. Before he could ask her how he could contact her, before she jeopardized her carefully built life any further.
Inch by inch, she slid out of bed. Paul slept on. As she took in his peaceful expression, the dark eyelashes underlining the curve of his closed lids, the shadow of his morning beard outlining the firm jawbone and contrasting with the smooth flesh of his lips, something moved within her. She longed to bend over and press her lips to his one last time. Stifling her regret, she straightened, closed her eyes for a couple of seconds against the threatening tears. At least she’d always be able to remember this brief time with him in paradise.
She dressed quietly, gathered her things together, and crept out of the cabin. It was a good thing Paul had been sleeping so soundly.
The walk back to the resort soothed her a little. This time the trees along the tranquil country road seemed to reach their branches toward her, as if to comfort her as she trudged along. Jade couldn’t help thinking about the difference in her feelings between now, leaving Paul and all that had happened between them behind, and Friday, during her walk in the dark when she hadn’t been sure of her reception. The weekend had turned out to be more intimate, more companionable, more fun, and more wonderfully sexy than she could have imagined. Ah well. Even the best fantasies had to end.
If only her situation could have been different.
The surface of the lake was like glass. Jade almost regretted having to disturb the waters, but home she must go.
She found Marigold already busy in her garden, picking red currants.
“You going to make muesli with those?”
Her mom looked over her shoulder in surprise. “Dipity! I didn’t expect you back yet.”
“I decided best to slip out early. That way, no questions could be asked.”
Marigold stripped another handful of berries off the bush, dropped them into the bowl she carried and turned toward her daughter. “So you’re really going to end the whole thing now?”
Jade nodded.
“Never see Paul again?”
“You know I will. I’ll see him tomorrow, at the agency.”
“Won’t that be difficult?”
“Yup, but I’ll just have to deal with it.”
A frown marred her mom’s usually serene expression. She opened her mouth as if to say something more and closed it again. Jade was grateful. She knew Marigold had been hoping for great things from her getting together with Paul, but the reality was, it was over.
By the time Jade met Fred at the hanger, dark, angry clouds clustered on the horizon, threatening a storm.
Fred was making his final inspection of the float plane.
“All ready to go?” she asked. “Or will the storm delay us?”
“No, we’ll be okay, Dipity.” He glanced up at the sky, then at her. “We’ll be flying away from the weather, so I’ll get you back okay, no problem. You’ll be at work tomorrow morning, same as usual.”
She knew Fred meant to reassure her, but all she felt was sick at heart. Like a robot she went through the usual procedures and soon they were up in the air. She gazed absently at the passing clouds, detached from herself and the earth. The weekend had been a dream. She and Paul had laughed together and loved together. Often. Now, how was she going to find the strength, the necessary mindset, to close the book on their fling and get over it? This was going to be a far harder task than she’d ever envisaged.
The small plane bumped and dipped.
Her stomach lurched with the plane, and she gripped the seat. Where was Paul now, she wondered. Had he swung by her parents’ house? In any case, he’d be driving back into the city. Maybe they were flying right over him, or maybe he was stuck in the returning weekend traffic. Wherever he was, he was surely wondering why, after they’d had such a fabulous time together, Serendipity had simply disappeared, run out on him without a word.
The storm must have caught up with them after all, because her vision was blurred from the falling rain. She touched her cheek and found that it was wet.
• • •
Paul stretched out an arm. Finding no warm shape nearby, he patted the sheet and the mattress. Nothing. He opened his eyes. Serendipity must be in the bathroom.
Minutes went by and he heard no sound. All right. Most likely she’d gone for a swim in the lake. Already he knew that about her, how she loved to be outside in the fresh morning air. Groggily he wiped a hand over his face, the bristle of beard on his chin.
Thinking he’d go join her, he swung his legs over the side of the bed, stood, and wandered out onto the stoop. No one. Only the still, hushed air of a beautiful summer Sunday.
He went back inside and checked the small house. This was ridiculous. She wouldn’t run out on him again. Not for the fourth time. Not after all they’d shared.
Of course not. Sooner or later she was bound to appear. She’d manifest like a sprite in the woods, naked, teasing him with an adult game of hide-and-seek.
She had to be out there somewhere. Nope. Down at the small beach, he saw no sign of life apart from birds, bugs, two squirrels, and a chipmunk.
This was weird. Made no sense. Apart from anything else, together they’d had the best sex ever. It couldn’t have been a one-way street.
He’d presumed they’d travel back to the city together, so she must have popped across the lake to say good-bye to her family. Yes, that made sense. Although, she could have left a note.
In the meantime, he could work on the sculpture. Make use of new inspiration. There wouldn’t be room to take the Spirit of the Lake back in the car, but Steve would surely be okay with storing it in the shed for a while.
Sculpting in the city would present a problem. Of course, there was always Eleanor, the wealthy woman who’d offered to sponsor him. She’d help if he wanted to rent a studio. No, that idea was simply too way out to consider seriously.
Paul got caught up in the sculpture. Each piece of wood he chiseled away brought him closer to Serendipity, made him feel he was discovering more about her, unveiling the beauty of her form, her being. He felt the glow of her presence again, remembered little incidents of the past hours, recalled how they’d been so good together. Going back to the bachelor life, with transient girlfriends, no longer appealed. No, in this too he needed to do an assessment.
Lost in his process of artistic creation, he didn’t notice time going by until his gut rumbled. He looked at his watch. Early afternoon already.
With a feeling of foreboding, he headed back to the cabin. Only when he was inside did it register: Serendipity’s things were gone. No neat hairbrush lay next to his comb on the rough wooden dresser, no leather weekend bag lay on the circular rag rug.
He didn’t at all like the nasty, insidious feeling that churned his gut and hovered around his heart.
Surely she’d return soon.
He started packing his things, but gave up. Instead, he drifted down to the shore again and stood gazing across the water. Time to face facts. She wasn’t going to reappear, as he’d presumed. Anger at her desertion rose in him. What could have been in her mind?
Shoving his hands into his pockets, he kicked at the cold ashes of the fire. How could she do this? Sure, they hadn’t discussed anything about the future. Somehow he’d imagined there’d be plenty of time. In the enjoyment of the moment he hadn’t mentioned anything about making plans. Maybe that was why she had left? Maybe she thought she should walk away before he did.
Maybe he should have told her he loved her.
He stopped dead in his tracks. His head fell back and he gazed at the sky. Damn. He loved her. Exactly when and where it had happened, he didn’t know. But he knew it for truth, and that he needed to tell her.
Well hey, he could go after her, couldn’t he? He wasn’t about to let her run out on him like that. Lucky he knew where she lived. He could drive over to the house, see if she was there. He’d finish packing up his things, load the car, and take a swing by her parents before setting off for the city. Hopefully he’d learn something there, find out what was going on.
• • •
He found Serendipity’s mother in her garden, hoeing a patch of leeks. She wore a large straw hat, sandals, and a rainbow-colored caftan. Hearing his footsteps on the path, she looked up.
“Hi.” She wiped her hand on her dress and came forward, smiling at him. “I’m Marigold. You must be Paul.”
“Got it in one.” He took her hand in his. “Serendipity told you about me?”
Marigold nodded. “I’m so sorry. You just missed her.”
“She’s already left? I was hoping she’d drive back down with me.”
“Adrian took her over to Fred’s.” She indicated across the lake. “Oh, about three quarters of an hour ago.”
Fred? Was he an old flame or even a present one? Paul didn’t enjoy the stab of jealousy.
Marigold propped her hands on her hoe. She cocked her head as if listening for something.
“They should be taking off any minute now.”
“Taking off?” Paul echoed.
“Sure. That’s Dipity’s regular ride. Every fortnight she flies up with him in the float plane. Only, this weekend she made an exception.”
Ah, that gave him some hope, made him feel better.
“On Wednesday it will be Frank and my wedding anniversary. Friday night we had a party.”
So much for thinking she’d come especially to see him. But he wasn’t about to give up. “Too bad … uh, I mean, that I just missed her, not the anniversary. Congratulations on that … . Um, could you give me her address and phone number?”
Marigold made a few last scratches with the hoe. She rested her hands on the handle again. “I don’t know if Dipity would approve of my doing this, but I’m going to go ahead anyhow.”
“She doesn’t like you to garden?”
“No, I meant, she doesn’t like me giving out her details.”
“Why not?”
Marigold shrugged. “It’s complicated. You’ll need to ask her why not.”
He patted his pockets. No phone. He’d have to go the ancient papyrus-and-stylus route. But he didn’t have that available either. “Could you lend me a pencil and a piece of paper?”
“Sure. Come inside.” He followed Marigold into the house, dipping his head as he walked in the door. She found a small pad and wrote two series of numbers on it.
He had a bad feeling about all this. Marigold sent him a sympathetic look. She reached out and clasped his hand.
“Don’t be too despondent. I intuit she’s afraid of her feelings for you. Dipity’s good at repressing her emotions.”
He hadn’t found her inhibited. Quite the opposite, in fact. But he didn’t want to tell her mother that.
She let him go. “I’ve added our phone number, in any case you need it.”
They went out to the car. Once he was sitting inside, his seat belt safely fastened, she stepped back.
“Have a safe trip. And Paul, keep in touch, see?”
• • •
The return journey was a pain. After he’d managed, miraculously, not to get uptight about the crawling traffic with its stop-start, erratic rhythm, he found he couldn’t prevent himself remembering the trip up. Meeting Serendipity. Finding her again. Making love to her.
As the miles went by and he drew nearer to the city, he began to feel somewhat depressed. He put on some of his specially chosen, calming music, and felt marginally better.
After a while, he turned off the highway and drove toward his neighborhood. How strange to see houses huddled close together, hardly any yard around them and busy, brightly lit, downtown streets. Never before had he thought of city life as being unnatural, but now he missed the countryside and the simplicity of his existence over the last little while, up at the lake. He could tell adjusting to being back was not going to be a piece of cake nor even a bite of one of Marigold’s marvelous muffins.
At one thirty A.M., he drew up in front of the house he shared with Steve. Too late to call Serendipity. He’d have to wait until tomorrow evening.
• • •
Jade exited her regular Monday-morning meeting with the CEO and other vice presidents with as much dignity as she could muster. Her walk was controlled, neither too fast nor too slow, her outer appearance betraying nothing of how she was feeling. The instructions she’d received had hit her like a head-on crash. Denial, fear, and fury mixed explosively inside her. What she wanted to do was flee screaming out of the agency, out of the building, and race all the way around the block, yelling until she was rid of this anguish that gripped her like a hideous monster. Emotions finally overcoming her, she gulped in a great gasp of air and rushed toward the women’s washroom. The gagging sensation tearing at her throat and gut sent her into a cold sweat. If she wasn’t mistaken, she was about to throw up, something she hadn’t done since she was a teenager and had eaten her first oyster, which had been rotten.
The metal doorknob felt cold in her hand. She wrenched it around, shoved the door open, and made for the sink. Icy water would help. Opening the tap, she splashed at her temples and wrists, uncaring that she was wetting her chic, expensive, silk shirt. Another wave of nausea hit her. She clung on to the sides of the vanity and hung her head.
Behind her, someone came in. Jade heard the door swish shut and felt the slight pressure of a comforting hand on her back. Warm, human comfort. Whoever it was, she was grateful.
Suzy’s soft voice asked, “Jade, what’s wrong? I saw you dash in here, looking like death. Can I help? What’s going on?”
“Oh Suzy. I feel like I’m going to throw up.”
“That’s what I’m supposed to be doing, not you.” Suzy’s worried face appeared next to hers in the mirror. “Unless … you’re not pregnant are you?”
Jade shook her head. She didn’t want to go there, consider the opportunity she’d passed up, not even in thought. It was unlikely she’d be in a position to fall pregnant ever again. She couldn’t imagine getting involved with another man. Not after Paul.
“Here, take some of this.”
Suzy held up a small, brown phial with a dropper at one end and a yellow label. Rescue Remedy. Jade recognized it immediately as one of the natural medicines Marigold used. Suzy grabbed a paper cup from the stack in the corner of the vanity, poured half an inch of water into it and added five drops from the bottle.
“Rescuing is what I need. Thanks.” Jade threw it down her throat. Almost immediately she felt better, steadier.
Suzy leaned one hip against the edge of the vanity. “So tell Aunt Suzy. What happened?”
Maybe talking about the situation would help. Jade looked at her watch. Twenty before noon. For once she would relax her self-imposed discipline. She had to escape.
“Can we get out of here? Go to lunch a few minutes early?”
“Sure. I’ll grab my purse and meet you outside.”
At their usual restaurant, the maitre d’ looked surprised. He picked up two menus and came toward them, smiling and nodding his head in a kind of bow as he spoke. “Ladies, it’s Monday, not Wednesday. Are you trying to make the week rearrange itself?”
Jade managed a feeble smile.
Suzy rescued her. She grabbed Jade’s elbow, urging her forward, all the while talking to the maitre d’. “Emergency today. We need coffee straightaway.”
“Of course,” he murmured and showed them to a quiet corner. Then he went off to give instructions to their waiter.
When they were settled, with Jade sitting with her back to the room, Suzy said, “All right. This is better. Now tell.”
Jade took a deep breath. In a deliberate movement, she closed her eyes and then opened them again. No, this wasn’t a nightmare. Unfortunately, the world hadn’t gone back to what it was a little more than two weeks ago. This was reality, and she was in deep, deep trouble.
“In the meeting, I heard … was informed” — she took a sip from the waiting glass of iced water — “that I have to terminate P — er, some people.”
“Oh my. So, the downsizing rumors were true.”
Her lips pressed together, Jade nodded.
“Are you allowed to tell who, exactly?”
Jade gripped the edge of the table. “Everyone will know soon enough this afternoon, so, why not?” She gave the name of two employees, then, taking in a quick gulp of air, added, “And Paul Johnson.”
“Hmm. Paul R.G., too, huh?” Suzy’s bracelets jingled as she rested her elbows on the table and considered the information. “What a shame. I’ll sure miss my daily dose of that dimple … . But I don’t mean to be shallow. This is sad.”
“Yeah.” For Jade, sad wasn’t the word. Tragic, panicked, that’s how she was feeling. As if her emotions would make any difference. “I haven’t had to do anything like this before. I don’t know how I’m going to handle it.”
Suzy looked puzzled. “I know it’s a really unpleasant task, but you can do it, Jade. You’re a professional. A good businesswoman.”
Jade chewed her lip. “I know. I am. At least, I thought I was. Partly I think I feel so bad because of projection. It’s like playing on my own fears.”
“How so?”
“Family history. My parents were young when I was born and completely into the hippie thing. Although it’s been different since Adrian came along, for the longest time they were pretty irresponsible. And always broke. We moved around a lot, even though our old car was forever breaking down. I was young, but I was always worried we wouldn’t make it.”
“Ah. I understand.”
Jade took a breath. Her fingers fiddled with the cutlery. Now that she’d started, she wanted to let it all out. “But that’s not all.”
Suzy cocked her head.
“You see” — Jade looked up — “the biggest problem is, this is Paul.”
Suzy’s expression showed even more puzzlement. “Apart from the fact he’s totally hot, why so?”
“He’s Peter.”
“Peter is Paul?” Suzy screwed up her face. “Jade, you’re not making sense.”
Jade gripped her hands together. How hard it was to reveal her indiscretion, but for her own sanity, she had to talk about it. “The guy I told you about.”
“Oh yeah. The good hard man.” Suzy gave a small smile and plucked the napkin from the bowl of the wine glass.
“I lied. His name isn’t Peter; it’s Paul.”
“Our Paul?” She flicked the cream damask square, opening it so it waved like a banner. “Old killer dimple R.G. himself?”
Jade nodded miserably.
Suzy sat back, grasping the napkin and plunking her hands into her lap. “Holy moly. Guess some people are born lucky.”
Jade had to smile at her uncharacteristic reaction. “And this from the happily married Suzy Wu.”
Her friend ignored that.
“By the way,” she leaned forward and peered into Jade’s face. “Did you find out what the initials stand for?”
“Yes. I did.”
“And?”
In answering, Jade found herself melting into reminiscences. When she came back to the moment, she fisted her hands. If she weren’t wearing her wig, she would have clutched at her hair. “Now you know why I’m a basket case.”
“Have you seen him yet? Today, I mean.”
“Passed him in the passage.” Jade stretched out her hands, palms up. “Oh Suzy, what am I going to do?”
Suzy took a while to think about that. “First of all, you’ll have to tell Paul he’s let go. No way around it. But I’d say you need to forget you’ve broken the corporate rule and dated a fellow employee. Keep things separate, just as you’ve done up until now. Otherwise, I can’t say. Looks like there’s trouble ahead. But then, life can’t ever be all smooth sailing.”
The waitress brought their salads.
Suzy picked up her fork and added. “In the meantime, there is one small piece of advice I can give you.”
“What’s that?”
“Remember the song about not taking it bad?”
She waved her fork as if it were a baton and started to sing.
Surprise held Jade still. Then she began to chuckle and felt a little better. She too picked up her fork. If she had to do this dreadful deed it would be better not to faint from hunger. Before returning to the agency, she’d go to the washroom. There, she’d give herself a pep talk, repair the damage, put on a mask, and prepare to give her darling Paul the axe.
• • •
Although most of his work was done on the computer, Paul often found it helpful to revert to the old way of sketching. As his pen moved easily on the paper, his mind wandered, almost catching the inspiration he was fishing for. So far today, nothing exactly brilliant had swum toward him. If he flung his net wide for a while, he was sure to come up with a few new ideas. Or not. Creativity, it seemed, was no bedfellow to bewilderment.
Why had Serendipity disappeared, gone without any warning, without any kind of good-bye? On Friday night, when she’d appeared out of the blue, he’d been so caught up in the magic of the moment he’d forgotten to ask how she’d arrived. Now he was left feeling like Prince Charming with no Cinderella. He didn’t even have a glass slipper as a souvenir. Only memories of one wonderful weekend. Or rather, two.
Had he scared her off somehow?
His thoughts were interrupted by a kind of rustling that wafted over the open-plan office, a change in atmosphere that heralded something was happening. He noticed two people heading from Jade Jellicoe’s office to the lunchroom, looking distressed. Before he could investigate, though, a woman’s approach distracted him. She stopped at his desk. Serendipity? The embodiment of his fantasies? Surely he was dreaming. Hallucinating at the very least. Yes, dammit. It wasn’t Serendipity, but Jade Jellicoe. How was it possible his boss’s outward appearance was so similar to Serendipity’s, her facial features and figure almost exactly alike, yet she displayed none of his love’s sweetness, spontaneity, or sense of fun?
He covered his sudden unease by acting deliberately cool. Lounging back in his chair, he stretched his legs out under the desk, and crossed his ankles. He acknowledged Jade’s presence with a raised brow.
“I need to see you in my office, Paul. Right away.”
With that she turned and stalked off.
Surprised at the curt tone, he threw down his pen. Jade might be standoffish and reserved, but she wasn’t usually quite so abrupt.
He pushed his chair away from the desk and followed the cold fish into her underwater cave. Well, maybe that was pushing it a bit. She wasn’t so bad. More uptight than anything else. And her office wasn’t dark, although it was decorated in cool sea colors.
She moved to the power position behind her desk, windows at her back so her face was in shadow, and sat down.
Warily, Paul seated himself. He saw her swallow.
She began speaking, her voice even huskier than usual. It had always puzzled him, that voice, as if it weren’t quite natural.
“As you know, recently the agency’s lost a couple of big accounts.”
He clasped his hands together, linking them over his knee. A sliver of disquiet slipped into him.
“I only just heard.”
“Of course. Uh, I forgot. You’ve been away on sick leave.” Her eyebrows rose, but otherwise there was no change in her expression. “Are you feeling better now?”
“Much.” He wasn’t about to elaborate when she might as well have been a computer screen, and a non-interactive one at that.
“Good.” She shifted on her chair, picked up a pen and tapped it end over end on the table.
Paul didn’t think he’d ever seen Jade ill at ease before. Usually she was annoyingly overconfident. So, what, exactly, was going on here?
Concerned at her request for a private meeting and the rumors of impending layoffs, he waited uneasily for her to say more. But as her silence lengthened, his brain refused to stay on task.
With an artist’s eye, his gaze drifted over her, starting at the top, at the smooth, long bob of her blond hair, lingering on her mouth, then drifting lower. Underneath the sharp business suit, were her breasts as firm, did the nipples peek as cheekily as Serendipity’s? My God, these thoughts were totally out of line. He was going crazy. Maybe he’d come back to work too early, or someone had slipped him something in his coffee. Somehow the hot beverage hadn’t tasted quite as good as when accompanied by one of those muffins Serendipity had brought … .
Still Jade kept quiet. Paul shifted. The silence had grown awkward.
She began elaborating on the situation the agency found itself in. Paul listened with half an ear, his gaze lowered to the kneehole under her desk, to where he could view her neat ankles. As usual, her feet were encased in plain court shoes. He narrowed his eyes, observing her shape, thinking about his sculpture.
Perhaps Jade sensed his distraction, because her next words were spoken in a sharp tone, which penetrated his daydreaming.
“Unfortunately, Paul, you are one of the most recent to be employed.”
His attention caught, he blinked at her. As she continued talking, a weird kind of detachment took hold of him, a strange kind of serenity. He was present, listening to her words, knowing they portended a big change in his life, yet they didn’t hold any real significance for him. There was something else of more importance, but he couldn’t quite capture what it was.
She leaned sideways and scratched her ankle. His gaze followed her hand. He saw the irritable red mark of an insect bite and … something else, something under, no, on the skin.
A tattoo.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Paul watched as Jade continued scratching. In the process, she uncovered more of the needle’s art, revealing the tattoo to be a crescent moon. There, too, were stars.
This wasn’t possible. He had to be hallucinating. Seeing stars. Something of his fixation with Serendipity was affecting his sight. Jade Jellicoe could not possibly have a tattoo on her ankle. What a stupid idea.
He tore his gaze away and looked out the window. But his eyes had a will of their own and returned to her ankle. The tattoo really was there, on exactly the same ankle where Serendipity bore hers, on exactly the same spot.
No, this was crazy. His scalp started to prickle, his brain feeling as though it were being fried. He had to be wrong. But then his memory threw up a picture — that of Serendipity’s bike helmet. On the front was the sign of Gemini. The twins.
Paul’s hands clutched the curved metal of the armrests. He stopped breathing. So, this was what it felt like to be turned to stone. If he believed the evidence of his eyes, which he was forced to do, this woman who was so calmly and coldly terminating him, was also one and the same as the passionate lover of his dreams, the woman he’d been falling for and had even contemplated spending the rest of his life with. Serendipity.
His brain, his body — all of him — felt as if they were going to explode.
“Of course, we’ll provide you with an adequate, generous, severance package.”
“That’s fine. Very good,” he heard himself answer. His voice sounded clipped but otherwise almost normal as he interrupted her flow of words.
Serendipity had left him standing in the dust. Now she was doing the same thing again, only in a different fashion.
A hard knot formed in his chest, cold and vengeful, demanding he inflict some sort of wound in return for the blow he’d just received.
He stood up and took a couple of paces. Half turning away from her, he shoved his hands in his pockets. “In any case, I need a change. City life is not for me. Neither is all this — ” he waved one hand to encompass the agency — “the pressure, the long hours, the politics. Being let go will give me the chance to pursue another, completely different direction.” He laughed without humor. “I thought I was falling in love. I was even thinking of marriage. Very recently, these last two weekends in fact, I met the woman of my dreams. But I seem to have mislaid her.” He turned and raised an eyebrow, looking directly at Jade. “Rather careless of me, wouldn’t you say?”
She gaped at him.
He saw her turn pale and slowly stand up. But she didn’t move toward him.
“Please, don’t tell.”
“What, that you’re a two-faced woman who uses people?”
“No. About Serendipity.”
Paul was quiet a moment. “I won’t betray you. Whatever your reasons for this charade.”
With that, an evil, swamping tide of rage rose in him. Barely nodding in Jade’s direction, somehow or other he got himself out of there. He was sure of that, because he heard the door slam behind him. Next thing he knew he was outside the building, striding off down the road. The direction didn’t matter. All he needed was to get away.
• • •
He’d recognized her! Totally stunned, Jade stared at the blank rectangle of the closed door. That was it. Paul was out of her life. Their fling was over. There’d be no problem of unexpected encounters at work where he might catch her off her guard, no question of behaving unprofessionally when he was around.
Because he wouldn’t be.
She slumped back down on her chair and cradled her head in her hands. She’d never intended to hurt him like this, never wanted him to find out like this, especially on the same day she cut him off from his livelihood … . And what about those last phrases he had tossed off so casually? Could he really have meant them? Or was that some strange way to save face, to wound her in retaliation? Except he wasn’t that kind of person. At least, he hadn’t been, not in his dealings with Serendipity.
Oh God. She couldn’t believe he’d started to love her, had even been considering marriage. After two weekends together? In such a short time, it was hardly possible he knew her well enough — except in the biblical sense. Yet … wasn’t her heart telling her similar about him? That she was falling in love? Otherwise, why this devastation over what had just happened, over the knowledge she’d never see him again? Never, not since she’d played weddings when she was little, had she ever imagined herself getting married. But now, imagining life with Paul by her side … . No, she mustn’t think like that. Better to pretend she’d never heard those words. Wipe them from her memory.
She felt completely drained, hollowed out. She couldn’t think about tomorrow, or next week, or next year, because now her life stretched empty before her. She hadn’t intended to let Paul touch her heart, but quite unknowingly, carelessly, she’d handed it to him. At the same time, she’d been instrumental in crushing their blossoming love underfoot.
A pain as sharp as an icicle struck through her heart.
• • •
For the next hour, she kept her office door closed. Her phone went unanswered. Finally, sniffling, she looked up at the clock. Already four P.M. Thank goodness. Although she longed to escape straightaway, she’d hide in her office for another hour. Even the fact that she wouldn’t stay late today was bound to cause comment.
Turning to her computer, she went back to her numbers. Usually she found solace in their perfect predictability, but now they were powerless to stop the tears from streaming, unbidden, down her cheeks. She reached for a tissue, tugged it out of the cardboard box with a rasp, and dabbed below her eyes to do as little damage to her appearance as possible.
Her phone rang. She took a couple of seconds to sit up, put her shoulders back and breathe, before picking up the receiver.
“Jade, hi! I’m so glad I caught you. It’s Betty.”
Betty. The real estate agent she’d contacted. A note of excitement lit the Realtor’s voice. “I tried you yesterday, but I guess you were out of town.”
“Sorry, Betty. I got back late and didn’t pick up my messages.”
“The thing is, there’s a house I want you to take a look at.”
“Oh?” Jade forced herself to switch focus.
“I’m pretty sure you’d be interested in this property … . Listen, is there any chance you could come with me right now to view it? My sense is this could be the one, and we need to move fast.”
Jade didn’t see any reason to refuse. No use imagining she’d accomplish anything much in the way of work for the rest of the afternoon.
“Okay.”
“Perfect. I’ll pick you up in front of the agency. Say in fifteen?”
With that agreed, Jade took her emergency kit out of her desk drawer, flipped open the little mirror, and looked at herself.
Not great. She didn’t want to go to the washroom and risk putting her anguish, her red, puffy eyes, on display. Cosmetics could achieve a lot, but anyone really looking at her would see she’d been crying.
The lipstick slid over her lips, those lips that would never again kiss Paul. No, Jade, stop thinking like that. A fresh coat of mascara would help. She sniffed and blinked at the mirror as she stroked the wand over her eyelashes. Then she dabbed at her face with the small puff from the miniature powder compact. Small, everyday actions, but they brought a measure of comfort for all that.
How fortunate the phone call had come at just that moment. No more wallowing. She’d try not to dwell on what had happened, but shut it away and concentrate on finding herself the long-promised and hard-worked-for home instead.
• • •
Thirteen minutes later, Jade jammed her sunglasses on her nose and headed out. She felt calmer, more like herself. She’d put the whole unfortunate incident with Paul behind her and carry on as if they’d never connected. Her heart ached, refusing to agree with her head, but she ignored it.
The receptionist had already left and the foyer was dim. With sunglasses masking Jade’s eyes, the way was very dark.
She hadn’t reached more than halfway across the lobby when her thigh connected with the sharp corner of the receptionist’s desk.
“Ouch!”
She recoiled, rubbing the hurting spot and briefly wishing for Marigold’s magic arnica ointment to take away the pain and prevent an unsightly bruise. But Jade would never think such a thing. Maybe all these bumps were shaking her away, leaving Serendipity in her stead.
Off-balance, hopping sideways, she collided with a colleague. Who was it?
Manly hands grabbed her by the shoulders, steadying her.
“Watch out, Jade. A little early to be drinking, isn’t it?”
Steve. The snide comment spoke volumes. Clearly she wasn’t his favorite person at the moment. But then, apart from Suzy, she probably wasn’t anybody’s favorite person here at the agency.
She made a rush for the entrance, aiming at the front door. Even more thrown by the encounter with Steve, desperate to get out of there, she misjudged her direction and hit the wooden hat stand, which teetered, swayed, and began to topple. She made a grab to stop it, but the nasty thing had other plans. Instead, bentwood hooks and all, it went crashing down. With a bang and a swoosh, it landed on the floor, across her path. Hats and caps scattered near her toes. She stumbled over what she recognized to be Paul’s denim jacket. Jade could feel hysteria, the pressure of emotion, the tears ready to burst forth. Surely she’d humiliated herself enough for one day?
“It’s okay.” Suzy’s low voice came from nearby.
Jade felt a steadying touch on her arm.
Suzy spoke louder. “I know you’re in a hurry to get to that dentist appointment, Jade. You go and I’ll pick all this up.”
Saved by Suzy. Again. Tomorrow she’d buy a bunch of flowers for her friend.
Outside, the bright, mid-afternoon sunshine took care of her vision problem but didn’t do a whole lot for her despair and heartbreak. Four unsteady steps across the sidewalk and Jade opened the door to Betty’s silver Mercedes. She sank gratefully into the gray leather seat, feeling as if she were the hat stand, and someone had pushed her over and trampled on her. Except the someone was herself.
Betty glanced briefly across at her and said, “Hi.” She went back to riffling through a sheaf of papers.
Jade took the opportunity to remove her sunglasses. Reaching up, she lowered the sun visor and considered her reflection in the small mirror. It was not surprising she felt out of kilter. Somewhere along the way, her wig had been knocked askew. Surreptitiously, she straightened it.
Betty didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. As always when she collected Jade to show her houses, which was usually once or twice a month, the realtor was dressed as if on her way to the annual business-awards function. Today she had on a beige linen suit that beautifully complemented her white hair, which she wore in a feathered cut. Diamond rings glittered as she handed Jade photocopied pages showing the photograph of the front of the house and providing details of price, taxes, accommodation measurements, how the place was heated (old-fashioned radiators), air-conditioning (none) and giving the address.
While Betty drove through small shady streets, Jade examined the pages carefully, profoundly thankful to have something to divert her thoughts and emotions.
The neighborhood had a reputation for being quiet, although the area was close to the downtown core. Jade thought it might suit her very well.
They soon drew up in front of a small bungalow that reminded her of a gingerbread house, as in Hansel and Gretel. A bay window took up nearly half of the façade.
“Before we go in,” Betty began, “you need to prepare yourself. This old chap’s been living here for the past thirty years and hasn’t done much in the way of maintenance, although the structure, I’m pretty sure, is sound. So, you’re looking at some renovation and complete redecorating.” She peered at Jade over the top of her glasses. “You won’t mind that, will you?”
Jade shook her head.
Betty went on. “You’ll need a new kitchen and bathroom plus a complete paint job, possibly rewiring … . And of course, the good news is, because of the state the house is in, the price is not too bad. You’re unlikely to get anything in this area for less than another fifty thousand dollars.”
Inside, the rooms appeared dark and tired. Worse, there was an unpleasant, stale smell. It would be easy to be put off, but Jade could see the potential. Despite all the anguish she’d experienced earlier, a bubble of optimism began to bob around inside her chest.
She didn’t say much as Betty went through the rigmarole of conducting her through the main floor and the basement and pointing out features she could see for herself. Rather, she concentrated on getting a feel for the place, trying to imagine herself here, secure in her own small kingdom.
They explored the small yard at the back. The property abutted some kind of car park, but this was screened off by the hedge and the medium-sized spruce tree that stood in a back corner. There was enough space for a patch of lawn, a paved area she could see would easily accommodate a barbecue. Around the edge, she could make a flowerbed or two.
This was her big chance. Here she would have stability, security, predictability: four strong brick walls to shelter her. She could live forever in bourgeois comfort, and all her dreams could come true. All her waking ones, at any rate.
Betty waited expectantly for a few moments. At last she said, “Well?”
Jade stood in the middle of the lawn. Already she could imagine the small extension she could build to make an extra room at the back of the house and a bit of a deck she’d maybe create where she could sit outside on summer evenings such as this. She and Paul — No, Jade, that’s over. Forget it.
“Betty, can we go through the house again?”
“Of course.”
The second wander through the rooms confirmed her first impressions.
“You were right,” she told the other woman. “This could suit me fine.”
“Great.” Betty’s tone switched to businesslike instead of hyper-enthusiastic. “If you want to put in an offer straightaway, which I strongly advise you to do, we can go back to my office and prepare the paperwork.”
On the ride to the real estate office, Jade tried to assess the situation as realistically as possible. One thing worried her. Buying a house was a serious business and she was by no means in a normal state of mind. The bank had preapproved her mortgage, but nevertheless, she didn’t want to get into something she’d later regret. On the other hand, that little house was indeed exactly the sort of dwelling she’d been hoping for, longing for, saving for, planning for. No, she couldn’t, mustn’t pass up the opportunity.
“Fine. Let’s do it.”
• • •
“What’s our strategy going to be?” Jade asked Betty once they’d settled themselves in her office and been provided with coffee.
“We’ll put in a reasonable offer, not quite the asking price but not too much lower, as I don’t think that would be wise. So, we tempt him to accept, but put a twenty-four-hour reply deadline on it to add a bit of pressure.”
“What’s happening to the owner? Is he moving to a retirement community or something?”
“He’s going to live with his daughter. I believe he had a mild stroke recently, so he’s not that well. My sense is the family’s anxious to get moving on this whole deal.”
Betty went through the paperwork with Jade. Jade began signing, but all at once, gripped by a sense of irrevocability, that by doing so she’d shut the door on other important possibilities, she stopped.
“No. I’m sorry.” She put down the pen. “This isn’t right.”
“There’s a mistake?” Betty looked bewildered.
“It’s not that. The truth is, I’m not in a suitable state of mind to commit myself immediately.”
“You don’t want to put in an offer? Jade, surely you don’t want to miss this opportunity?”
Jade bit her lip, fighting back the tears. “I’ve … I’ve had an upsetting day today.” She sniffed. “To take this step — Well, I don’t know if I can. What if I have second thoughts?”
“Hmm. Tell you what. Why don’t we put a longer deadline on your offer? Then, if you find you change your mind, you can withdraw it.”
Jade thought about that. “It’s true it’s the kind of place I’ve been looking for.”
Betty didn’t say anything, but Jade knew she must be remembering all the places they’d viewed together.
She took a breath, picked up the pen again, intending to sign. But all her instincts screamed “wait.” She put the pen down. If the place was meant to be hers, then there was no need to be pressured into making an immediate offer. Either way, she needed time to be sure.
“No. I’m sorry, Betty. I really appreciate your efforts, but I can’t do this right now.”
For a second, Jade saw the disappointment behind Betty’s professional mask. Then her usual expression slid back into place. Jade wondered if that was how she herself sometimes appeared to others.
Betty gathered up the papers. “It’s up to you, of course,” she said in a neutral voice. “Give me a couple of minutes and I’ll drive you back to the agency.”
Jade imagined going back in there after her less-than-dignified exit. She’d have to walk through the large open-plan office to reach her sanctuary. Any colleagues working overtime would look up from their work … .
She ran a hand over her wig, checking it was properly in place. “I’d rather you took me home, if it’s okay with you.”
Sadly, going home wasn’t a whole lot better than going back to work. Her basement apartment felt even more forlorn than usual, as if no one with any soul lived there. At least at the agency there were people about and not this empty vacuum. If or when that little house belonged to her, after she’d fixed it up and moved in, she’d get a cat.
A live creature to welcome her. That might take the sting out of living alone. Without Paul.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Uncaring as to where he was headed, Paul walked. And walked. Fury, disbelief, and anguish churned through him. Growing weary, he found a bench and sat down to rest, but soon his restless mind and emotions had him springing up and trudging on again.
His feet began to hurt, his muscles to ache. At long last, he was all walked out. He looked at his watch. Eight forty-five. Time to talk to someone. He hit his pocket, pulled out his cell phone, and pushed the numbers with his thumb.
“Hey Steve, let’s go.”
“What’s going on? Where are you, buddy?”
For the first time since storming out of the agency, Paul took conscious note of his surroundings. He stood on the sidewalk, looking up and down the deserted street. On one side was a row of brick, Victorian, linked houses, on the other, a small park. A large man leading a tiny dog emerged and headed away from him. The dog tugged at the lead, sniffed around a clump of weeds, and lifted its leg. No use trying to ask that guy. Paul’s tired, abused feet would never tolerate his running after him.
“Somewhere. I’m not sure. I’ll be able to tell when I get to the next intersection.”
“Okay,” Steve said, a note of hesitancy in his voice. “So where are we going?”
“I’ll grab a cab and meet you at the pub.”
“Right. And Paul?”
“Yeah?”
“I have a feeling I know what this is all about.”
• • •
They arrived on the sidewalk outside the pub at almost the same moment. Steve slapped Paul on the back, and gripped his shoulder.
“Good to see you. Though I can’t say you look so good. You gonna tell Uncle Steve all about it?”
His uncharacteristic wheedling tone made Paul chuckle in spite of himself. Steve hadn’t been at home when Paul had arrived back and had been in meetings most of the day, so this was the first time they’d connected since Paul’s return to the city.
Steve pushed open the door and walked in. The sweetish smell of beer pervaded the dim interior and they were greeted by the jolly sound of people relaxing after the first workday of the week.
“Beer? Or do you want something stronger? You look like you could use a shot in the arm.”
“Beer’s fine.” Hands shoved deep in his pockets, lifting one tired foot after the other, Paul rolled his shoulders. “A shot in the arm’s not going to help after the shot in the heart I’ve received.”
Steve nodded knowingly. “Look, you go take a seat out on the patio. I’ll get the drinks.”
Paul settled himself at a small, wrought-iron table. Not long after, Steve came threading his way through the crowd toward him, clutching the beers plus a plate of sandwiches and fries. Bending his knees to keep everything balanced, he set down his load and pushed the food toward Paul.
“Something in the gut might make the world feel like a better place.”
“Yeah.” Paul rubbed a hand across his stomach, a little below his heart. “Got to do something to soothe the effect of the kick I just received.”
Steve grasped the handle of his half pint and lifted the glass mug. “You don’t have to tell me. I found out all by myself.”
He took a long slug of beer.
“That I’ve been let go?” Paul asked. “How could you know?”
Steve’s cheeks bulged with the liquid. His eyes rounded. For a moment Paul thought he was going to be showered with Sleeman’s best. But his buddy managed to control himself in time.
“You’ve been let go? Shit. Man, I’m so sorry. Can’t believe it. You’ll line up something soon. I’m sure of it.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and said sadly, “Another good team split in two.”
“You’ll find another partner. Better than me.” Paul lifted his mug in a token salute.
“Now you sound like Maryanne.”
Momentarily diverted from his troubles, Paul said, “Please don’t say you were with her last night.”
“Yup. Mistake.” Steve picked up one half of a club sandwich and took a big bite. He chewed for a while, swallowed and said, “This morning she discovered her car wouldn’t start, so first I had to help with that, then drive her out to Oakville. You can imagine how long that took. Made me late.”
Paul shook his head. “Steve, you are such a sucker.”
“Yeah. I know.”
“Why don’t you get over it? Find someone else?” He took a chip from the generous pile and chewed on those ideas himself.
“I would if I could.”
“Why can’t you? Haven’t you met anyone else who’s got what it takes?” Paul asked.
“Not met. But definitely seen.”
“Oh yeah?”
“This babe came into the agency one day. Must have been before you joined.” A gleam appeared in Steve’s eyes. “Man, was she something.”
“So why didn’t you hit on her?”
“I was so stunned I lost my mojo. Stood staring till it was too late.”
“What did she come into the agency for?”
“To see Jade.”
The name that signaled devastation to Paul. Somehow or other, he had to deal. “Okay.”
Steve nodded. “Afterward, I asked about her, but Jade wasn’t giving.”
Paul stared into the golden depths of his beer mug, Steve’s last words echoing inside him. Confession time.
“I’m not the one to talk or give advice.” He looked up at his buddy. “Truth is, I discovered something else totally awful today.”
“I know.” Steve nodded, finished chewing another chip, and licked his lips. “That Serendipity is Jade.”
Paul had just taken another swig of beer. He choked. “How on God’s green earth did you ever figure that out?”
“Hey — ” Steve snitched a chip and waved it in the air “ — you’re forgetting my extraordinary powers of observation and deduction.”
“Yeah yeah. I know all about those. That’s why we work well together … . Ah, wait a minute.” He lowered his mug. “That’s what you meant.”
“About what? When?”
“On the phone. When you said you had an idea what all this was about. I thought you’d heard I was let go.”
Steve picked up the other half of the club sandwich and took a good bite. “No.” He chewed some more and swallowed. “The weird thing is, I always sensed something odd with Jade Jellicoe. Wondered why she wore a wig.”
“A wig! Of course! But how did you know?”
“Come on, Paul; get real. She never had a bad-hair day; she never had it dyed or cut; the length never changed … .”
Paul pulled the plate toward him. Steve had done a good demolition job. The large pile of fries was reduced to a small heap. He picked up one and popped it in his mouth.
“Does she know you know?”
“Nah. And that question? Right back at ya.”
“Yeah. She realized.” Paul drew his beer toward him again, and explained how that had come about.
“Anyhow,” Steve went on, his fingers stretching forward, gradually creeping across to snag another chip. “I saw her leave the agency in a very uncharacteristic, flustered state. Ever since I fielded a phone call of hers and discovered she’d been at Lake Lauzon over the long weekend, I had a suspicion Jade might be Serendipity. I mean, what are the odds? So I cornered Suzy. Asked her if Jade had a twin sister. She said no. Ergo.”
Paul snorted. “She told me she worked at a courier company. Courier business, my foot.”
Steve reached for the plate and pulled it closer to him again. He picked up another couple of chips. “Talking of feet, how’s the dick doing?”
“Steve, you are so crude.” Paul grabbed the last, lonely fry. “Telling you would be like handing over classified information.”
“Guess that means your problems in that direction are over.”
“Only to be replaced by something else.”
The fries were all gone. Steve considered the empty plate.
“Hunger, I know.” He got to his feet. “Guess we could do with refills. Same again?”
“Sure. I’ll get it this time. Then maybe I’ll get a look in at the sandwich.”
“No. You relax. I need the exercise. After your walking marathon, you don’t.”
Paul stretched out his legs, crossing them at the ankles. Ankles — who’d have thought an ankle would play such a significant role in his day?
When Steve returned with another two beers and a new plate of food, Paul asked, “I told you about the tattoo?”
Steve shook his head, and Paul explained.
“So our straight-laced Jade has an alter ego.” His friend shook his head. “Any other secrets I should know about?” He waggled his eyebrows.
Paul ignored that. He lifted his beer mug, took a good slurp, and set it down again.
“I tell you, Steve, that moment when I saw the dark ink revealed … shit.” He hit the unyielding table with his fist, making the beer mugs teeter and the liquid spill. “I was feeling so damn good. Had it all planned out, thinking I’d call Serendipity tonight, that this was the start of something big.” He took another long swallow of his drink, ignoring the way Steve’s eyes bugged. “And now I don’t know if the woman I was falling in love with even exists.”
Almost expecting to see the lake, Paul looked out across the patio. Instead, he saw hot, dusty, city streets and traffic. “I can’t work it out or reconcile the two personalities. It’s kind of like she’s a confused muddle. All I want to do is get far, far away from this mess.” He pushed his chair back. The wrought-iron legs made a screeching noise on the paving.
“Looks like we need refills.” Standing, he held on to the back of the chair. “Same again?”
Steve nodded. “But no food, thanks. I’m stuffed.”
“After one-and-a-half club sandwiches and two helpings of fries, why am I not surprised?”
Paul returned, sat down, and drank another long swig of beer. He was starting to feel pleasantly fuzzy.
“Any idea what you’re going to do now?” Steve asked.
Paul was thinking of Serendipity, not his career. “Guess I’m going to join Sergeant Pepper.”
“You’re going to enlist? That would be too much to swallow.”
“Nah.” Paul took another swig, considering Steve’s words. There was something important going on here, but he wasn’t completely clear as to what it was. Oh yeah, Sergeant Pepper. He shook his head in disbelief. “I forget you’re not a Beatles aficionado, but even so, how anyone can be so incredibly pop ignorant, I don’t know.”
“Hey wait! I was given a serious, classical education.”
“Right.” Leaning forward, he looked Steve in the eye. “Get this.” He spoke slowly, emphasizing every word. “Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band was a very famous, culture-changing record album made by John, Paul, Ringo, and George.”
Steve waved his beer mug, almost pouring an earful into the nearby occupant of the next table. “Sorry to rain on your parade, but having been subjected to your musical efforts, I’d say you haven’t a hope in hell of making it in the world of pop music.”
“Nah nah. That’s not the direction I want to go. Truth is, I’ve decided I don’t want to stay in the city.”
“No?”
“Country life suits me better.”
“Where would you like to live, then?”
Paul shrugged. “There’s always the old hometown, but since Mom moved out west I don’t quite feel the same about being back there.”
Steve swirled his beer, then looked up. “Go back to the fishing shack. You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”
This brought to mind the very thing he was trying to forget, the dreadful discovery he’d made that afternoon.
“Thanks for the offer, but I don’t know if I could handle it. All those memories. Plus I don’t want to see Jade or bump into her by chance.”
“She wouldn’t know you were there. Most of the time she’s in the city.”
“I suppose.”
“Think about it. From my point of view, I’d say it’d be okay, provided you had something there to keep you busy. Take your mind off things.”
“What kind of things?”
For answer, Steve wiggled his eyebrows.
“Like sex, you mean.”
“Yeah.” He leaned his weight back, so the front two legs of the chair rose off the paving. “Remember, there are always other women.”
“Other women? I don’t think so. Not at the moment, anyhow.” Paul pushed the empty beer mug away and folded his arms. “Crazy, isn’t it? Here I was, worrying about my loss of libido, and now it’s come back with a vengeance, and I have the opposite problem.”
Steve’s blue eyes regarded him. “Fishing in the lake might not be enough to keep you occupied. Also, you know, at some stage you’ll need to decide on what you really want to do with yourself.”
Thoughts of Serendipity brought the sculpture to mind.
“There is something else, an idea I’ve been playing around with.”
“Oh yeah? What? Tell me about it. Myself, I’m in dire need of a detoxification drug, get me off this unhealthy, going-nowhere fixation with Maryanne.”
“It’s called artistic creativity. I’d have thought you could use your writing to the same purpose. Anyhow, when Serendipity — er, Jade — took me out fishing, that was the second night when … .” His voice trailed off.
“Go on,” Steve urged.
“Well, I found this fascinating, ancient piece of driftwood.”
“Ah. Now I understand about the sculpting tools. I was a leet-tle worried you were going to get fancy with my kitchen cabinets.”
“They are a tad rough, but I don’t think curlicues would do much to improve them. Would go against the rustic theme.”
“So, have you been working on this piece of wood already? How’s it shaping? What’s it gonna be?”
Paul didn’t want to tell him that. “I made a start. Mainly the possibilities are still simmering around in my subconscious.”
“Sounds like a stew pot.”
“Very possibly. There’s a ton of potential there. If I got back to that chunk of bird’s-eye maple I’d maybe end up with something worthwhile.”
“Okay. But how are you going to make a piece of wood turn into bread and butter, or bruschetta and wine, if you prefer?”
He thought again about his recent offer of a commission. As outlandish as that idea had seemed to him two weeks ago, it had now taken on merit.
“You remember I’ve mentioned Eleanor a few times?”
“Eleanor? No. Give me a refresher.”
Paul swayed to his feet.
“Not beer. Eleanor. Who is she?”
“A really eccentric, fabulously wealthy woman. We were at art school together.”
“So?”
“So she was interested in me. Said if ever I decided to take up sculpture in a serious way to let her know. I’m considering this now.”
“How would you find her?”
“We keep in touch. Facebook, the occasional phone call, email whenever we’ve seen an interesting movie or exhibition, that kind of thing.”
“Sounds great. What are you waiting for? Get hold of her. Meantime, let your lawyer handle the severance package. Take the money and run up to Tobermory and points north.”
The idea appealed. “I think I will. Also, I’ll start looking around for a place of my own. Property’s cheaper in the country and I’ve probably got enough saved up.”
“That’s fighting talk. Way to go, bud.” Steve sent him a silly grin and scrambled to his feet. “I’m whacked, not to mention pissed. Let’s go call a cab.”
• • •
Jade had spent her evening in solitude. After she’d gotten home, she’d kicked off her shoes, stripped off her clothes, and wrapped herself in a loose caftan Marigold had made for her years before. She needed something cool to drink. There was no white wine in the fridge, only a carton of grapefruit juice. That would have to do. She poured some into a tall glass and wandered through to the living room. The television stared blankly at her. She turned it on. For a while she sat there, blind and deaf to the moving, talking images. Instead, she fretted over the little house and tried to forget the terrible minutes in her office when she’d told Paul the news. And what he’d said after.
The heavy ache in the region of her heart would not be banished.
She finished her drink, the bitter taste of the juice lingering in her mouth. What now? She had to get some advice, and the person to talk to was Marigold.
She told her mother about having to terminate Paul, but didn’t say anything about those startling last words of his. Marigold was sympathetic as always.
When her mother heard the house news, she said, “Dipity, that’s wonderful. Everything you’ve always wanted.”
“Yeah. But it’s a big commitment. To buy a house. Just for me.”
“Just for you? Do you mean you’re always going to be single?”
“I guess.” She swallowed, unable to imagine another man than Paul in her life. “It’s crazy. First my head tells me this is a good idea; I should go for it. And then my heart says, ‘No, this is not the right thing.’ And then the two switch around.”
“Hmm. I see. So that’s depending on whether or not you’re thinking of Paul.”
Marigold could certainly be insightful.
“Yes. I can’t shake the feeling things are not over between us.”
“Why don’t you contact him?”
The very idea made her breath freeze in her throat.
“I couldn’t. Imagine what he must think of me.”
If she got in touch, he’d probably tell her he despised her, hated her, disdained her. The worst of it was, he’d be justified.
“Dipity. Dear. If it’s over, you would know it. If it’s not, and you really have feelings for him, perhaps you need to seriously consider how you’d feel if you weren’t brave enough to do something about salvaging your relationship. To be together, that takes work — work on yourself as well as on the relationship. But you’ve never been afraid of work. Maybe you just need time for some self-examination … and while you’re about it, don’t forget to take your emotions into account.”
“I’ll try.”
“The only real advice I can give you is to sleep on it. Sometimes, if there’s something in my life I have to make a decision on, I wake in the morning and know exactly what I need to do. Listen to your heart. Take careful note of what you’re feeling, what your sense is. Will you do that?”
Jade felt the wetness of tears on her cheeks. Her next words came out on a half sob. “Yes, I will. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome, Dipity. And remember, we love you. You’re strong. You’ll find the courage to do whatever you need to.”
Jade hung up the phone. If only it were her weekend to go back home. But she’d have to wait. She simply couldn’t afford another flight up north, especially if she was going to buy a house.
Aimlessly, she wandered through to the kitchen corner of the basement living room, thinking she should have gone back to the agency after all. What was there to do, here in this small, two-roomed apartment? It felt like some kind of cage. She had to get out.
Back in the small bedroom with its one, high, narrow window, she began to dress. On went her leather pants. Next she cast off her wig, exchanging it for her helmet. Her keys waited on a special hook in the main room. She grabbed them and went to get the Harley.
The evening was warm, perfectly suited for a long ride. She’d head out into the country. That would make her feel better.
Slow-moving traffic demanded patience and self-restraint, but Jade finally hit the open road. Built-up city streets gave way to farmland and then to uncultivated countryside. The feeling of oppressive doom, which had been hovering over her like a monstrous bat with outstretched wings, at last released her. She threw off all her thoughts, all her turmoil, all the pressing events of the last days. Nothing existed except the wind, the road ahead, the rumbling motor, and the wide expanse of sky. Wisps of cloud created an abstract canvas of color and light. She was free. She could be anyone she liked. Or she could leave the road entirely, just take off and rise into the air, never to return to work, to responsibilities, to lonely evenings by herself.
Finally, it grew dark. Trembling with tiredness, having traveled endless miles, she turned the bike and headed back. Something had shifted in her during the ride, but she was too exhausted to examine what. After the sleep deprivation of the last couple of nights, she needed to rest. Then she’d be able to think clearly. Maybe discover exactly what was going on with her.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Next morning, Jade got into work half an hour late instead of half an hour early. She ignored the surprised looks and headed straight for her office. On her desk, next to her computer, she found a pastel-colored, square envelope. The handwriting on the front was familiar. Steve’s. He often sent around little hand-written notes, claiming he needed to go back to steam technology from time to time. Mostly they were jokes.
But now, what was this? A get-sick card, maybe? She didn’t have to be a psychiatrist to know she wasn’t top of Steve’s hit parade. She picked up the envelope. Might as well face whatever was inside.
A cute, cherub-like baby smiled up at her. “Come to a baby shower.” The indefinite article had been crossed out and above it was written “Suzy’s,” so the invitation read, “Come to Suzy’s baby shower.”
Jade gave a little gasp. Steve was known for his ability to organize parties and get-togethers, but to be prepared to put on a baby shower? He really was a with-it kind of guy. Great. She could trip to the mall later this evening. Keep her from moping home alone.
She read the details. The shower would be at Steve’s place, at the house he shared with Paul, Thursday evening after work.
Slowly she lowered the card and placed it carefully on her desk, considering the implications. Did the fact that Steve was hosting mean Paul would be there?
She bit her lip, wondering if she could risk going. Suzy would be upset if she didn’t. But how would she feel about seeing him?
A strange sensation, a kind of apprehensive hope, grew in her. But really, that was silly. Even if Paul happened to be there, he’d probably only see Jade, the woman he hated. The woman who’d taken away his livelihood. The woman who’d deceived him.
Could she face that?
Whether or not she went, she needed to get a present. When work was done for the day, she headed to the mall and checked out Sears and Baby Gap. She fingered tiny, soft sleeping suits, little cotton bonnets with delicate pastel flowers embroidered on them, and began to remember Adrian as a baby. How sweet he’d been. How much she’d loved helping Marigold look after him.
A soft, mushy feeling moved through her, accompanied by regret. If only she and Paul could have had their own little one to care for, to buy such garments for, to delight in, to worry over, to comfort, to nurture. She remembered the sight of Kevin and Jenny with their little family, the tenderness and pangs of envy she’d felt as she’d looked down at the baby, as she’d seen little Felicity holding Jenny’s hand so trustingly. If Paul meant what he’d said, if she hadn’t run out on him and deceived him, maybe even now she’d be looking forward to a future with him. Imagine a Lake Lauzon wedding! Building a family together! Everyone said the sexiest sex was when you conceived, for both the man and the woman. That wouldn’t be a problem for her and Paul.
Oh, she was so confused, torn between the life she’d worked so hard for and the possibility of one with Paul. If she could work things out with him.
Which was what she really, really wanted to do.
“Is there anything I can help you with?”
The polite, softly spoken words jerked her out of the reverie. A fresh-faced young woman stood waiting to assist her. Jade chose a finely knit Hug-Me-Tight in newborn size, and then went to find gift wrap, ribbon, and a suitable card.
Later, while preparing the parcel, Jade remembered her earlier sentiments. Somehow that dream of love and a family with Paul seemed far more appealing than setting up house all by herself. Could it be, could it possibly be … she’d fallen in love?
• • •
Betty called.
“Jade, hallo. I don’t want to pressure you, but I felt you needed to know. There’s an offer in on that house. If you want to be in the running, you need to move right away.”
“Thanks Betty. I’m still thinking about it.”
She replaced the handset and plumped down onto the nearby easy chair. The question was, was she ready to make that kind of a commitment? Saying yes to buying in the city would mean relinquishing the possibility of a future with Paul.
Over the past hours, she’d found herself considering Marigold’s suggestion that she contact him, tell him how she felt. Again and again, she went back to worry at the idea. What held her back was the knowledge he might well hate her. Yet, she was beginning to realize that if there were the slightest chance they could be together, she’d gladly relinquish her long-held goal of buying a place just for herself.
• • •
Early next morning, a knock came at her office door. Steve peeked his head in. “Can I have a word?”
Jade braced herself. “Sure. Come in. Take a seat.”
He faced her across the desk. “I need your help.” The words were abrupt.
“You do?” Immediately she panicked. “Is something wrong with Paul?”
Steve sent her a dirty look. “How could there not be, given that his life is ruined?”
Jade clasped her hands in her lap, gripping her fingers tightly together until they ached.
Steve lounged back. After an awkward silence, he shifted and sat forward again. “It’s about Suzy. You’re gonna come to the shower, aren’t you?”
“Of course.”
Well, that was one thing decided.
“Okay. The thing is, like, I want it to be a surprise. Seeing as the two of you are buddies, I thought maybe you could scheme up something to get her to our place that evening.”
Jade rearranged some papers on her desk, wondering how to respond.
She longed to ask whether or not Paul would be there, but couldn’t quite do it. Instead, she answered Steve’s question.
“Sure. I’ll find a way. We’re having lunch tomorrow, so I can suggest something. Unless you hear different, you’ll know it’s a go.”
“Suzy, tomorrow night, would you come and have a look at the house with me?” Jade had told her friend all about the bungalow. “I’ve arranged for Betty to let me in.”
Suzy pursed her lips. “Thursday. That should be okay. I’m dying to see it.”
Jade nodded. “I don’t like to horn in on your home time, but I’ve made an appointment for seven-thirty. Is that okay?”
“No problem. Tomorrow is Ron’s volleyball night. I can come get you in my car if you like.”
“Great. Say around seven fifteen? I’ll look forward to it.”
But back at home that evening, Jade knew she wasn’t really looking forward to it. The whole scenario was too fraught. If Paul was there, as he mostly likely would be, what would she do? How would she manage herself?
Having cast off her office clothes, she stood in front of her closet. What if she turned up at the party as Serendipity instead of Jade? She rejected the idea as fast as she’d thought it. It would only emphasize she’d been deceiving Paul all along.
But how about a bit of a blend?
A form-skimming black dress hung in front of her. She reached in and brought it out. This was formal enough, enough of Jade, to convey the right image. The short length, however, was more Serendipity. If Paul was there, that might work in her favor. Fancy, high-heeled sandals would be good, too.
As she fixed her make up, she realized she was curious to see how these two bachelor buddies lived. Would the place be rough and uncared for? She doubted it, seeing as they were both creatives. People in the arts were generally particular about their living environments.
And what about her own living environment? Given that she only stayed in this dreary apartment for convenience, she still had to ask herself if she really wanted the existence she’d always imagined for herself, which was beginning to feel staid and lonely. What about the part of her that rode the motorcycle, that had to break free every now and then?
She picked up her comb and drew it carefully through the artificial strands of her wig. What a pain to have to wear this on her head tonight. She’d bought it after shaving her head for a charity event and then realized she needed to appear feminine yet serious for work. Now she’d much rather go without. But she couldn’t. Even as she acknowledged she’d been trying to suppress a vital part of her nature, she wasn’t quite ready to change, wasn’t even sure if she could.
If she’d never attempted subterfuge, her whole future might have been different. But she had. Also, a whole lot of Serendipity was Jade: pragmatic, serious Jade, who still yearned to make up for the things she’d lacked as a child. She longed to put an end to her deception, but she couldn’t see how, so mired in it as she was.
• • •
Suzy drew up outside the divided, three-story house that Steve and Paul shared.
“This doesn’t look like a bungalow to me.”
“Oh no.” Jade tried to sound casual and unconcerned, but her heart was beating uncomfortably fast. “This is, er, Betty’s place. I’m going to collect the key.”
Lies, lies. Even the white ones now made Jade uneasy.
“Come in a moment. I’d like you to meet her.”
“Good idea.” Suzy hooked a finger in the lever to open the door. “One of these days we’ll have to start looking for a bigger place.”
Jade patted her wig and pulled down her minidress, making a mental note to introduce Suzy to the realtor soon.
She led the way along a narrow path running down the side of the house. The sound of voices wafted toward them. Behind her, she could sense Suzy’s growing puzzlement as they approached the steps leading up to a small deck and a sliding-glass door.
Jade pressed the bell.
Steve appeared on the other side of the glass and slid open the door.
“Hey, the guest of honor!” he said, greeting Suzy with a smile. “Welcome!”
Suzy looked from him to Jade and back again.
“What’s going on?”
“Shower time for you, Suzy.” Steve stepped back to allow them to enter. “Can’t you hear the water running?”
Suzy looked pleased but even more puzzled.
“I’m joking. Come on in. The work gang’s here and we’re ready and waiting for you.”
Jade followed Suzy across the threshold, aware of Steve’s assessing gaze.
“Isn’t this positively … serendipitous?”
Jade caught the note of sarcasm in his voice and saw his hard expression. Hot sweat changed to icy cold. With a gasp, she took two steps back. Oh God, what was she going to do? She had to get out of here, get away. But then she glanced at Suzy. Her friend deserved consideration, not abandonment.
Bracing herself, Jade stepped into the house. Nerves made her jittery; the censure she read in Steve’s expression made her feel sick. But she had to go through with this.
• • •
The accommodation was on a series of levels. First they entered a kind of TV room, with a couch and shelves containing books and a sound system. Up a few steps, they found the living room. Jade swept her gaze over the gathering.
No sign of Paul.
Unsure whether she felt relief or disappointment, she looked around. Clean, modern furniture was offset by the occasional quirky ornament or lamp. The walls were a soothing, muted shade of green and displayed framed photographs, both in black-and-white and in color. She wondered if Paul had taken them.
A stone fireplace held huge, decorative pinecones. At the opposite end of the room, a table stretched under the long window, laden with snacks and drinks, cakes and cookies and fruit.
“Help yourself to a drink, Jade.” Steve indicated the table with his chin. He ushered Suzy to a comfy chair. “What can I get you, Suzy?” he asked in a much more pleasant tone.
Relieved Steve didn’t appear to want to expose her real identity, Jade greeted the other guests, all of them colleagues, and went to pour herself a glass of wine. A circle of chairs waited. She sat down next to Suzy.
“Everyone’s here,” Steve said, “so let’s get started. I’ll kick off the proceedings.”
From Steve’s statement, Jade presumed Paul was not going to put in an appearance. Something of her tension eased, yet as she sipped at her wine, she was aware of a sensation of letdown.
Steve made a courtly gesture and presented a small parcel to Suzy. She smiled and slipped a finger under the fold to open it. Inside was a baby journal and a pair of booties.
Steve picked up the tiny, knitted socks.
“See? I bought you these so you could — ” he got the rhythm and began to dance “ — shake your booty!”
Everyone laughed. The party had begun.
“This is wonderful. I never expected … .” Her voice trailed off. She flapped her hands to indicate that words failed her. Jade handed her the next gift. Suzy opened it to reveal a sexy nightie in “supersize.” Everyone laughed.
Suzy sat there in their midst, her dazed expression giving way to one of wonder as she unwrapped one gift after another. Toys, clothes, special baby-bath aids, wraps, and baby-bed linen soon piled up. As each present was revealed, it was passed around for everyone to admire and exclaim over.
Jade rose, a feeling of desperation demanding she move. She turned her back on the proceedings and went to find the washroom. On the way she indulged her longing and scoped out the place, looking for Paul’s room. As she approached one bedroom, she became aware of a change in herself. Something subtle was affecting her, but what was it?
Paul’s smell.
Jade leaned against the wall in the passage, folded her arms, and closed her eyes. Breathing in, she savored the slightly spicy scent. Her heart squeezed with her longing for him. Oh, if only she were with him now, but not as Jade, as Serendipity. If only nothing stood in the way of their love. Yes, love. Because now she realized how much she loved him. She wouldn’t hurt so much if she didn’t. But the two great obstacles holding them apart seemed to have grown larger, more insurmountable. As Serendipity she had seduced him, knowing full well who he was. As Jade she had fired him. Both parts of her had deceived him, betraying the unspoken trust they’d shared. Maybe it was time to take a final gamble, find the courage to confess her feelings to Paul. Then maybe it would be possible for her to discover a way to integrate the two sides of her nature.
• • •
Back in the living room, the chatter and the laughter, the aahs and “how cutes” went on around her, but they went unheard.
She looked at Suzy’s face, saw her soft expression of delight, her openness, her willing sharing of herself with the others. That was what Jade had given up, had thrown away — the potential for love, warmth, and joy. She’d never allowed herself to have close friends, had held herself apart from most of her colleagues, always afraid they’d find her out, discover that, like electroplated gold over cheap metal, Jade was a thin veneer over Serendipity. If only she could have one more chance, find a way to become whole.
Maybe she’d be able to persuade Steve to tell her where Paul was. He’d probably give her a hard time, but she’d deal. If she knew how to contact Paul, that would at least give her a starting point.
After the opening of the gifts, it was time for the feast. The guests swarmed around the food. Jade gathered her courage and went to find Steve in the kitchen.
“It was good of you to do this,” she began awkwardly. “Suzy is so thrilled and touched.” She took a swig of wine and swallowed. “Steve.” The taste of the chardonnay was sharp in her mouth. “Uh, I want to ask you. What’s happened to Paul? Where is he?”
Steve turned to face her and leaned an elbow on the stainless steel counter. “Why would you want to know?”
“Because I care about him.”
Up went an eyebrow.
“This from Jade, the woman who gave him the axe. Or is it from the one who destroyed him emotionally?”
She put down her glass, linking her fingers in front of her. “You may not believe it, but Steve, I really care about him. I need to know where he is.”
Steve began stacking some of the soiled plates, cutlery, and glassware into the dishwasher. Jade thought he wasn’t going to answer, but at last he looked at her and said, “He didn’t ask me not to tell, but I need an assurance you won’t use the information to make matters worse.”
“That’s not what I intend. That’s all I can say.” Although confession of her feelings could very well make matters worse for him.
Steve looked at her through narrowed eyes. “Also, I want some kind of pay-off.”
She frowned. This she didn’t understand. “I’ve got my own troubles. So if I help you, maybe you can help me. Kind of a trade-off.”
This sounded totally nutty. She picked up her glass again and took a sip while she thought about that.
“Why would I be able to help you?”
Steve shrugged. “Thing is, I’m trying to extricate myself from a going-nowhere, stale relationship. The cure would be to meet someone else. So maybe you could introduce me to someone who’ll take my attention away from Maryanne.”
Bizarre. What an idea. And yet … something buzzed around in the back of her brain. Hadn’t she seen Steve goggle-eyed when her friend Liesl had popped in to see her at the agency one day a few months ago? The thing was, Liesl had that effect on most men, so Jade couldn’t be sure.
“Who, for instance?”
“That dark-haired friend of yours who showed up once.”
“You remember her name?”
“Hmm. It was something exotic, made me think of some kind of a creature. A weasel, I think.”
“Liesl.”
His expression brightened. “That’s her.”
The question was, would she be doing Steve a favor if she introduced them?
“I may be able to, but only when she gets back from Timbuktu.” She put her half-empty wine glass down on the counter.
“You’re kidding, right?”
“Actually, no. It’s truly a place. In the dark heart of Africa. Or maybe it’s not so dark, probably dazzlingly bright, in fact. Around there, it’s pretty much all desert.”
“What’s she doing in such exotic parts?”
“Who knows? Liesl likes adventure.”
Near Steve’s elbow was a plate containing a cheesecake decorated with strawberries and kiwi fruit. He picked up a wicked-looking butcher’s knife.
“So, what do you say?”
“I’ll do my best. Not sure when she’ll return though. Okay?”
He pulled the cheesecake toward him. “Only if you swear you won’t hurt Paul anymore than you already have.”
Tears threatened and her throat tightened. She swallowed, fighting for control. At last she said, “I can only try and hope to make things better, not worse.”
She could see Steve was skeptical, but maybe he wasn’t so hard-hearted as she’d thought. If she wasn’t mistaken, that was a sympathetic gleam she saw in his eye.
He began cutting the cake into slices. The knife hit the china plate, chinking once, twice, three times. He paused. “He’s up at the fishing shack. On Lake Huron.”
She blinked. “That’s a surprise.”
He cut one more slice, picked up the plate and handed it to her.
Vacuum jug of coffee in hand, Steve moved toward the living room. “As long as it doesn’t turn out to be a bad surprise for Paul.”
It sounded as though he expected her to follow Paul up there. One way to do this, would be to fly up and offer a heartfelt apology. Then tell him exactly how she felt.
After that, it would be up to him.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The very thought of facing Paul made her feel faint with terror. She’d be destroyed if he rejected her. There was nothing she could say that would justify her behavior. What she had done, the way she had deceived him, all that was inexcusable. The only things she could do were to put her trust in the power of love, and hope for Paul’s understanding and forgiveness.
For the moment, however, she had to put her troubles on hold and get into the party spirit for Suzy’s sake. Later, she’d take Marigold’s advice and sleep on the idea.
Meanwhile, there was cheesecake to eat and tea and coffee to drink. And maybe she could switch over. Let Serendipity reign for a little while.
Suzy wore a smile all the way back to Jade’s apartment.
“That was so unexpected, so much of a surprise. Imagine Steve organizing my baby shower!”
“It was great of him to do it all. Much better we had it there than in my dreary apartment.”
“Oh Jade.” Suzy glanced over. “Have you decided whether or not to put in an offer on the other place?”
“I’ll make my final decision on Monday. That is, if the house is still available by then. Betty told me there’s another offer in.”
“That’s a whole four days away. How will you survive the suspense?”
“I was thinking maybe I’ll fly home,” Jade said. “The trouble is, my two sides don’t agree on this.”
“What do you mean?”
“First of all, there’s Jade. She says I can’t afford it, that my traveling budget is all used up for this month. From her point of view, I’d be crazy and irresponsible to go. But then there’s Serendipity.”
“Yes?”
“She says, what the hell does all that matter when my whole future happiness is at stake?”
“Your whole future happiness? This must be about more than finding somewhere to live.”
Jade kept silent for a while, then she added, “Here’s my problem, Suze.” She drew in a deep breath. “I’ve fallen in love with Paul. But he, if what he said is true, has fallen for Serendipity, not Jade. He probably loathes Jade … me … for deceiving him. If I want him, I have to show him who I really am. Sometimes I’m not even sure myself. Lately, I like Jade less and less.”
Her friend slowed. Turning the steering wheel, she drew to the curb, switched off the motor, and turned to look at Jade.
“It sounds to me as though Serendipity and Jade are one and the same. Together they make up the best parts of you. All you’ve got to do is reconcile the two.”
Suzy was right.
“Then,” Jade said slowly, “maybe we can have a chance together. Otherwise … ” her voice hitched, “ … otherwise, not.”
“You really need to get up there. See Paul. That’s the only way to find out.”
For a while there was silence.
“What I think,” Suzy began, “is that, in times of trouble, there’s no substitute for a mother. So my advice is, go with Serendipity and get your butt up there.”
“Maybe I will.”
Jade thanked Suzy and got out of the car. She shut the door and stepped away to wave. Suzy buzzed down the window.
“I’d like to meet her sometime.”
“Who? My mother?”
“No, I meant Serendipity.”
As she drove off with a wiggle of her fingers, Jade thought Suzy already had. Serendipity was mostly who she was when she was with her friend, just as she had been with Paul over their magical weekends. Those were the times she was happiest.
• • •
Jade woke knowing that heading up to the lake was what she had to do. Hopefully Fred would be able to squeeze her in, but she didn’t think the chances were good. This was the weekend he’d booked the fishermen, so it could be a kind of test. If he said he had space for her, that would surely be A Sign.
“Dipity, hi there. I was going to call you today. I’m all mixed up now, don’t know what’s happened to our every-other-week arrangement.”
“I’m hoping you can fly me up tonight, Fred.”
“Not unless I get a cancellation. Remember, I made that slip up last time? I’ll check with these guys. Let you know by midday.”
At last the call came through. Seeing Fred’s name on the display, she snatched up the handset.
“Dipity, it’s a go.”
She felt glad and sick at the same time.
“What about the fishermen?”
“One of the three can’t make it, so you can take his place. Mind you, no boasting of your skill in the angling direction. Can’t have these city types feeling inferior, can we?”
She gave a polite giggle, thinking of Paul hauling ’em out.
“Same time, same place?”
“You betcha.”
Okay. There was the sign. She was going.
Jade spent the rest of her lunch hour surfing the Internet for information about the sport of fishing. A small nugget of an idea was forming in her brain.
• • •
Frank leaned his forearms on the dining room table. Jade sat opposite him, finishing up the last of the chicken dinner Marigold had cooked. The flight from Buttonville had been bumpy, but Jade knew the uneasy, queasy feeling in her gut wasn’t entirely due to the airplane ride.
Her father spoke. “I was right, Dipity. Kip’s retiring. He offered me the store.”
She put down her fork and wiped her mouth on the paper napkin. “You’re going to say yes, aren’t you?”
“Don’t see how I can.” Frank fiddled with the cut-glass salt-and-pepper set. “There are two things at issue here. First, there’s the money. Although Kip would give me a good deal, there are also his other four stores. I could never raise the necessary cash to get them all.” He looked wistful. “Sure, I know all about how to sell fishing supplies, how to check on stocks and order and stuff. What I don’t know is the business side. Keeping the books straight and so on.”
Jade opened her mouth. “But I know all that.” She blinked, surprised at her words. They’d just seemed to pop out. Probably because of the way she’d been thinking, although her idea wasn’t fully formed as yet.
Frank’s expression changed from one of worry to wonder and delight. “You’d help me then?”
She couldn’t take the words back. No, rather, she’d have to make good on them. “Why not?”
“Why not?” He sat back and she saw the caution return to his expression. “Because you’ve got your career in the city, that’s why not.”
“But Dad, — ” she shifted on the bench seat “ — this could be exciting. Did you know fishing’s the fifth most popular sport in North America today? Think of the possibilities if we owned a small chain. And there’s always the money I’ve saved for buying a house.”
Frank looked stunned. “You’d consider investing too?”
She gave a big sigh and shook her head. “I don’t know. There are some things I have to work through. Give me a little time before I commit myself.”
“I don’t want to pressure you, Dipity. But you doing the business side, well, that would be the answer to a prayer.”
• • •
Jade finished clearing the table. In the kitchen, Marigold was about to tackle the pile of pots and pans. She squirted eco-friendly dishwashing liquid into the sink and ran the hot water.
“Here, I’ll do it,” Jade offered.
Her mom moved to one side. “Thanks. Then I can dry and put away.”
Jade picked up the brush and began the task of scrubbing away all the residue of cooking. Mother and daughter stood side by side.
“Are you feeling okay?” Marigold asked.
Jade lifted out a wooden spoon and put it in the cutlery drainer. “The flight was bumpy. But I feel better after the food … . The dinner was delicious. Thanks. I don’t think I’ve eaten properly the whole week.” The brush made small circles as she scrubbed away.
“Something’s still worrying you. We didn’t expect you to come home this weekend.”
Jade lifted a pot out of the suds, rinsed it, and placed it upside down on the dish rack.
“Yeah.” She rested her hands, clad in yellow rubber gloves, on the edge of the sink. Hanging her head, she looked down at the frothy water, the tiny bubbles bursting, one by one. “Two things really. I have to make up my mind about the house. But what’s really troubling me is what to do about Paul.”
“You love him. I can see that.”
Jade swallowed and nodded.
“Tell him how you feel, Serendipity. It’s the only way to go, your only chance for happiness.”
“If only I could.” Jade slumped forward. She looked at her mother. “He’ll never forgive me. I deceived him; didn’t tell him the truth of who I was. Not only that, I took away his livelihood.”
“Come on, Dipity, losing his job is not going to be that terrible. So he has to bum around for a bit. Would that be so very bad?”
“It was bad for me, when you did that.”
“I know. I’m sorry, poppet.” Marigold put her hand on Jade’s back and rubbed it soothingly. “It’s hard to explain the appeal of that time, of the gypsy life we led.” She leaned against the counter, a faraway look in her eye. “We were so idealistic, believing in freedom and love, that we could change the whole world. We scorned the materialistic outlook and values of our modern society. Going against established ways seemed almost like a mission. And I still believe a lot of that was good, and valid. It was only a pity that it got kind of sidetracked into a dropping out and turning on kind of thing, which meant for some people it deteriorated into a drug culture.”
Jade turned away from the sink and hugged her mother.
Marigold released her and looked into her eyes. “What are you going to do?”
“You’re right. There’s only one way. I have to tell him, have to beg for another chance. Oh God, I’m so scared … . Do you think he’ll be able to forgive me?”
“No one can say. But this I can tell you, there’s a kind of affirmation that happens when you tell the truth. Somehow strength and rightness flow in. You just have to do the courageous thing. If everything works out, don’t you think that would be worth it?”
Jade stared at her mother. Why had she never appreciated or realized how wise Marigold was before? During the teen years, she’d gotten into the habit of deriding and mocking her, and somehow that had stuck. She hadn’t moved on to see the real person there. Her mom might have been flighty and irresponsible when Jade was little, but she’d been very young herself then. Over the years, she’d changed and grown into a woman her daughter could admire. And even hope to emulate.
“Will you go to him right away?”
Jade took a moment to consider. “I don’t think so. At the moment, I’m feeling too jittery and unsure of myself. Also, there’s something symbolic I need to do first.” She turned back to the sink and picked up another pot. “I’ll go tomorrow.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The morning brought strength and resolution to Jade. If she wanted Paul, and she knew by the ache in her heart that she truly, truly did, then she had to go to him and plead for another chance, no matter how hideously awful that would be.
She got up, pulled on her bathing suit and went for a swim. Her mother was already down at the lake, wading tranquilly, occasionally picking up sharp stones from the bottom of the lake and throwing them farther into the water. The splashing sounded happy. Jade wondered if happy was something that lay in store for her that day and over the months ahead.
Not long after, Adrian arrived, sleepy and disheveled. He didn’t say a word but took a kind of topple into the lake.
By the time the family breakfasted together, Jade was tempted to let the morning unwind as it would.
No, if she was going to do this, she had to go now.
“Is it okay if I take the boat this morning, everyone?”
“Of course,” Marigold answered. “We could drop you off on our way into the store, if you like.”
“Thanks. I’d better not wait.”
A doomed, sinking feeling fell like a stone into Jade’s stomach. The noise and vibration of the boat’s motor added to the trembling inside. How was she ever going to explain? Convince him she loved him?
She only hoped Paul wouldn’t find it as difficult to forgive her as she was finding it to make herself so vulnerable to him. The possibility he’d reject her completely was all too alive in her mind. Although it would be for a different reason, just as she’d feared when she’d first seen him at the roadside, her life would be in ruins.
But you have to try, Tweety chirruped in a fading voice. The bird seemed to be getting fainter, no longer so present or persistent.
• • •
Paul turned from his contemplation of the lake and headed through the trees toward the shed. Yesterday, Steve had called to tell him Serendipity knew he was at the cabin. He wasn’t sure how he’d feel if she came to him. What he’d say. Over the past days, physical labor had proved therapeutic. He’d found himself grateful for the beauty and solace of nature, and for the chance to work on the sculpture. Accessing that zone of creativity meant he put his own concerns aside and allowed the wood, and what was struggling to reveal itself, speak to him.
While he chiseled and carved, what spoke to him was Serendipity. With his mind floating free, he could see, could understand, her difficulties with herself, how she needed to integrate the two parts of her personality. But that was not up to him. Only she could recognize and meld the two together. Whether or not she’d have the bravery to lay her whole life on the line for him … this he didn’t know.
Knocking sounds issued from the shed-like structure Jade presumed was a garage. Abandoning her intention of approaching the front door, she instead made her way along a grassy path, her footsteps accompanied by the ever-louder noise of hammering. The wide weather-beaten doors stood open. She stepped inside.
For a few minutes Jade stood still, taking in the scene that met her eyes. The thrill of seeing Paul again hit her with a physical rush. Underneath the sleeveless tee shirt he wore, his back muscles rippled, making her appreciate anew the beauty of his long male body. And yet, there was more than that. Some heart-lifting gladness, a sense of rightness, rayed through her.
Bang, bang, bang. Totally absorbed, Paul hit the chisel with the hammer, shaving off sheer pieces of wood. The evidence of his industry lay all around him, like autumn leaves around a tree.
Better not interrupt him. A surprise could prove dangerous, so she waited until he paused. At last he lowered his arms, took a couple of steps back, and gazed at his work of art.
“Hallo Paul,” she said in her Jade voice.
His head whipped around. The hammer and chisel fell to the ground.
“Serendipity!”
For a fleeting second, she thought she saw joy in his eyes. But then he withdrew, his expression guarded.
“So, what brings you here?” He stood with legs apart, hands on his hips. “I didn’t exactly expect to see you again, not after that little stunt you pulled.”
“I know. I’m so very, very sorry.”
Paul’s body had been hiding the sculpture. Now he stepped aside. There, revealed, Jade saw the almost-finished statue. Out of the twists and convolutions of the wood, the figure of a woman had emerged, long locks of hair streaming around her like a cloak, her eyes half closed, dreamy. The face was already smooth, having been worked on more than any other area. It was her, Serendipity Jade Jellicoe.
Fascinated by his skill and vision, she took a few steps closer. He watched and waited while she circled the statue.
So this was what he saw in her … someone so much finer than she was now. He’d captured something she wasn’t, but could be, might be, one day in some future time. She felt moved, honored, humbled. And all choked up.
She cast a quick glance at Paul and swiped a hand across her eyes. Looking again at the statue, she considered the emerging figure, part undine, part human. How was it that he’d captured her so eloquently? Could it be she was imprinted on his soul, as he was on hers? A small ray of hope, a thin sliver of light, boosted her courage.
“The Spirit of the Lake.” Jade’s voice was hushed.
“Do you know her?”
“Maybe I do,” she whispered, “Or at least, I’m beginning to.”
Drawing together all her resolution, she turned to face him. “First of all, I apologize for last Sunday,” she began.
His face remained impassive.
“You see, when I walked out on you, it was because — ” She broke off. “There were … complications.”
“Really?”
He didn’t sound too convinced or too interested. Bending down, he picked up his fallen tools and placed them on the workbench against the wall.
She hadn’t realized how easily cool could turn to cold.
“Yes. Um.” She made a kind of pleading gesture. “Do you think we could, er, talk?”
“Isn’t that what we’re doing?”
“I suppose. But I need to tell you something and … and it would be easier if we were somewhere else.”
“Like on the beach? On the lake? In the bedroom?”
All the places where they’d made love. She felt his pain, and also his accusation, piercing through those questions. “Maybe … on the stoop?”
His eyes narrowed as if he were searching her expression for something. She lifted her chin a little.
“I suppose that’s appropriate. Not inside, yet not outside, either. Neither one thing nor the other. You go and sit.” He walked toward the doorway. “I didn’t hear the Harley, so I presume you walked from the resort?”
She nodded.
“I’ll be a minute. Need to wash my hands.”
Time dragged as she sat, nervously waiting. One way or the other, her fate would soon be sealed. Desperately she hoped to find the right words to explain, words that would reach his heart and not harden it further. She listened to the cooing of a dove, thinking about the time she’d heard the loon’s rippling laugh. Where was it now? Probably swimming happily with its mate, perhaps carrying a small brood of little ones on its back.
Paul returned, but he didn’t sit next to her. Instead, he leaned against the wooden post of the stoop and folded his arms.
She sat forward, took in a breath and let it all whoosh out. “You know I’m not only Serendipity, but Jade, as well.”
“Jade Jellicoe.” He nodded slowly, staring at her. “Ever since I found out, I wondered if I should have done the carving out of stone.”
She flinched, grabbed on to the front of the chair seat and curled her hands over the edge.
Paul went on. “So what’s this got to do with me?”
“What it’s got to do with you, is that I want there to be an ‘us.’”
“Is that so?”
She couldn’t stand this. It was like trying to swim through soup. Jumping up, she went to stand in front of him.
“That’s what I came for … firstly, to apologize. I’m sorry I skipped out on you. That must be one of the worst things.”
“What do you mean?”
“Abandonment issues? Because of your dad?”
“Those I worked through a looong time ago.” A little more relaxed, he stretched both arms out against the railing.
She swallowed. “Worse, I deceived you. I need to explain how it all came about.”
As she told him why she’d adopted her Jade persona, explained her fears about whistle blowing, and all that rested on her job with the agency, he stood silent and still.
“So lastly,” she said, “I’m hoping, pleading, for your forgiveness, Paul.”
He lowered his arms. “What difference would it make if I gave it or not?”
“If you forgive me … ” She was desperate. Would she ever get through to him? “Maybe we could have a chance for a future together.”
“A future? Who would I be having a future with? Jade doesn’t really appeal to me. Oh, I’m sure she has some sterling traits — she’s smart and practical and a good businesswoman — but I’ve never much liked her, let alone loved her.”
Oh God. She closed her eyes, hoping, praying. “Even if she loves you as much as Serendipity does?”
“Excuse me?”
“I love you, Paul.”
“You love me?” He turned away to look out over the lake, across to the horizon, a sharply drawn dividing line between heaven and earth. “You love me.” This time it was a statement. Was it her imagination, or did his voice hold a note of wonder? Her hopes rose. But when he turned back to her, he was frowning. “It’s hard to get a handle on who’s really involved here. I don’t know who I’m dealing with. Which are you, really?”
She reached out, needing to be closer but not quite daring to touch him. “Jade by name. But Serendipity at heart.”
“And what’s there, in your heart?” His tone was gruff, but the expression in his eyes had softened.
“You’re in my heart, Paul. You and me. Together.”
Now they were face to face.
“This is me.” She said quietly, holding her hands away from her body in a gesture that proclaimed, “this is me, just as I am.”
“The big question is, which me is it?” His gaze probed hers, serious, intent. She sensed his longing.
“Both. It has to be both,” she emphasized. “The two aspects, integrated into one.”
“Sounds complicated.” Up went his brows. “How are you planning to go about that?”
“First of all, I’m leaving the agency. I already burned the wig.”
“Really?” His lips twitched at that piece of information. She managed a small smile in response.
“Hmm,” he continued. Reaching out, he took her hand. How wonderful that felt, warm and loving and comforting. Especially when she’d feared he’d never want anything more to do with her again.
“Oh, Paul. I’ve hated myself for all the lies, for deceiving you. Hated that I’ve hurt you. I even hated terminating you … oh how I hated having to do that.”
“That’s a lot of hate.” His eyes twinkled. And oh, that dimple! “You know, being let go was the best thing that could have happened to me. But we can talk about that later. Make plans. Do some dreaming.”
All the anguish of the past days melted away, to be replaced by an exalted joy. “That would be wonderful. You see, I’m ready to step into a new life.”
“You are?”
“Yes.”
He came to take her in his arms. “Me too. And I’d like you to be in it with me.”
“Oh Paul.” To be in his arms again when she feared she’d lost him … . “Now can you please say it?”
“I love you.” He was completely serious now, his tone so tender. “With every ounce of my heart.”
She nestled her head into his shoulder. Tears of relief and happiness rose up from her heart, through her throat, to her eyes.
“Hey, you’re wetting me. Don’t cry, my darling.” He pulled back. A wicked glint lit his eyes. “Maybe it’s time for a test.”
Before she realized his intention, he swept her off her feet, and carried her down the steps.
“Paul, what are you doing?”
“To make sure you love me, that you’re absolutely certain of who you are and what you want, I thought we’d try a little lake immersion.”
She loved that laugh in his voice.
He waded into the water, deeper and deeper. She hooked an elbow around his neck and clung tight. The game was on. If she was going in, so was he. When the water came up to his chest, he lifted her high and heaved. She landed with a splash. Water engulfed her, embraced her. So much for taking him with her. Emerging, she wiped the wet from her eyes.
“What was that for?”
“For all my agony.”
“And how about the agony you put me through?” Her words teased him back. “Don’t you think that deserves a little revenge?”
Cupping her hand, she sent him a blast of water, which hit him in the face. As the spray rose, so did her spirits, shining and soaring through the air.
She took advantage of his temporary blindness to launch herself through the water. He grabbed her, holding her in a tight embrace as she flung her arms around his neck. How incredibly wonderful to feel close to him again. Her mouth sought his and was welcomed, deeply, warmly, lovingly.
Over the next few minutes, plastered together in the water as the kiss went on and on, they sank and rose, and sank and rose again. Miraculously, the lovers didn’t drown. This was because the Spirit of the Lake held them safe and happy in her arms.
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