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This novel is dedicated to: The Colonel

Thanks for being my bridge over troubled waters.

Oh, by the way, can I borrow your Visa?

Acknowledgment
Traditionally on this page, authors get to thank people who have been extremely helpful or tolerant during the writing of a novel. I don’t think there is really enough space to express how grateful I am to the following people, who either encouraged or inspired me throughout this project. I can only hope that each of you knows how much you truly mean to me.
First and foremost, I want to thank God for always being in my corner. Thanks for all the gifts You’ve given me.
To my family: Deloris, Channon, Charla, Lawrance and Charles Byrd. My extended family: Kathy and Charles Alba and Robert and Pat Barrett, Susan and Gladwyn Bowlin, Berta Fuller, Aubrey Boyd, Connie Dunn, Loetha Lipscomb, Carnelia Hunt and Joyce Dutton.
And to my ever-changing critque group: Doreen Graham, Sharon Hall, Gina Dyer, Georgina Fields, Bridget Anderson, Marcia Kelley and Shirley Harrison.

Contents
Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Epilogue


Chapter 1

“I would like to make a toast.” Jordan Williams held up his glass. “To our first sale. This is only the beginning.”
“Hear! Hear!” his four associates cheered. They clinked their glasses while a series of high fives ensued.
Pride filled Jordan as he looked down at his first signed contract, and not to mention his first check. It was a new beginning for him and his five-person operation. Look out world, J.W. Enterprises was ready to make its mark on the world of technology. His team had a full two months before they had to buckle down and start their programming, though with his excitement, he wished they could start tomorrow.
“Boss, didn’t you have an appointment at your parents tonight?” Charlotte Harris asked, looking down at her watch.
“Damn, I forgot.” He checked the time. Eight-thirty. He should have been at his parents more than an hour ago. He set his glass down with a thump and reached for his jacket. “Could you be a doll and lock up for me?” he asked, kissing the older woman’s cheek to sugarcoat the request. “Thanks, you’re the best,” he added before she could respond, then dashed toward the door as if someone had lit a fire under him.
“I guess this means you can finally quit the family business,” a smiling Quentin called out from the crowd.
Jordan forced a smile he didn’t feel and slipped out of the office. He raced down the hallway and out into the balmy evening. Despite the time, sunlight peeked from behind the clouds, but the orange hue suggested that it wouldn’t last much longer.
He pressed the button on his key ring and disarmed the car alarm. His sleek black Mercedes rode like a dream as he pulled out onto Peachtree Street and headed toward the highway. If he were lucky he would make it to his parents’ within thirty minutes.
I guess this means you can finally quit the family business. Quentin’s words echoed in Jordan’s head, but his heart seemed to plummet to the pit of his stomach. His father wasn’t going to take the news well. Opulence meant the world to Noah and he had made it clear he wanted Jordan to take over the company. Jordan had his own dreams, but he knew his father wouldn’t see it that way.
Jordan exhaled. The weight of the world settled on his shoulders. For the last two years, he had operated J.W. Enterprises without breathing a word of his activities to his family. Of course, they all knew of his love of computers, but they considered it a hobby.
Glancing into his side mirrors, he changed lanes. He saw the reflection in the rearview mirror and caught the uncanny resemblance of his father’s image. His announcement wasn’t going to be easy.
He exited off Highway I-85 and headed into Buckhead.
“Dad, there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about,” he practiced. No. He shouldn’t dance around the subject. He needed to be more direct. He looked into the mirror again and started over. “Dad, I’ve started my own business.” That wasn’t going to work either. Jordan shook his head and prayed for strength.
Minutes later, he turned off the main road and onto his parents’ private estate. The sun diminished and a black curtain cloaked the sky as a million stars glimmered against its rich backdrop.
A myriad of lights lit the English manor–style house that sat in the middle of twelve acres. As he drove down the long driveway, Jordan gave himself a quick pep talk, but he prepared for the worst.
“You’re late,” Rosa Chavez Williams scolded her son as he entered the house.
“I know, Mama.” Jordan closed the heavy mahogany door behind him. Music and laughter drifted throughout the house and pulled his attention away from his mother. He looked past her to see men and women dressed in formal attire. “Is Malcolm home yet?” He headed up the stairs.
“Of course he’s here. Everyone’s here. Dinner was served almost two hours ago,” she chastised, following him.
He entered his old bedroom and smiled at the tuxedo draped across the bed.
“I knew you’d be late.” Rosa patted his shoulder, then encouraged him to hurry.
Jordan turned and kissed his mother. “I’ll be down in twenty minutes. By the way, what’s the big occasion?”
“Your brother has some secret announcement he wants to make to the family. I hope it’s not what I think it is,” she said with a tinge of fear laced in her voice.
“What’s that?” He stripped out of his shirt.
“That he wants to marry that dreadful McKinley girl.” Rosa’s hands covered her heart as if the possibility would kill her.
“What girl?” Jordan’s gaze focused on her.
“Never you mind. If you came and visited more often, you’d know what’s going on with your own family. Now hurry up.” She turned and closed the door behind her.
Jordan rushed into the adjoining bathroom. After years of family protocol, and despite how much he hated these elaborate parties, he was used to dressing in record time.
Tonight’s party gave him a reprieve from his announcement to the family. He was grateful.
Twenty minutes later, he’d dressed and descended the stairs to join the family. He winced at seeing his father, Noah, leaning against the bottom post.
“Hiding?” Jordan asked.
“I hate formal functions,” Noah mumbled. “I think your mother invited half of Georgia here tonight.”
“We have that many people?”
Noah nodded.
“What’s the occasion?”
“Your brother wants to make some kind of announcement. I know it had better be good for the tab your mother ran up.”
Jordan held a hand across his stomach as he laughed at his father’s penny-pinching ways. “Since I’ve missed dinner, maybe we can get someone to fix us a couple of sandwiches.”
Noah’s eyes twinkled. “Good idea.”
Slapping his father’s back, Jordan continued in good humor, “Mom isn’t going to like our skipping out on the party.”
Noah wrinkled his nose. “She’s got to find us first.”
The kitchen was a madhouse as servants dashed in and out with various hors d’oeuvres for the party.
Headlong into the refrigerator, Jordan searched for something to make a decent sandwich.
Noah grumbled as he watched the servants. “This is insane.”
This was the perfect time, Jordan encouraged himself. Yet, he still didn’t know how to tell his father the news that would undoubtedly break his heart.
“I’m glad you were able to make it.” Noah broke into his son’s reverie.
Jordan smiled as he placed condiments on the counter. Try as he might he couldn’t get the right words organized in his head.
His father reached over and made his own sandwich.
“How’s the development of the North Carolina location coming along?”
“Fine, just fine.”
“Your mother wants to throw you a party next month. She says that it’s not every day one of our sons manages his own office or something like that. I think she was just looking for an excuse to throw another party.”
“That’s not necessary.”
“I know, but your mother gets excited when it comes to planning these things. I, on the other hand, break out in a cold sweat.” Noah held Jordan’s gaze as he added, “I wish I could get your brother interested in the business, but he’s as bad as your mother: spend, spend, spend. It’s a wonder we’re not living on the streets.”
Jordan laughed. “To let you tell it, you’d think the company was near bankruptcy.”
“Ha! My competitors would love that.”
Jordan frowned at the dark shadow that crossed his father’s features, but it quickly vanished.
“The fact is Opulence is a solid business,” Noah declared. “We’ve made record sales for the third quarter in a row. I have plans for this next quarter. Big plans.”
A piece of Jordan’s sandwich wedged in his dry throat. I have to tell him.
“I was thinking,” his father continued. “What do you think about opening another store in the Gwinnett Mall area?”
Grimacing, Jordan swallowed. “I think I need something to wash this down.” He avoided the subject by turning to retrieve two glasses and a gallon of milk from the refrigerators.
Noah’s tight scrutiny followed him. “You didn’t answer me,” he pressed.
Jordan filled their glasses, then locked gazes with his father. “I think that’s a good idea.” Tell him.
They ate in silence while Jordan figured out a way to make his announcement. What was he so afraid of? Hadn’t his father always been supportive?
“I need to talk to you about something, Pop.”
“I figured as much.”
“You did?”
“I don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know something is on your mind.”
Here goes. “I wanted to talk to you about the business. I know how much you want me in the North Carolina office, but I’ve been thinking.” Jordan took another gulp of milk. His stomach twisted into knots with each word he spoke. “You know how much I’ve always wanted to pursue a career in computers and I think that now is the perfect time for me to branch out and do that.” It didn’t quite come out the way he’d hoped, but at least he’d made the announcement.
Noah’s mocha skin color reddened. “Computers?”
Jordan flinched. Here it comes. He watched his father’s eyes darken.
“Why all of a sudden do you want to play on computers?”
Jordan exhaled. This wasn’t going well. “I don’t want to play on computers. I want to make computers easier, better. The world of technology fascinates me. I want to start my own company and…”
“Start your own company?” Noah backed away from the counter as if Jordan’s words had burned him.
“I know you think this is crazy, but hear me out.”
“You’re not saying anything I want to hear. What am I supposed to do now? I’ve worked hard for this family and what do I get? Nothing!”
Jordan averted his gaze as guilt engulfed him.
His father raged on, “I have one son that treats me like the First National Bank and another that wants to walk out on me.”
“It’s nothing like that, Pop. I’ve been thinking about this for a while and I really want to do this. I’d expected your support in this decision.”
Noah’s jaw twitched. “You’ll be back.” He waved his finger. “This crazy computer idea of yours will fail and you’ll be back.” He pivoted and stormed out of the kitchen.
Jordan closed his eyes and fought the wave of disappointment washing over him.
A roar of applause thundered through the house. He guessed his brother had made his announcement. Jordan hated that he had missed it, but he lacked the strength to mingle with a crowd tonight.
“Are you all right, sir?” Clarence, the family butler and a good friend, asked from the kitchen door.
“Yeah, I think so. Pop is just upset.”
“Yes, sir, I noticed that. Will you be all right?”
Jordan shook his head. “I need some fresh air. If anyone needs me, tell them I’ll be out in the gardens.”
Sympathy pooled in the older man’s eyes. “Yes, sir.”
 
Christian McKinley wiped at her tears. Tonight had been a complete disaster. She looked down at the five-carat diamond ring that glittered on her finger. How had she gotten herself into this mess?
Her best friend, Alexandria, walked up behind her. “Chris, are you all right?”
Trying to put on a brave face, Christian smiled, but shook her head in contradiction. “Alex, this is too much. I can’t marry him. I can’t marry anyone.”
Alex said nothing as she grasped Christian’s hand to offer support.
“I didn’t even know he felt this way toward me.” Christian glanced up at her six-foot friend and caught the vacant look in her expression. “Hello?” She waved a hand in front of her friend’s face. “Are you there?”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” Alex blinked and smiled apologetically. “What were you saying?”
“I was just saying how much of a shock all of this is. Are you sure you’re okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. Look, girl, he’s the one who put you on the spot. He shouldn’t have proposed to you in front of all those people. You had already told him you weren’t looking for a serious relationship.”
“I couldn’t turn him down in front of his family and friends,” Christian rationalized with Alex as well as with herself. “But I shouldn’t have given him false hope by accepting this ring either.”
Alex looked toward the house and exhaled a long sigh. She turned her gaze to Christian and in a low voice asked, “Do you love him?”
“Of course I love him.” She hesitated before continuing, “But more like a brother. I mean, he’s one of my dearest friends. I had no idea that he felt this way about me.” She stared back down at the ring.
“Then there’s no way around it. You’re going to have to talk to him,” Alex said in a shaky whisper as she folded her arms protectively in front of her.
The uncharacteristic action didn’t go unnoticed by Christian. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” Alex uncrossed her arms. “I think I’m as shocked as you are.”
Shaking her head, Christian fought desperately to make sense of the situation. “You’re good friends with Malcolm. Has he ever said anything to you about me…about this?” She made a wide sweep of her hands.
“Do you want me to go find him for you?”
Christian closed her eyes, she didn’t want to hurt Malcolm’s feelings. She knew after this night, their relationship would forever change. Inhaling to gather her courage, she nodded. Her friend was right. The sooner she got this over with, the better.
“If you want, afterward, I can take you back to the apartment.”
“Thanks, Alex.” Christian leaned over and hugged her friend. “Thanks for everything.”
“It’s no problem. I’ll go and get Malcolm.”
 
Jordan strolled along the stone walkway, still angry at how everything had blown up in his face. He couldn’t blame his father for turning his back on him. The family had expected him to one day take over Opulence. Their once small jewelry store had now turned into a huge conglomerate. Malcolm had made it clear that he wanted no part of the family business, so they all expected Jordan to do the right thing.
Jordan inhaled the fresh fragrances from the gardens’ various flowers. A leisurely walk had always calmed him in the past and he sought the same refuge this evening. His father’s dismissive and cold attitude toward Jordan’s future plans hurt him, but it only made him more determined to prove that he wouldn’t fail in his endeavor.
As he rounded a small bend, he found his usual hiding place occupied by a beautiful intruder.
She wore a short, glimmering white-sequined dress with thin straps; in her hands, she held a matching purse. She heard his footsteps and turned to face him. Her beautiful dark-chocolate complexion brought to mind a true African queen.
He moved closer, unable to trust his eyes.
“You scared me,” she said, then looked away.
Jordan smiled unable to believe his luck.
“I’m glad you came out here,” she rushed on. “I wanted to talk to you in private.”
Curious, Jordan crossed his arms. “Really?” Had he met this beauty before? Surely, he hadn’t. How could he ever forget meeting her? He could tell she was nervous about something by the way she kept twirling the strap from her handbag around her fingers and avoided his gaze. “Is something wrong?”
A weak smile lifted the corners of her lips. “I don’t know what to make of all this. I mean.” She struggled with her words. She blushed prettily and continued, “When I came here tonight, I had no idea that…” Her sentence died as she shook her head.
“Are you uncomfortable?” Jordan asked puzzled.
Her expression sobered. “I’m out of place.” She played with the strap again. “I didn’t know why you brought me here tonight, Malcolm.”
“Oh,” he understood now, “I’m not…”
“Please, let me finish. I know we became fast friends and I’ve enjoyed the six months that we’ve been seeing each other, but the fact is I consider you more like a brother. And I want us to remain good friends. I didn’t expect for you to propose to me in front of all those people.”
“But you don’t understand—”
She gave him a pleading look that silenced him. Jordan shifted his weight. Her sad expression wrenched his heart.
“All of this is just too grand for me. I borrowed this dress from Alex.” Her attempt at humor failed. “Please try to understand.” She pulled the ring from her finger. “I can’t accept this.”
He lowered his gaze and his heart tightened as he accepted the ring. An engagement ring?
“I better go now.” She turned.
“Wait!”
She faced him, a sad smile in place. “Malcolm, you know this makes sense. There is still so much you don’t know about me, about my family. I accepted the ring because I couldn’t…I would never embarrass you in front of your family and friends. I just hope that we can still be friends.”
Jordan’s gut wrenched at the sight of her turning away from him, her head held high. He had a sudden premonition that he would never see her again. He panicked. “Can I at least—”
She stopped and faced him.
“Can I at least kiss you goodbye?” What made me ask that? The moment he looked back into her earthy-brown eyes, a hunger ebbed at his heart. He wanted her.
She smiled nervously, then moved closer to grant him his request.
Jordan leaned down and tilted her chin up with his fingers. The kiss was meant to be a light peck, but as a fire ignited within him, the kiss deepened into something powerful. It thrilled him to feel her body arched against his. Her erotic scent of jasmine seduced his senses and before he knew it, he had enclosed her in his embrace.
“What in the hell is going on?” A familiar voice thundered.
Jumping apart, they turned to stare at Jordan’s twin brother, Malcolm.


Chapter 2

Christian blinked in horror. Her heart sank to the pit of her stomach. Twins? The word penetrated the boggled haze clouding her mind. Her hand fluttered to her mouth. She had forgotten Malcolm had a twin brother.
Malcolm’s mirror image interjected, “I can explain.”
Malcolm stormed toward his brother. Fire blazed in his eyes. “I ought to break your neck.”
Not until he had yanked his twin by the collar did Christian snap out of her reverie. “Malcolm, wait!”
He turned a murderous gaze toward her as it she’d acted as a coconspirator against his trust.
She retreated, momentarily frightened by this side of her friend she’d never seen before. “It’s not what it looks like,” she murmured the cliché, but wallowed in despair at how guilty the words sounded.
“It’s all my fault, bro.”
Christian turned her own accusing gaze at the man who could only be Jordan. Why did she interfere with the beating he deserved? Why wasn’t she angry or humiliated?
She took a bold step forward, determined to defuse the hostility. “Malcolm, it was all a misunderstanding. I thought he was you.”
When his combative posture slacked, Malcolm refocused his attention on Jordan. “You deliberately deceived my fiancée!”
“That’s not exactly true.” Christian interrupted before Jordan could answer.
Both men looked at her.
Apprehension stole over her beneath their expectant gazes. “He did try to tell me…I think, but I wouldn’t hear him out. So we’re both at fault.” She looked to Jordan.
Malcolm’s fist lowered. His rage remained visible in his icy expression.
Christian sighed with relief, her own emotions spiraled out of control. How had she found herself in the middle of this?
Jordan pulled himself out of his brother’s grasp. His gaze remained locked on her. “I’m truly sorry for the misunderstanding, miss.”
The formal address seemed awkward after sharing such an intimate kiss, but she forced herself to reply in equal measure. “I apologize as well.”
Christian lifted her head and pretended Jordan’s intense scrutiny had no effect on her, although butterflies fluttered in her stomach and dizziness lingered from the memory of their kiss.
A moment of awkward silence stretched between them, before Malcolm cleared his throat. Jordan caught the hint.
“I guess you two want to be alone.” He moved forward and took her hand.
A pulse of electricity surged through her body. Before she could snatch it back, he pressed the diamond ring into her palm.
“I think you’ll be needing this,” he whispered.
Heat rushed into her cheeks as her gaze riveted on Malcolm. If looks could kill, they’d be nothing more than a pile of ashes.
Indifferent to the icy daggers Malcolm’s gaze plunged into his back, Jordan kissed her hand before finally leaving them alone.
Her hand remained warm, as well as her lips, long after Jordan disappeared into the house. She’d almost forgotten about Malcolm until he appeared at her side.
When she stepped back to look at him, her mind made comparisons between the two men. They shared the same midnight-colored eyes and slightly curled lashes. Their short-cropped, wavy hair displayed traces of their Spanish heritage. At six-two and with broad shoulders, the brothers were every schoolgirl’s dream and every woman’s fantasy.
However, looking at Malcolm as she did now, she didn’t feel the same flare of excitement that his brother caused.
“You have made me the happiest man alive.” He pulled her into his arms. Gone was the anger that had moments ago transformed his features. In its place radiated love.
Dread dripped into her veins. She knew what she had to do and she searched for the courage to say the words that would break her heart.
He smiled. “You’ll have to forgive my brother. He can be—”
“Forget it.” Realizing that she may have sounded too short, she forced a smile, but it faltered.
“All right then.” He looked uneasy. “Let’s change the subject. How are you enjoying the party?”
Tears blurred her vision as a cool breeze whispered across the gardens. She shivered.
Malcolm removed his jacket and draped it across her shoulders. “You must be cold out here. Do you want to go back inside?”
Christian shook her head. Why couldn’t she love this kind, handsome man the way he deserved to be loved? Plenty of women would jump at the chance to win his heart.
He gently tilted her chin up to meet his probing gaze. “What’s wrong? Did Jordan hurt you?” Bitterness seeped into his voice.
She sniffed and wiped at her tears. “No. It’s nothing like that.” Her heart ached with what she was about to do. “We have to talk.”
 
The party was in full swing. Every other minute, someone it seemed, made a toast to the newly engaged couple. The guest list was a Who’s Who of Atlanta. Many of them seized this opportunity for networking.
Jordan plastered on an artificial smile for the guests. As usual, most of them confused him with his brother, and congratulated him on his engagement. He corrected some, but grew tired, and occasionally nodded his thanks to others. He looked toward the balcony and out to the gardens. How would his brother take the news?
“How are you holding up?” An angelic voice asked from behind.
Jordan turned to face a striking woman with almond-shaped eyes and an hourglass figure. What astounded him was the fact that the statuesque woman nearly stood eye level with him. She was a stranger, yet she seemed familiar. Curious, he arched his brow. “I’ve had better days.”
The beauty pushed her hair back and started to say something, then paused. “You’re not Malcolm, are you?”
Jordan smiled. “You’re very observant.”
She held out her hand. “I’m Alexandria Cheney.”
“Jordan Williams.”
Alex nodded as he accepted her hand. “The infamous twin brother. I’ve heard so much about you.”
“It seems I’m at a disadvantage.”
“I’m sorry. Actually, I met your brother while doing some part-time modeling for Opulence.”
“Ah, so that’s where I’ve seen you before. Well, it’s truly a pleasure.”
They smiled as their hands fell apart.
Jordan retrieved two flutes of champagne from a passing waiter. He winked as he handed her one. “Let’s make a toast.”
She lifted her glass.
“To new friends,” Jordan saluted, then clinked their glasses together.
As she sipped her wine, Jordan watched Alex’s gaze shift toward the balcony. “So how do you know the happy couple?” He masked his interest by a casual shrug of his shoulder.
She smiled. “Christian is my best friend and roommate over at UGGA.”
Christian. He rolled the name over in his mind and liked the sound of it.
“Have you had the chance to meet her?” Alex asked.
“Only briefly. I ran into her outside in the gardens.”
Alex’s interest piqued. “Oh? When was that?”
“Just a few minutes ago.” He took another sip of his drink. Jordan paused when his companion’s musical laughter caught and drew a few casual glances their way.
“What’s so amusing?” he asked, smiling.
“You,” she answered, sobering, but her eyes still sparkled. “Did she know who you were?”
Jordan flushed with embarrassment.
“I wish I could have witnessed the scene between you and Chris.”
He shifted uncomfortably for a moment. Alex’s contagious hilarity soon had him laughing along with her.
A hand pressed against his arm, drawing his attention away from his companion.
Rosa gave her son a withering smile. “May I borrow you for a moment?” she asked, then nodded an apology to Alexandria.
“Sure.” Jordan turned back to excuse himself. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”
“Likewise. I’m sure we’ll meet again.”
Jordan offered his arm to his mother and escorted her out of the parlor.
“Dear me, dear me. I can’t believe this. This is a nightmare. I can’t believe your brother has done this to the family.” Rosa’s hand fluttered like a fan in front of her face.
Jordan smiled and shook his head. He, of course, knew what she was rambling about, having finally met Christian the “dreadful girl” his mother had referred to earlier. “Calm down, Mama. It’s not as bad as you think.”
“How can you say that? He’s trying to ruin this family, I tell you.”
Their butler rounded the corner.
“Clarence,” Rosa called out, “please bring me something for my splitting headache.” To her son she added, “I don’t think my heart can take this.”
It took everything Jordan had not to laugh at his mother’s dramatics, but he placed a reassuring hand beneath her arm and led her to a cushioned chair.
“Your heart is going to be just fine. Malcolm didn’t ruin the family.”
“How would you know? You haven’t even met the conniving witch, now have you?”
“Mama—”
“She’s a gold digger, I tell you. I know a gold digger when I see one. You should see how she has your brother wrapped around her finger. I tell you he can’t see straight whenever that girl is around. Your father had hoped to change Malcolm’s mind about his coming on at Opulence, but he can’t get a word in edgewise with your brother’s talk of moving to Texas. Texas!”
Jordan laughed. “Why Texas?”
“To be near her family. Her family. As if we don’t exist. Next, he’ll be talking about raising pigs and chickens and heaven knows what else they do down there.”
Clarence returned with two aspirin and water.
Rosa took the pills and swallowed them as if her life depended on them.
“Mama, I wish you would calm down. Malcolm—”
“How can I calm down at a time like this? By tomorrow morning I’ll be the laughingstock of Atlanta. My son marrying the daughter of some farmer. I’ll never to able to live it down.”
“You’re being melodramatic—”
Her pale complexion reddened. “Melodramatic! I assure you, the women at the Peachtree Country Club will laugh me out of Atlanta. And does anyone in this family care?”
“I care.” Jordan took his cue to reassure her.
She smiled as she patted his cheek lovingly. “Don’t tell your brother, but you’ve always been my favorite.”
Jordan’s shoulders shook with mirth. His mother often said this to one brother when the other had upset her, when in fact, she loved them both the same.
“Can I get you anything else to drink?” Jordan asked, rising from the chair beside her.
“No, this should be enough for me. Go ahead, enjoy the rest of the party. If you happen to see your father, tell him I want to see him.”
He kissed his mother and left her alone to ramble to herself about the destruction of the family’s name.
 
Malcolm closed his eyes, unable to stop the words that crushed his heart. He’d hoped against hope that Christian would accept his proposal. He’d pretended he hadn’t seen her brief hesitation when she accepted the ring in front of his friends and family.
The ring.
The hard, cold metal lay in the center of his hand. Anguish made him want to hurl it away in disgust. When he opened his eyes, Christian’s sad expression completed his heartbreak.
“I never meant to hurt you,” she said through the tears that slid from her eyes.
He managed to smile, determined to get through this. “It’s okay.” Emotion layered his voice. “I appreciate your honesty.” He shoved both hands into his pockets and lowered his gaze.
Christian stepped forward and laid her hand against his cheek.
He looked up.
“I do love you, Malcolm. Just not in the way that you want or need to be loved.” More tears pooled in her eyes. “Can we at least remain friends?”
Malcolm laughed in spite of his misery. In truth, it was the first time he could remember wanting to cry. The last thing he needed to hear right now was the “let’s be friends” speech.
She lowered her hand and backed away. “I’m sorry.” She turned and left.
Malcolm’s gaze followed her until she disappeared around the bend. He no longer possessed the will to confine his emotions and allowed his tears to fall a he whispered into the wind, “Goodbye.”


Chapter 3

Jordan reentered the parlor just as the balcony door swung open and Christian raced inside. At the sight of tears streaming down her face, he rushed to head her off.
Her vision blurred as she searched frantically for her friend. Tonight had been a nightmare. Malcolm’s wounded expression flashed in Christian’s mind. Her heart shattered as she searched through the crowd. Where was she?
An arm encircled her waist and she hadn’t the strength to resist being steered out of the parlor. She glanced up through her blurred vision. Grateful for the reprieve, her rescuer pulled her pliant body down a long hallway. They entered the sanctuary of the library and she slumped into a nearby leather chair. The door slammed shut behind her. The sound of her rescuer’s heavy footsteps drew her attention
Words failed her when she finally recognized Jordan. The differences between the brothers were now more apparent. Tired lines were etched around the corners of Jordan’s eyes and he had a faint cleft in his chin. His shoulders seemed broader, while he held a deeper air of maturity.
On bended knee, he produced a handkerchief and dabbed at her tears. Concern filled his dark eyes.
She blinked to clear her vision. Once she regained her bearings, she pulled away from his touch. How had she jumped from the frying pan into the fire?
When he smiled at her, two dimples grooved into his cheeks.
“I take it things didn’t go well with my brother?” Jordan handed her the handkerchief, so she could finish drying her face.
“Thank you.” She accepted his offer. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not discuss my relationship with your brother.”
“I was under the impression that you were trying to end the relationship.”
Christian jumped to her feet.
Jordan stood. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”
The sincerity in his voice touched her. Since she wasn’t ready to flee back into the crowded parlor to look for Alex, Christian stopped short of bolting toward the door.
He gestured to the chair with a sweep of his hand. “Please, sit down.”
She hesitated a moment longer, then reclaimed her seat. During the ensuing silence, Christian dried her eyes and tried to collect herself. “Thank you for saving me out there.”
“There’s no need to thank me” he assured her. “But I’m the one who needs to apologize. There’s no excuse for my behavior earlier in the gardens. I should have told you who I was.”
Somehow, that statement won a smile from her. “Apology accepted.”
“I’m not apologizing for the kiss, mind you,” he added.
Christian caught the playful, yet devilish glint in his eyes and laughed despite herself. “I was wrong for not recognizing the difference between you and your brother sooner. Malcolm is more humble where you’re…not.”
Jordan’s rich laughter blended with hers. “Your mistake is a common one. Though I’ll admit it’s nice to be able to slip behind another identify now and then.”
Her cheeks warmed as she tore her gaze away from his dark penetrating one. Her defenses had melted beneath their intensity. She cleared her throat to remove the lump wedged there before she spoke again. “I think I should be going now.” She stood and prayed that her wobbly legs wouldn’t betray her nervousness.
“Do you need an escort?” Jordan also stood.
“No. I rode with a friend.” Her heart fluttered at the cloud of disappointment that darkened his features.
“Then I’ll return you to the parlor. Maybe I can be of some assistance in locating your friend.”
“That’s very kind of you. Thank you. Her name is Alexandria.”
“Ah, yes. Miss Cheney. I had the pleasure of meeting her earlier this evening. It shouldn’t be too hard to find her. I’m sure she has a league of men at her disposal.”
Surprised by an unexpected twinge of jealousy, Christian made sure her emotions remained hidden.
 
“This is quite a party you’re having,” Wong Chin commented, slapping a heavy hand across Noah’s back.
“I’m glad you approve,” Noah replied in a deadpan voice. He pulled his lean six-foot frame up and met the gaze of his adversary with cool aloofness.
Chin laughed, but the gesture never reached his eyes. “You know the board is looking forward to hearing about your fall collection.” He drained his drink and leered at Noah above the rim of his glass.
“Why don’t we just try to enjoy the party and leave business at the office.”
“You know, I have to be honest with you, Noah. I support the board’s recommendation that you step down as CEO and President of Opulence. I think it’s high time that we get some new blood in the company.”
Noah gripped his drink, pausing to catch hold of his temper. “I appreciate your honesty, Chin. But I’m not about to quietly step down from a company my family started long before you were an itch in your father’s pants.”
Chin smiled, pleased to have been able to draw first blood. “We’ll see, old-timer.” He tilted his head, gave a two-finger salute, and walked away.
Muttering a curse under his breath, Noah regretted the way he hand handled the conversation with his company’s chief financial officer. He looked at his own empty glass, then went in search of a refill.
Later, inside Noah’s private study, Clarence served his employer another Bloody Mary.
Noah slammed his fist on the bar. “I tell you this family has gone to hell in a handbasket.”
The two men sat tucked away in his office above the party.
“Look what I get after slaving away to provide for this family. Insolence.”
“I’m sure it’s not as detrimental as that, Mr. Williams.”
“Humph!” Noah played with his glass. “Is it too much to ask for my sons to take over the family business? At least one of them?”
“It’s not my place to judge, sir.”
“Of course it’s not,” Noah answered his own question. “Opulence paid for those boys’ education and their lifestyles. Now they want to turn their backs on it.” In two gulps, he drained his glass.
“Perhaps, sir, you should allow your sons the opportunity to carve their own destinies.”
“Don’t tell me you’re taking their side on the matter?” Noah looked aghast at the very idea.
“It was just a thought, sir.” Clarence stated flatly. “But if you would recall, you, too, bucked at the idea of joining the family business when your father first asked you.”
A deep flush of burgundy stained Noah’s cheeks. “That’s entirely different.”
“How so?” Clarence asked with mock innocence.
“That was a different time—a different era. Opulence was not the thriving business it is today. Why, my father died penniless.”
“And you were able to breathe new life into the business after his death?”
“Quite right, quite right.”
“But it was also after you were allowed to go out in the world and discover how much Opulence truly meant to you.”
Noah wasn’t too drunk to know where Clarence was heading with this. “My God, you are siding with them.”
“I’m just trying to show you that your sons are more like you than you think.”
“I can’t wait around ten or twenty years on the hope that one of them will want to come back. A million things could go wrong between now and then. The place could crumble to the ground.”
“Patience is a virtue, sir. It wouldn’t hurt you to exercise that every once in a while.” Clarence gave him a knowing smile, then left his employer alone.
Noah watched Clarence exit the study and grudgingly admitted Clarence had a point, though it didn’t help ease his disappointment. He looked longingly at the liquor bottles behind the bar, but heeded his doctor’s warnings. He’d already had his fair share for the night. No need to push his luck regarding his health.
His office door swung open and Rosa rushed in. Her flushed face told him she was in a state of panic.
“Thank God, you’re here. Did you hear what Malcolm has done? Can you believe it?” She rushed her sentences as if they were one.
In anticipation of his wife’s flair for dramatics, Noah’s shoulders slumped and he heaved a sigh of frustration. He looked at the bottles again. Well, maybe just one more drink.
 
Alexandria watched Malcolm stroll through the quiet gardens, longing to comfort him, to be with him. She had known him for the last two years and had loved him the entire time.
If she ran to him, she realized that he would never view her in the same way as he did Christian. Why was it you always wanted what you couldn’t have? Fate had dealt her a cruel hand in love and she had been forced to play the cards she had.
Malcolm pivoted and caught a glimpse of her in the shadows. “Alex? What are you doing out here?”
Forcing a pleasant smile, she stepped farther into the moonlight. Its luminous beams danced off her red sequined dress. “I was looking for Chris,” she lied effortlessly, wanting to take back the name the moment she saw the pain it struck across his features.
“She went back inside.” He slid his hands into his pockets and inhaled sharply.
Alex moved closer. “Are you all right?” she asked just above a whisper.
Malcolm’s handsome face broke into a smile, but the sadness that ghosted around his eyes remained. “Yeah. I’ll be all right. Thanks for asking.”
There was nothing else to say—no safe subject to broach. A cool breeze caressed her skin, and the heady fragrance from the surrounding exotic flowers made the gardens seem more like a paradise.
“Then maybe I should go back and look for her inside,” Alex announced to break the silence.
Again, he nodded.
Gathering her courage and blanketing her disappointment, she turned.
“Alex?”
She stopped. Her fragile emotions shimmered in her eyes as she faced him again.
“Where did I go wrong?”
With strength she didn’t know she possessed, she prevented her tears from humiliating her. “It’s nothing you did, Malcolm.” She closed the distance between them.
When their eyes met, she prayed that he would see her in a different light. In the past two years, he had never viewed her as more than “good ole Alex”—a friend.
“In my heart, I knew she didn’t feel the same way about me. I don’t know. Maybe I thought with time—”
“She didn’t lead you on.” Alex took up for her friend.
“No. She never did that.”
His voice sounded distant; his shoulders stooped in defeat.
Alex reached out to him. “Are you sure you’re—”
“I think I just need some time alone, Alex.”
The quiver in his voice destroyed the dam that held her tears and she quickly turned before they fell as she rushed back into the house.
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