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				Romancing the Holiday
By HelenKay Dimon, Christi Barth
					and Jaci Burton

				We wish you a merry Christmas…and a
						happily ever after!

				A memorable three-night stand gets rekindled in a cabin in
					West Virginia. An office romance is sparked by an impulsive holiday kiss. And
					two best friends scout locations for a marriage proposal and discover that they
					make a perfect match. ’Tis the season for laughter, love and a lifetime of
					happiness.

				Edited by Angela James, this anthology includes:

				We’ll Be Home for Christmas by
						HelenKay Dimon
Ask Her at Christmas by
						Christi Barth
The Best Thing by Jaci
						Burton

				Stories also available for purchase separately.

				90,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I love the month of December when it comes to releases at Carina Press. This is our third year of publishing our special holiday collections, and I’m fortunate to be the one to edit the collections. It’s become our tradition to do three separate anthologies and this year we chose to do contemporary romance, science-fiction romance and erotic contemporary romance collections.

				Each of these three collections is amazing in its own right (not that I’m biased or anything), showcasing the talent of the contributing authors. In our contemporary romance collection, Romancing the Holiday, Jaci Burton wraps up her Kent Brothers trilogy with the story fans have been waiting for: it’s finally time to see Brody and Tori’s combustible attraction on page and cheer them to their happily-ever-after in The Best Thing. We’ll Be Home for Christmas by HelenKay Dimon returns readers to Holloway, West Virginia, as she gives us Spence’s story. Lila is more than a match for the delicious Spence and sparks fly when they go toe-to-toe. Last, but certainly not least, is newcomer to the collection, Christi Barth, with her delightful friends-to-lovers novella Ask Her at Christmas. And if you haven’t already checked out Christi’s full-length novel, Planning for Love, now’s a great time to treat yourself to this funny, emotional, captivating book.

				Heating up the pages, and I do mean heating up, are the three novellas in Red Hot Holiday, the erotic contemporary romance collection. If you’re looking for stories that are going to make what goes on under the mistletoe even more interesting, you’ll want to read this collection. I Need You for Christmas by Leah Braemel features a strong-willed, career-driven Mountie—and the sculptor who molds her to his will in the bedroom. In Wish List by K.A. Mitchell, Jonah discovers his lover, Evan, may be the one who can deliver the BDSM wishes on Jonah’s naughty list. And Anne Calhoun brings to the collection a stunningly powerful erotic romance that’s both deeply erotic and deeply emotional, with Breath on Embers.

				A Galactic Holiday is the third of our holiday collections, showcasing three science-fiction romance novellas with incredible world building and incredible characters. In How the Glitch Saved Christmas, author Stacy Gail takes us to our future, with bod-mods, enhancements, tech, artificial intelligence…and a growing love between two rival detectives investigating the case of the...appearing gifts. Traveling off world, Anna Hackett’s Winter Fusion delivers a story that’s also of two rivals. Rival negotiators Brinn and Savan must come to an agreement on behalf of their respective planets during the cold of Yule, and amidst the danger of a force that wants to stop their negotiations. Galileo’s Holiday by Sasha Summers takes us into deep space. Riley’s tugger has just been destroyed, but will she still have reason to be thankful as her relationship with Leo gives her a future to look forward to?

				In addition to these nine incredible holiday novellas, four fantastic novels release in December, each one the first book in a new seriesfrom the respective authors. For fans of Regency romance, Wendy Soliman kicks off her Forster series with Compromising the Marquess, in which the enterprising heroine supports her family by writing for a scandal sheet, placing her on a collision course with a marquess. In her steampunk romance The League of Illusion: Legacy, Vivi Anna begins a dangerous journey for three brothers. Each will find love while two brothers battle deception, jealousy and ruthless rivals to find and rescue the third.

				Fan favorite Dana Marie Bell’s new series, The Nephilim, begins with All for You. He’s not just the guy next door, he’s the angel next door. And it’s just become his job to protect her—while trying not to fall in love, or into bed.

				And this month we’re thrilled to introduce debut author Alison Packard with her debut contemporary romance title, Love in the Afternoon. When I grabbed Alison’s book from the slush pile to put on my eReader for the weekend, I had no idea I was in for such an amazing story. Though I’m not one to watch soap operas, Alison sucked me into the world of soaps and made me fall in love with Kayla and Sean. Soap opera stars, maybe, but characters you root for, relate to and want to turn the pages faster for so you can see them fall in love, definitely. If you’re a fan of Shannon Stacey, Victoria Dahl and Jill Shalvis, be sure to give this new author a try.

				I hope you find time to pamper yourself during the crazy holiday season. And if that pampering takes the form of a great Carina Press December release, even better!

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				We’ll Be Home for Christmas
By HelenKay Dimon

				No man likes having his bedroom skills described as forgettable, but that’s just what Lila Payne does when she runs into Spencer Thomas again. When she discovers that he’d lied about his name during their brief three-day romp a few months before, she’s so angry that she pretends she doesn’t remember him.

				Spence regrets his deception, but not as much as he regrets that their time together didn’t last longer. When she shows up in his town, looking to revitalize her uncle’s mountain resort, Spence is determined to help. Maybe rescuing Lila from a hopeless renovation project will get him in her good graces—and back in her bed.

				Lila has no interest in being rescued, and Spence is insulted by her stubborn rebuffs and her “faulty” memory. But when rehab work turns into an after-hours meeting, the two of them are in for a night that just might prove unforgettable…

				33,000 words
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				Chapter One

				Lila Payne looked at the slip of paper in her hand then back to the building in front of her. Not so much a building as a sprawl of buildings with a Thomas Nurseries sign hanging high above the door of the main one.

				The one-story structure spread out, consisting of a closed-in area with large windows and a separate open-air section complete with outdoor heaters and an overflowing of plants and mums blooming in fall colors. Decorated Christmas trees, some more traditional with white lights and red ornaments and others in flashy purples and blues, outlined the front and signaled the holiday closing in less than three weeks from now.

				People milled around the fountains and flower displays. Pick-up trucks backed up to open spaces in the parking lot to load cords of firewood and trees. If it were true only 941 people lived in Holloway then it seemed every last one of them had shown up at the nursery this afternoon. Most of West Virginia appeared to be there, but that didn’t take away from the homey, greeting-card feel to the place.

				She could see a three-story farmhouse on the hill a few hundred feet away with a dusting of snow across the wide expanse of a yard. Trees lined the surrounding property for what looked like acres.

				Water from the melting snow splashed across her heavy snow boots as she transferred her weight from one foot to the other. Why her uncle had sent her to a plant nursery to pick up electrical cords and the other supplies he’d said she’d need to take care of a few repairs on the campground was the question.

				He’d retired to Florida, seeking sun and a young lady to share the sunsets with, or that was what he told Lila in last week’s phone call. Of course, the young lady in question would likely be in her sixties to match his seventy-one. As her father’s brother and the last of the Payne blood alive and kicking, other than her, he was four decades older and could still out-drink her. Almost anyone could. The sniff of hard liquor made her head dance.

				She looked at the black ink of the bold script one more time and smiled. Only Uncle Ned would send a birthday card with a cryptic note that would lead her to a whole new life. And boy could she use one of those.

				The crunch of footsteps on gravel echoed behind her the second before she felt a presence by her side. She looked over, first seeing men’s work boots then moving up to a dark plaid coat bundled against his neck and the biting wind and finally to his face. Short, blondish-brown hair and the smoothest skin she’d ever seen on a guy. This one was pretty. Really pretty but young. Like, not-that-far-from-jailbait young with light green eyes and a crooked smile she’d bet tripped up more than one otherwise intelligent female.

				“May I help you with something?” The deep, rich voice had every woman within fifty feet stopping and glancing over. One lady ignored her young son’s broken jacket zipper in favor of an extra-long look.

				“Do you work here?” For all Lila knew this guy walked around the parking lot collecting ladies’ numbers for a living. Wouldn’t be that hard for him to do.

				“My name is Travis Yardley and from the look on your face I’m wondering what you thought I wanted when I asked you the question.”

				He smiled as he talked, which lessened her anxiety. Not that she feared him with a crowd of witnesses hanging around. She just felt uncomfortable in her skin, as if she were wearing an oversized I’m An Outsider sign.

				She’d spent a few summers running around the campground outside of town, but that had been years ago and miles away. She’d been a kid then, long before establishing a career and a life and losing both. Any of the tourists she’d known back then had to be long gone and she’d never really met many locals. Her uncle had been protective that way.

				Since she doubted Travis wanted to know about the uncontrollable babble running through her mind, she ignored his comment. She folded the paper and stuffed it in her pocket. “My uncle placed an order and I need to pick it up.”

				Travis held out his hand in the general direction of the main building’s open double doors with the standing Open sign in front of them. “Come this way. I’ll show you to customer service.”

				“Thanks.”

				They’d taken two steps before he fell into comfortable conversation mode. “You don’t look familiar.”

				She matched her stride to his much longer one, enjoying the easy banter that came with small-town living. She’d missed that in Philadelphia. After three years of trying to make conversation, she’d never managed more than two full sentences with the brownstone’s upstairs neighbors and had no idea what her postman’s name was.

				West Virginia offered a different kind of life. Closer to the outdoors, away from traffic and without all the baggage piled on her by a loser ex-husband. “I just moved to the area. My Uncle Ned owns the Mountain View Resort.”

				“You’re related to Ned Payne? He’s old enough to be your grandfather.”

				Travis stopped so fast that she almost raced past him. Now that would have been an interesting first impression.

				“Not quite, but close. Consider me the late-in-life niece no one was expecting.” Figuring she’d shared enough private information in the three seconds since meeting Travis, she maneuvered the conversation off her. “How do you know Ned?”

				“Mountain View sits outside the Holloway town limits but we consider it ours. Ned was a regular around here.” Travis winked at her as he stepped to the side and let her slip through the door first.

				The fragrant mix of pine and a floral sweetness hit her immediately once inside. So did the punch of humid air and welcoming warmth. Her nose stood a chance of defrosting from the icy wind in here.

				The rows of flowers and plants buzzed with a steady stream of customers. Couples clomped around in thick jackets and scarves, picking through deep red poinsettia plants while kids ran up and down shouting. A group of older women fought over a pile of wreaths on the sale table.

				It was the type of controlled chaos that appealed to her. But with each step more eyes focused on her. One little girl even smiled and waved. Lila waved back because it seemed the friendly small-town thing to do. She was new and new people clearly stood out here.

				By the time they’d reached the customer service window the collective gaze of half the room burned into her back. Either Travis was a serial killer or the people of Holloway thought she was one. “Do they always stare?”

				He looked over her head at the room behind her. “Let’s just say subtlety is not in the town’s welcome brochure.”

				“Neither is privacy.” The comment came from a man leaning against the ledge of the customer service window. “Way I figure it, if you two talk for another minute the town will be expecting an engagement announcement.”

				“What?” She was stunned more by this guy’s face than the comment. He had brown hair brushed over his eyes and that boy-you-loved-in-high-school look, all grown up and wearing a shiny wedding ring.

				“Don’t worry. I was kidding.” The guy shrugged. “Sort of.”

				Lila took a longer look. There was something else there, something familiar around the eyes and mouth. She’d never met him before but the tingle of awareness wouldn’t leave her.

				“What’s going on?” the guy asked.

				The husky voice didn’t do anything to spark a memory. “You work here, too?” she asked.

				She was starting to wonder what was in the water in this town because the male population spiked on the looks scale. And all the hotties seemed to congregate at the plant nursery, of all places. Though that did explain the impressive number of female customers of all ages hanging around for a late Friday afternoon.

				“I own the nursery.” He smiled as he spoke. “Well, part of it, anyway.”

				A memory tickled that time but she couldn’t grab it long enough to figure it out. Until she did, friendliness was the answer. Small-business owners needed to stick together. “I’m taking over Mountain View for my uncle. My name is Lila.”

				The man held out his hand. “Austin Thomas.”

				The memory blared to life and kicked her right in the stomach. It couldn’t be. He couldn’t be. “What did you say?”

				“How is Ned?” The guy claiming to be Austin lowered his head until he looked at her straight on, his forehead wrinkling in concern. “Are you okay?”

				The hotel bar three months ago. Too many drinks. The crumbling of her self-control followed by days rolling around lost in an uncharacteristic sexual haze. It all happened in room five-fifteen with Austin Thomas. Not this Austin Thomas. Another Austin Thomas who claimed to be an agri-businessman and part-time botanist a few towns over from the hotel...could there be two guys who sort of fit that description? Or was she the biggest idiot ever born? As if she needed verification of that fact these days.

				* * *

				The pieces clicked together in her head fast and loud enough to rattle her teeth. Still, she tried to pretend the information couldn’t be true. She stared at his hand but didn’t take it. “No.”

				This Austin glanced at Travis then back to her. “Excuse me?”

				“No.” She whispered the word this time since more than one person had inched closer and the young woman behind the customer service counter had eyes the size of Frisbees.

				“Did you say no?” Austin The Second drew out the words to way more syllables than necessary as his arm dropped to his side.

				She nodded. “Right.”

				“We seem to be experiencing a communication issue.” He fiddled with his wedding band, twisting it on his finger. “I’m sure my wife would say it’s my fault, but exactly what question do you think I’m asking that’s making you keep saying ‘no’ over and over?”

				She bit her bottom lip until a shot of pain moved through her. “You’re not Austin.”

				His eyebrows lifted. “I’m not?”

				“He was this morning,” Travis said.

				Her mind rebelled. Her stomach joined it in a little tumble.

				“He can’t be.” This time she met this Austin head on, stare for stare. “You can’t be.”

				“I can check my paystub to see what name he signed.” Travis pulled his wallet out of his jeans pocket, but stopped when this alleged Austin shook his head.

				Then they stopped talking. The room stopped buzzing as if experiencing a joint inhale as it waited for the next stupid thing to come out of her mouth. Nothing came to her. Not even when Austin’s eyebrow stayed lifted in question.

				Okay, she needed to say something.

				Anything.

				She cleared her throat, hoping that would somehow kickstart her brain. “Three months ago in Berkley Springs.”

				Her voice trailed off because there really wasn’t a good way to tell a guy you had a three-night stand with someone pretending to be him. Not to mention how sleazy it made her look to spend that much time with a guy and not know his real name. Bad enough she’d slept with some guy she didn’t know and picked up in a hotel bar, but she’d found one who liked to pretend to be someone else. This was just freaking fantastic.

				And here she thought her life couldn’t get worse.

				Travis frowned. “You’re saying you were with Austin here?”

				“Yes.”

				“What?” This Austin shouted loud enough to earn a gasp or two from the now-silent shopping crowd.

				The entire town of Holloway was staring now, or so it seemed. Gone were the guarded smiles filled with mild interest in her identity. Now they scowled and more than one aimed a skeptical gaze at Austin.

				“Well, no. Not really.” She chewed on her sore lip again. “But, kind of.”

				There, that cleared it up. She closed her eyes on a sigh, hoping she’d wake up somewhere else, like maybe Ohio or Kentucky. Preferably Spain.

				“Ma’am?”

				Her eyes shot open again at the sound of Austin’s insistent tone. “Uh-huh?”

				“I need you to focus here and answer me.” His voice stayed smooth but he delivered the comment through clenched teeth. “We’ve never met and I have a wife. Fidelity is something I take seriously and I assure you it’s a pretty big deal for her.”

				“Carrie would kill you.” Travis scanned the room. “Speaking of that, maybe we should move this conversation somewhere private.”

				They all stood there for a second, not moving or speaking, and in Lila’s case, skipping the breathing part too, then this version of Austin gave a curt nod. He was off, his long legs carrying him in imposing strides to the glassed-in office the next door down the hallway.

				She followed because, really, where else was she going to go?

				Once inside the room, she didn’t wait for the questions to fly. As soon as Travis shut the door and leaned against it, she started talking. “He said he was you.”

				Austin stopped pacing long enough to stare at her. “Who?”

				“This is embarrassing.” That word was nowhere near strong enough. She’d known these two guys all of ten minutes and she was talking about her sex life. Yeah, she’d come a long way from her serious accountant days.

				“Just explain what you’re saying. The information will not leave this room.” Austin glanced at Travis. “Right?”

				“I don’t even know what I’d tell people. I have no idea what’s going on but I’m hoping I will soon.”

				She got the hint: talk fast. Probably good advice because Austin’s head looked like it was on the verge of exploding and if her stomach tumbled any faster they’d all be treated to a very unwelcome second look at her breakfast bagel.

				“The guy at the hotel that I...well, you know without me describing every private and now horrifying minute of it, that guy used your name.” She said the words in a rush and without taking a breath.

				Silence thumped around her after her not-so-flattering admission. Austin looked at Travis. Travis looked at Austin. They both shot her a the-poor-woman-needs-meds look.

				So much for starting over on a positive note after a crappy divorce.

				“Now, if we’re done with the mortifying part of my visit, I need to get back to work, which means I have to pick up—” She made it to the door before Austin stopped her.

				“Before we get there I need more information. Look, I really don’t care what you did. I’m not judging, but I need to know who claimed to be me. Can you tell me that much?”

				From that question she could only guess he was as confused as she was. She shot him what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “Well, that’s kind of the point. I thought it was you. He didn’t give me another name.”

				“Oh, right. Sorry,” he mumbled.

				“Describe him,” Travis suggested.

				She preferred the option where she finally got to her cabin at the campground and showered for six or seven days and then never stepped foot in Holloway again. “Couldn’t we forget this?”

				“I know this sucks, but I still have an identity issue here,” Austin said.

				Travis snorted. “And he’ll need to protect the guy from Carrie, who will unleash the angry-wife-from-hell wrath on his ass.”

				Austin blew out a long breath. “I’m hoping she finds this funny or at the very least unleashes on someone other than me.”

				Guilt pinged Lila. She was standing there trying to ignore the flare of heat on her cheeks and this guy was worried about his wife’s reaction. That realization kind of put things in perspective. On the checklist of who got royally screwed in this situation she still thought she won, and not in a good way, but Austin had something huge to lose here, too.

				“Dark brown eyes and hair, but his has some lighter streaks in it, I assumed from working in the sun.” She eyed up Austin. “About your height, somewhere around six feet, with kind of an outdoorsy look about him.”

				“That fits a lot of people in this county,” Travis said.

				“He said he was a businessman and a botanist, which was the first time I ever heard that line.”

				Austin shook his head. “I’m an arborist.”

				She had absolutely zero idea what the difference was between those two occupations. But there was one more thing that struck her from the first time she saw this Austin’s face. “There’s something about him that reminds me of you, actually. You could almost be related. Your hair is longer but you sort of look alike, though he struck me as pretty intense and serious.”

				Austin froze.

				“What did I say?” Something big, clearly. Something that made his face fall.

				The swearing started a second later and kept going. He finally wound down and said the same one a few times. “Son of a bitch.”

				Travis shook his head. “No way.”

				This couldn’t be good. “What are you guys thinking and any chance you could fill a girl in?”

				Austin mumbled under his breath about “idiot relatives” as he leaned over the desk and jammed a finger against a button on the telephone pad. He grabbed the receiver in a grip that made the plastic crunch under his fingers. “Mitch’s office. Get in here now.”

				After that, the only sound in the room was the crack of the phone hitting the cradle again. When she started to talk, Travis gave her a wide-eyed shake of his head. A few more minutes passed before her control broke over the heavy silence and she piped up. “So, I guess you think you know who used your name?”

				The door flew open. “What was that call about? I was on my way to the house. There’s a reason I work up there. No interruptions.”

				Lila didn’t have to turn to see the face of the newcomer. She’d recognize the sexy voice coming from over her shoulder anywhere. He’d whispered in her ear, over her bare skin, for days. Even the mint scent she associated with him in her memory followed him now.

				“I see you still need some work on your anti-social issue,” Austin said as he exhaled.

				“Let me help move this along.” Travis rubbed his hands together. “Lila Payne, this is Austin’s brother, Spencer.”

				The introduction had her moving. She shifted until she faced the one guy in the room with the hands and mouth and other impressive body parts she knew all too well. Same hair. Same sexy smile, or it was until he looked at her and the corners of his mouth fell and his eyes popped open.

				The lying idiot.

				Holding onto the last slip of dignity she had left, she held out her hand in greeting. “I’m Lila Payne.”

				That fast Austin was beside her. “You’re saying you don’t know Spence?”

				“Did you say Lila?” Spence asked in a harsh whisper as the color left his face. Well, except for the green around his mouth. That got worse with each second. He looked ready to pass out.

				She could only hope.

				Austin’s hand touched her shoulder. “Lila, is this the guy you met at Berkley Springs?”

				“You told them?” Spence’s voice echoed with shock and something that sounded suspiciously like fury.

				As if he had a right to be ticked off. She was the winner of that prize. Her and the real Austin. No way was she giving Spencer, or whatever his name was, the satisfaction of seeing her squirm. Those nights had meant nothing to him. She got that. Boy, did she get that now. She couldn’t control his behavior but she could keep him from stomping all over the last shreds of her pride.

				“If I met Spence before it must have been pretty dull because I don’t remember him at all.” She cut the-guy-formerly-known-as-Austin off with a turn of her head before he could shoot back a response. “Travis, could you help me get that order?”

				Travis coughed, making a strangled noise that sounded more like a laugh. “Yes, ma’am.”

				Then she walked out before the idiot from her past could ruin one more minute of her day.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Spence sat down hard on the edge of the desk. The thud made his back teeth snap together, which probably meant he wasn’t dreaming. That was a damn shame because he’d had some bone-burning fantasies starring that woman ever since their three-night-stand months ago.

				In every version she was sprawled across white sheets or against shower walls wearing nothing but him. In no version was she standing in the middle of his place of business during a busy workday, fully clothed with a face flushed red from anger as she denied knowing him.

				The non-fantasy version sucked.

				Having a hometown audience made the whole situation worse. Thanks to the wall of windows they stood in full view of the nursery floor in the office of their friend and business manager, Mitch Anders, who also happened to be Austin’s brother-in-law. Spence could feel the stares burning into him through the glass. The gossip telephone tree would start ringing any minute. He’d tried to live his adult life in a way that kept his name out of all the talk but he feared that wasn’t possible this time.

				Nothing in Holloway, the small town about two driving hours and a world away from Washington, D.C., stayed private for long and having a scene play out in full view of some of the chattier citizens begged for trouble. The townsfolk liked to make up little names for everything. Spence guessed this one would go something like, The Fall Of Spencer Thomas.

				A shadow moved in front of him and the light from the outside area dimmed. Spence glanced up into the furious eyes of his younger brother as he hovered.

				Spence said the first and only coherent thing bouncing around his muddled brain. “What is she doing here?”

				Austin crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll answer that after you give me one reason I shouldn’t kill you.”

				“She didn’t use her real name.” Spence couldn’t shake that thought from his mind. She’d been hot enough to singe his hair and had the confidence to tell him what she wanted and liked without blinking, but he’d called her the wrong name.

				Austin rapped a knuckle against Spence’s forehead, and threw some muscle into it. “Hello?”

				Spence shrugged him off. It was a shame the years of burning through extra energy by pounding his brother into the ground were behind him because a fight sounded good right then. “What are you doing?”

				“Trying to knock some sense into you. Are you serious about the name thing?” Austin’s voice grew flatter and lower with each word. Much more and he’d be hissing. “You told her you were me. You lied.”

				Spence fought off a wince and the wave of guilt crashing right behind it. It had been spur of the moment and stupid at the time and he didn’t want to explain his reasons now. Or ever. “I know. I get that.”

				“Do you? You have three degrees and an I.Q. near the crazy-intelligent zone and you can’t reason out her name. How is that possible?”

				He went with a cut-and-stall move instead. “She said her name was Delilah.”

				Austin stared at the ceiling and let out a sound somewhere between a groan and a yell. When he looked back down the fury tightening his facial muscles had loosened a bit. But only barely.

				“I’m thinking it really is since she called herself Lila.” The silence stretched out for almost a minute before he spoke again. “Delilah. Lila. Are you really not seeing the connection?”

				Damn. Spence rubbed a hand over his forehead, hoping the haze that had fallen over him at seeing her face would soon clear. Somehow he’d skipped right over the name thing. “I’m off my game. I clearly wasn’t expecting the visit.”

				“That makes two of us.”

				Reality sucker punched him. The sudden pain in his gut brought back his part in the lying issue. His mind slammed shut a second later. He wasn’t ready to go back and relive those days leading up to the hotel. He’d been messed up, fighting off frustrations and disappointment that followed him everywhere he went. But none of that excused dragging Austin’s name into this mess.

				“I can explain,” Spence said.

				“You have a minute before I slam you through that window. People in town can call it The Scene or The Fight or whatever they want. I prefer to think of it as The Day I Kicked Your Ass.” 

				Spence exhaled but the anxiety revving inside him didn’t lessen. “I wasn’t supposed to see her ever again.”

				“Obviously that plan failed.”

				“She was at the hotel then was supposed to take off for some management job.” He searched his mind for details but could only call up the naked parts of their time together. No way was he talking about that. “I don’t know. Some sort of resort thing.”

				“Mountain View, Spence. She is running the campground fifteen miles from here. Fifteen miles from where I live part of the year with my wife.” Austin stepped up until only a foot or two separated them. “You remember Carrie? The same woman who will smack the shit out of both of us once she hears about this.”

				Spence guessed he’d be lucky if she stopped there. He’d known Carrie since they were kids, had been friends with her brother Mitch forever. She was smart and when it came to protecting Austin she was downright scary. Spence loved that about her.

				“I’ll tell her it’s my fault,” he said.

				Austin’s eyes bulged. “It is your fault.”

				Time to change the subject. It was either that or risk watching his brother’s brain spew all over the glass.

				“Lila is really staying at Mountain View? That place is a wreck.” The idea didn’t make sense to Spence. She’d been at a high-end hotel when he met her. Switching to a campground with cabins that provided less protection than a sleeping bag seemed like an odd choice.

				“She’s running it.”

				Spence’s few remaining brain cells misfired. “But she...why would...”

				“I see you’re finally getting this.” Austin threw him a knowing look. The kind that said you-are-in-deep-shit.

				No kidding. “You mean she’s going to live nearby?”

				“Yes, big brother.”

				“And she thinks I lied to her.”

				“Because you did.” Austin sat next to Spence on the desk, joining him in staring out the windows and into the main floor area. “Have I mentioned you’re an idiot?”

				“That probably goes without saying.” As Spence watched, the crowd outside the glass dispersed. Most people scurried back into the aisles while a few others lingered, clearly hoping to hear a stray sentence through the wall.

				Austin exhaled loud enough to rattle the window. “You want to tell me why you used my name in this scam? Since when do you need me to play wingman in your dating life? I thought that shit stopped when we were in our early twenties.”

				“Things piled up and I needed a few days away. She sat down and for some reason I blurted out your name instead of mine in the introduction. Once it was out there, I was committed.” Spence left some parts out, like the reason for his stress and his bad decisions, but he’d hit the highlights.

				“That’s not much of an excuse.”

				“It wasn’t—” Spence searched for the right words, for just the right sentence to say something and nothing at the same time. When he couldn’t find an excuse that made sense, he stopped trying to duck the truth. His brother deserved that much. “Sorry.”

				Austin’s head pushed back as his eyes went wide. “Man, didn’t see that coming. I expected denial and excuses.”

				So did Spence. Those qualified as his go-to responses but he didn’t have the energy for all of that right now. “Yeah, not this time.”

				“You’re kind of ruining this for me. Hard to be ticked off when you immediately concede.”

				Spence laughed, wondering why he hadn’t come up with this plan a decade ago. “I thought I’d try a new strategy.”

				“Well, since you’re not usually one to apologize, I’ll let the subject drop.”

				The force of the relief crashing through Spence surprised him. “Thanks.”

				“For now.” Austin broke the silence of the room by tapping his fingers against the desk. “So, how soon before you head out to the campground?”

				Spence had to concentrate to keep his shoulders from tensing. “What makes you think I will?” There were limits after all.

				“Probably has something to do with knowing you my entire life. You like to be in control but have been known to bend your keep-things-casual rule for great sex. Hell, I think you even dated a woman for one whole week once.”

				“We’re not discussing my sex life or what happened in that hotel.” The way Spence figured it he’d been enough of a dick where Lila was concerned and he wasn’t looking to add to his list of sins.

				“Fair enough.” The tapping grew louder. “But I’m still betting there’s part of you that wants to rush out there, all fired up, because she dared to show up on your turf after her time with you was over.”

				“What is that supposed to mean?” Spence went back and forth between being confused and being pissed, not able to pick one and stick with it.

				“After the name stunt I’m wondering if she’ll drop you to your knees and make you apologize.”

				Looks like pissed won. Spence felt a kick of relief. He could handle pissed. “I’ve never gotten on my knees for a woman except to have some fun while I’m down there.”

				“Yeah, I used to say that kind of nonsense, too.”

				“You’re stupid in love now. I just had sex.” Sex, yeah the word tasted funny in Spence’s mouth. What he’d shared with Lila had been uncontrolled and so damn hot his heart threatened to stop a few times. Equating it with the sex he usually had—once or twice, over and forgotten—struck him as wrong.

				Oh, he’d had great sex before. At thirty-three and living in a town where everyone knew not only your name but what you ate for dinner the night before, he usually traveled to meet women. He was lucky to find success often enough to keep him satisfied. But women rarely stayed in his head past breakfast.

				Delilah or Lila or whatever she wanted to call herself had. If he closed his eyes he could call up the softness of her skin and smell of her hair. He chalked it up to the fancy hotel and room service. The trappings made it all better somehow.

				“I’m just impressed you know the difference between sex and love.” Austin laughed. For the first time since the conversation started, the stiffness across his shoulders eased.

				“Do you care to explain any of these cryptic shots you’re taking at me?”

				“You’ll figure it out.” Austin stood up. “I’m heading back to D.C. tomorrow morning to take my lovely wife to her fancy holiday work shindig then help her pack to come back here for an extended holiday vacation at home. So, if you don’t go to Mountain View tonight, let me know and we’ll have dinner before I leave.”

				“I am not going to the campground.” Spence was adamant on that point.

				“If you say so.”

				He’d had his uncomfortable meeting-after with Lila. She’d pretended not to know him. Fine. He was a big boy. He could take it and now he could go back to forgetting her. There was no need to drive to Mountain View. None.

				And he refused to take the bait any more than he already had. “I do.”

				Austin put his hand on the doorknob. “I won’t wait up for your call.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Lila had almost recovered from the Austin-is-Spence reveal when she drove through the towering trees and up the long driveway to the Mountain View Resort. The bubble of hope that had been expanding inside her ever since her uncle offered this restart deflated with a resounding pffft as soon as she pulled into the clearing.

				She seriously considered turning the car around and heading straight back for Philadelphia. Sure, she didn’t have a job or any friends left, but she could sleep in the back seat under a pile of coats and hope for an unexpected December heatwave. That solution might be better than this place.

				She should have visited when she came to West Virginia three months ago. Now she knew why Uncle Ned had suggested they meet at the hotel away from here. He’d said he had an appointment with his attorney and wanted her there, but now she knew he really didn’t want her to see the campground’s current condition. Probably worried she’d be upset about him on top of everything going on with her, which was right because she would have been concerned about him.

				Of course, all those questions he’d asked over lunch also made more sense in retrospect. He’d talked about selling the campground then ran her through a bunch of questions about her ties to Philadelphia and plans for the future in light of her marital implosion. When she said she didn’t have any, he’d insisted on seeing the attorney alone, probably to secretly arrange for handing over the title to the place.

				The unexpected opening in her schedule led her to the hotel bar and to Spence and, well, she didn’t want to think about him or what happened then for even one more second.

				She focused on memories of the campground and being a kid in pigtails, running across the lawn and getting so excited for the evening campfires here. She could picture the homey cabin her uncle always reserved for her family’s visits and the special bed he’d wheel in just for her.

				Apparently Uncle Ned took all of that nice stuff with him to Florida and left behind...this. Fifteen cabins, each looking shakier than the one next door, sat in a semi-circle. If one started going there would be a domino effect ending with a big pile of wood and puff of dust. The one on the far end with the crooked number fifteen hanging off the door actually looked ready to tip all on its own. The porch post leaned, approaching a sixty-degree angle.

				Cracked windows. Holes in the walls. Broken porch steps. Overgrown shrubs. Clearly Uncle Ned needed a dictionary with a better definition of the word resort. This place looked like a crap pile.

				She sighed and rested her head against the steering wheel. She’d have to invest money to make money on the campground, and she didn’t have that much money left. Not enough to rebuild the structures and make them rentable while she struggled to create a viable business. And heaven help her if there were state or county codes and regulations for this sort of thing. She’d never pass an inspection.

				She knocked her forehead against the wheel again and sat up with a start when the horn beeped on the third thump. With any luck, that scared off whatever furry creatures were living nearby, waiting to pounce.

				A blast of frigid air smacked her in the face when she opened the door. Forcing her legs out of the car, she stood up and trudged the muddy path to the larger cabin off to the left of the others. This one had striped curtains and no obvious holes or rips in the roof. Uncle Ned had lived here up until a month ago. She hated to think about what critters might have taken up residence since. If anything slithered or bit or attacked she’d let out a scream that would bring the entire county running.

				Tires crunched on the unpaved ground behind her. She spun around in time to see a truck with the Thomas Nurseries logo take the last bend. Before she could find a weapon or bolt, and boy was she tempted to try a little woman-versus-woods thing all of a sudden, the vehicle rumbled to a stop. She thought it had wandered too far over and out of the parking lot and into the grass, but who could tell.

				The bigger problem was the driver. This wasn’t the cute young guy or the safe married one. Nope, since her luck had spun into horror territory and refused to budge from there, the driver was the lying sexy one who looked ridiculously good naked. Not that she remembered or anything.

				Showdown time.

				Spence, Austin, Ralph, Robin Hood or whatever the hell he was calling himself today jumped out of the truck and slammed the door behind him. He stalked toward her, his legs eating up the distance between them in long strides. He resembled his brother around the eyes and a little in the way they talked, but the most obvious similarity was in the confident way they moved, head up, broad shoulders back and a laserlike focus forward. It was as if they knew their place in the world and never doubted their judgment.

				She wondered what that level of assurance must feel like. Stephen had robbed her of that when he treated her like crap then dumped her before she could dump him. The moron. She wanted to blame him for everything but, really, her taste in men was atrocious. She had no idea when or how that happened. She’d had a happy childhood and what she thought was a solid marriage...until it wasn’t.

				She needed a class or something. Either that or a moratorium on men.

				“I’m not sure what to call you,” she said, hoping to knock Spence off guard before he reached for the upper hand.

				He stopped right in front of her. “That goes both ways, sweetheart.”

				“I have some ideas. Want to hear them?”

				He crossed his arms over his chest, making the move look like some sort of call to war. “Look, you made your point at the nursery with the whole ‘I don’t know you thing’ and thanks for doing that in front of my brother, by the way. It will be a decade before he lets that go.”

				That part made her smile, and heaven knew she didn’t have much to smile about at the moment, including the air whipping through her cheap winter jacket. She kept moving her feet to keep from freezing solid. “Maybe if I had known you had a brother I would have been more careful.”

				“We both pretended to be someone we weren’t back in that hotel.”

				Funny but she had felt more herself there than she had in years. “I used my real name. I just skipped the usual nickname.”

				His mouth twisted. He even let out something that sounded like a snort. “Technicality.”

				“The ‘t’ word you’re looking for is truth. Though I can see where you might not be familiar with that word, what with all the lying you seem to do.”

				“I didn’t lie.”

				“I am two seconds away from backing my car over you. The least you can do is admit you were a gigantic lying ass.”

				“Okay, fine.” He surrendered the battle stance and blew on his hands, which did nothing to keep them from turning red. “I’ll concede I wasn’t honest on the name thing.”

				For some reason she doubted she’d won anything. This guy didn’t strike her as someone who took losing all that well. “Since it’s true?”

				He shrugged. “But you have to admit Delilah sounds...”

				“What?”

				This time he tucked his hands in his jeans pockets. Even took a step back. “Like a woman who might enjoy three days in a hotel room with a stranger.”

				The fury simmering inside her exploded in every direction. Good news was it warmed her chilled blood. Bad news was it delivered a headache right behind it that pounded hard enough to muffle the rustling of the leaves and some of this annoying conversation.

				She was tired of being judged and certainly couldn’t tolerate it from someone who was an equal partner in her supposed hotel shame. “Well, Austin...oh, wait. That’s not your name, Mr. Judgy McJudgy.”

				“I didn’t...” Spence winced. “Yeah, admittedly that comment about your name may have come out wrong.”

				“You think?” She had a feeling the admission, lame as it was, wasn’t easy for him. The tic in his cheek gave that away. It also saved him from getting a kick in the shin...for now. “What were you going for?”

				“I have no idea, but the words sounded better in my head, though at the moment I’m not sure how.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “Let’s agree we both enjoyed a bit of anonymity that weekend.”

				As if she’d let him off that easily. “Only if you agree you were way out of line in using your brother’s name.”

				“Austin pointed that out to me back at the nursery.”

				It was as if Spence thought that comment was enough to absolve him. Honestly, the man was clueless.

				She put a hand to her ear. “I’m still not hearing an apology.”

				“Do you expect me to get on my knees and beg?”

				Wow, did that bring back memories. Not the begging, that part was all her pleading for him to go faster, but him on his knees and her...yeah, she remembered and she was pretty sure from the satisfied look on his face that he remembered. “I am going to start the car in two seconds, so you might want to run because I don’t plan to brake.”

				Amusement danced in his eyes as he lifted one hand in what looked like some demented version of a Boy Scout pledge. “I shouldn’t have lied, or at least should have come clean by day two, and I’m sorry. Honestly, we didn’t spend a lot of time talking and by the time I got your clothes off I didn’t care what your name was, or mine, so long as we stayed in bed.”

				Despite the killer smile and sparkle that had moved into his eyes, she kept her defenses up. “And?”

				“What?”

				“I’m waiting for you to say something to annoy me.”

				“I’ve been assured that’s inevitable with my personality.” He held up just one finger now. “Just give me a second.”

				The rage left her in a whoosh. The name thing had been stupid but, act or not, the men-are-idiots self-deprecating thing he was doing worked on her. Of course, if history were any indication, most anything this guy did worked on her. She hadn’t been a screamer before him. She also hadn’t left a bar with a stranger since college. Even then she’d known the guy through friends and never let her drink out of her sight. And it was stupid but all those years later with Spence most of her defenses had fallen again.

				Out of nowhere, the strangeness of the situation hit her. “What are the chances of us being at the same hotel at the same time then ending up here?”

				“Probably pretty good. There aren’t exactly a lot of nice hotels around here.” He rocked back on his heels. “Why were you there that day?”

				“Meeting with Uncle Ned. Apparently he was auditioning me for taking over and I unwittingly said I’d love to be a part of the campground and that it should stay open. Sight unseen, which appears to have been a great plan on my part.” The sign on cabin fifteen picked that moment to crash to the porch. Spence’s eyes widened. “You didn’t come over and check out the resort first?”

				“We all need to stop calling this...” she swept her arm in a wide arc across the overgrown landscape, “...a resort. I’ve been to resorts and they aren’t this.”

				He chuckled. “Good point.”

				“I’m not sure transients would stay here in this condition. It sure didn’t look like this when I was last here.”

				“When was that?”

				“More than a decade ago. Probably more than fifteen.”

				He blew on his bare hands again. “Any chance we could go inside and finish this conversation?”

				The last time she combined a small space with Spence the result was horizontal mattress time. Still, she was starting to lose feeling in her big toe. And in the glass-half-full department, if there was a critter behind the door, maybe Spence could annoy it enough to make it leave.

				“Sure.” She turned back to the cabin. Rather than engaging in a bit of comfortable silence as they walked, she picked a question at random from the long list she wanted to ask him. “So, why did you end up at the hotel on that weekend?”

				“I needed to get away.”

				She didn’t realize he’d finished his explanation until she was left listening to the wind as it tunneled around the cabins and whistled past her. She paused in her steps. “That’s it? You’re done with your answer?”

				“Yep.”

				He clearly thought the past was off limits and they were moving on. She disagreed. “That’s not really an explanation.”

				“I already apologized.”

				“You’re such a guy.” A red light flashed in her brain. She ignored the snap that came after the creak when she put her foot on the first step to the cabin and turned on him. “Oh, man. Please tell me you aren’t hiding a wife and ten kids or something. Because, honestly, I will hit you with a rock and bury your body in the woods if you made me the other woman in your marriage.”

				His eyes widened. “That’s the third threat of violence in ten minutes.”

				It was her turn to hold up a finger. “Put one woman on my jury and I walk.”

				He blinked a few times. “It’s a little disturbing how easily these attack plans come to your head.”

				Little did he realize that one was G-rated. She wondered what he’d think if he heard the really bad ones. “I’ve been working on it since Austin informed me he was Austin and you weren’t.”

				Spence held up a palm as if making a solemn pledge, this one much more convincing than the apology. “For the record, no wife or kids or anyone else you’d need to commit homicide over.”

				A sharp crack, as if a tree fell somewhere close on the property, echoed around them but she kept her attention on Spencer. This was too important not to nail down. “Really?”

				“Promise.”

				She was annoyed at how light and giggly that information made her. “Then you get to live.”

				“I’m relieved to hear that.” Testing his weight before planting his foot, he made it to the cabin door without falling through the rotted porch wood. “Tell me about your plan for this place.”

				She welcomed the conversation diversion. It was easier than dwelling on the whole him-being-single thing. Her stomach continued to tumble at that admission. It was hunger. Had to be.

				“I guess setting the buildings on fire to collect the insurance money would be too obvious,” she said, only half kidding.

				“Unfortunately, yes.” Something thudded in the distance. Something that sounded suspiciously like the collapse of a roof. His gaze moved behind her for a second then returned to her. He made a face as air hissed through his teeth. “But maybe not.”

				She froze with the key halfway to the lock. “I refuse to look and see, but tell me this much, are all the cabins still standing behind me?”

				He glanced over her shoulder again. This time his eyes narrowed. “Define standing.”

				“That’s what I thought.” She bit back the groan rumbling up her throat and fighting to get out. “Then my only other choice is to fix up the place and try to catch part of ski season and be at full speed in time for the hikers and climbers to arrive in the spring.”

				“Are you handy?”

				She was lucky if she got through the day without dropping anything. Some might use the word clumsy. She preferred distracted. “I can recognize a hammer in a tool line-up.”

				“That doesn’t really inspire confidence.”

				She’d forgotten how laughter danced in his eyes, about how much she wanted to trace her finger over that strong jawline when they stood this close. She cleared her throat. “My life is currently spinning out of control, and you are part of that, in case you’re wondering, so my only goal is to hang on and not throw up.”

				“I say we do everything to make sure you keep that goal.” He took the cabin key from her.

				At the touch of his hand against hers, heat flushed through her skin and made her head spin. Whatever energy arced between them at the hotel still had some life left in it. She vowed right then to keep her clothes on and her hands to herself whenever he was around.

				The lock clicked and he pushed the door open. They both stood at the threshold and peeked inside. The silence ticked on as she shut her eyes and opened them again. Nope, still a dump. Actually, that was disrespectful to dumps. This place hoped to one day be nice enough to be considered a dump.

				A steady plopping sound vibrated through her. “What is that noise?”

				“Probably a leaky sink.”

				“At least it has running water. Score one for me.”

				“Stopping the leak is an easy fix.” He put his shoe against the doorjamb and it splintered under his foot.

				She thought about ducking just in case the roof caved in. “Uh, let’s not do—”

				“As opposed to the rest of the place, and keep in mind this is the cabin that’s in good condition.”

				He wasn’t wrong. The threadbare red and blue rug in the middle of the floor looked older than her. She hoped the dark stains on the couch pressed up against the right wall were something other than blood. Since Uncle Ned always had a mug with him, she decided to pretend all dark puddles were spilled coffee.

				The kitchenette at the far end consisted of a dorm-size mini-fridge, a sink with cabinets underneath and a hot plate. Good thing her idea of cooking was limited to warming things up.

				Panic snuck up and slapped her. “Wait, where is the microwave?”

				He slowly turned his head and stared at her. “That’s really your only question here?”

				“I heat things. Without a microwave I’ll have to eat cereal for every meal.”

				“Then there’s the part where you’ll be out here, on your own, as buildings fall down around you.”

				“Aren’t you just Mr. Sunshine?”

				He pressed his hand against the wall and it seemed to cave under his palm. “Maybe you should tackle the foundation problem before you do an appliance checklist.”

				The man had a point but she chose to ignore it. Running was not her style. It was also useless when you didn’t have anywhere else to go, and she sure didn’t.

				Following his lead, she moved carefully, toe first before putting down her full weight and ignoring the way the wood crunched underneath her. A few steps more and she stood in the middle of the family room, which also happened to be part of the bedroom and only few steps away from the door to the left of the kitchen. Part of her hoped that was the bathroom. A bigger part of her hoped it wasn’t. She dreaded peeking inside.

				She mentally revisited the idea of sleeping in the car. It couldn’t be that much colder than being inside this place.

				He suddenly stood next to her with his hands shoved in his back jeans pockets and exhaled in that way men did when they thought the womenfolk had screwed up big. “Do you have tools? Supplies? Labor?”

				More than likely he wanted to ask if she’d lost her mind but he was smart enough to keep that one inside. “I have that car and a bag full of whatever Uncle Ned ordered from your store.”

				“I’m not sure how a house plant is going to help you here.”

				Which brought up a new problem. “Me either since I’ve never had a plant without killing it. Tried talking to them and my voice apparently scared them to death.”

				He was openly gawking at her now. “That is strangely fascinating.”

				“I swear one of those mini-rosebush things actually shook when I sang to it. Then I ran out and bought some more. I tried ignoring the plants, thinking they wanted quiet time or something, and they shriveled in horror at my neglect.”

				“Please tell me you never had a cat or anything with paws and a heartbeat.”

				As if she’d endanger an innocent kitten. “No, but I got a cactus because I read no one could kill one. Apparently no one told my cactus that. It committed suicide by jumping off the table to its death.”

				He put his hand over his mouth and cleared his throat. “Not exactly the Suzy The Homemaker type, are you?”

				Hard to deny that one, even if he was on the verge of laughing at her. “I have other skills.”

				“No way am I commenting on those after your earlier death-by-rock threat.”

				She shot him a narrow-eyed warning. “Smart man.”

				“But, with your admittedly limited carpenter skillset in mind.” He stopped and took a deep breath. “What, and don’t go nuts on me here, qualifies you to fix up and run this place?”

				Desperation. “My last name is Payne.”

				She touched the mattress and when it sank under her palm and not in a normal way, she pulled her hand back fast. The move had him staring at the bed, which is exactly where she didn’t want his mind wandering. Not that she planned on rolling around on that thing, alone or with a partner, any time soon. But, man, one look at his face and she remembered every other sinfully delicious part of him.

				“That’s it? Your qualification is some biological connection?” he asked.

				She decided he was much more handsome when he wasn’t rapid-firing questions at her. “Yes. I have biology on my side and the bag in the car that may or may not contain a house plant. I didn’t check, so I’ll believe you there’s one in there unless I already killed it just by transporting it.”

				He walked around the open room, which took all of ten seconds but showed off how well he filled out those jeans. He stopped again in front of her. “You have some problems here.”

				“Aren’t you the king of understatement?”

				“Does the electricity even work? Is the wiring safe?” He dipped his head low and glanced out the dirty window. “The sun is about to go down soon and these woods get awfully dark unless you get that fire you were wanting.”

				Two more minutes of this happy talk and she’d walk back to Philadelphia. Screw the income and reputation problems there. “You are a joy to have around.”

				“Not the first time I’ve heard that.” He clapped his hands but his mind appeared to be off and running. He scanned every inch of the walls, floor and ceiling, as if mentally compiling a list and making plans. “Okay, so I’ll have some supplies dropped off tomorrow and—”

				“Why?”

				He focused on her again. That the-man-is-thinking-here serious look disappeared as his eyebrows snapped together. “Excuse me?”

				Time to jump in and set the ground rules since she’d skipped that part and went right to the striptease last time they stood like this in a quiet room. “We’re not sleeping together again.”

				A smile broke across his lips. “Did I mention sex?”

				“As if you’re not thinking it.” Good grief, why could she not stop thinking about it all of a sudden?

				“To the extent I was, and I’m not admitting that’s the case, seeing this room killed it.” He leaned in until his breath brushed against her cheek. “Mostly.”

				She wanted to ignore the last word because there was nothing but danger there, but... “You can deny all you want but this is not my first day on the farm.”

				“I think we’ve established it kind of is.”

				She waved off his joke and his charm. Also tried to picture him with a bag over his head so she didn’t have to see those sexy eyes and the perfect face, but that image wasn’t working so well. “My point is that I’m thinking you’ll want to be paid for your services.”

				Both of his hands went into the air, palms up and all amusement gone. “Whoa.”

				“I’m just—”

				“Stop that thought. I never suggested a mattress quid pro quo.”

				Since she needed to banish all mattress thoughts and references, she reached out to lower his hands. Then she remembered how good it felt to run her palms over him and stopped right before they touched.

				Her arms dropped to her sides. “I need you to understand that despite our earlier meeting and my lack of clothing at the time—”

				A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth again. “Meeting? That’s how we’re referring to those days?”

				“I’m trying to forget them.” Even though that was so not happening.

				“Good luck with that. So you know, my memory is working just fine.” His fingertips brushed against her chin. “In fact, I seem to remember doing some inventive things with a bathrobe belt.”

				The alphabet scrambled in her brain at his touch. She breathed in deep and counted to ten before she could form a sentence. “I need you to know I normally do not jump into bed with strange men.”

				“I’m not that strange.”

				“What?”

				“Lila, is that what I should call you?” His thumb traced her bottom lip as she nodded, unable to do anything else. “I was in that hotel room with you. The bed, the shower, the—”

				This time she put her hand over his and gently pushed it back into his personal space and as far out of hers as she could get when they were standing almost on top of each other. “Get to the point.”

				“I’m not judging what we did or how we did it, and I sure as hell don’t regret a minute of it.”

				Her brain fizzled. “Oh.”

				“For the record, I’m offering to bring supplies and labor and work out any permitting details to get you started without expecting anything in return because that’s what we do around here.” He reached over and opened the bathroom door and slammed it shut just as fast.

				She didn’t want to know what was inside, so she didn’t ask. She could barely concentrate on the conversation as it was. “You mean in the Thomas family?”

				“In Holloway.” He glanced into the sink. “This town has issues, just like any other place. Some people are nosy and annoying and there is a crowd that spends hours a day gossiping and making up crazy names for shit, but at its soul the people here are good. They’ll help out.”

				That all sounded nice but she didn’t live in Holloway and she was an outsider. “I can’t ask you to do that for me.”

				“I offered.”

				“Why?”

				“Other than the reason I just explained, I also owe Ned.”

				“But you shouldn’t—”

				“Lila.” His hands landed on her shoulders. “Stop fighting me. Take the help and say thank you.”

				It was so tempting to be lured by his voice, to fall into the reassuring feel of his strong hands. “This kind of assistance usually comes at a price.”

				“Have you always been this skeptical?”

				“I learned to be.”

				“We’ll work on that while we work on the cabins.” He squeezed her then let go. “Let’s head out.”

				Just when she’d caught up to the conversation he jumped again. “What?”

				“You can’t stay here. Not until it’s safe. We’ll get you some dinner and put you at the Crossley Inn.”

				When this guy took control, he really took it. “I’m not going to waste money on a hotel.”

				“Don’t get too excited. It’s a family-owned inn. Clean but not fancy.”

				“No.”

				“You’d prefer to freeze to death outside tonight.”

				“There has to be another option other than death or poverty.”

				His eyebrow lifted. “You could stay at my house.”

				She didn’t even let that thought fester. “Definitely not.”

				“You fell back on that answer kind of fast. Feel free to take a second and think my proposal over.”

				She ignored his home reference because there was no way to address it without putting the bed possibility in both of their heads more than it already was, if that was even possible for her. “You know what it’s like to have a small business. You can’t afford extra costs, which means whatever inn you’re talking about is out.”

				“I offered my—”

				She waved a finger in his face. “The answer is still no on your house.”

				This time he backed up. “We’ll go have dinner and discuss this.”

				“Man, you don’t give up.” She had to respect that tenacity. It probably pointed to his success both in business and in getting her panties off so fast last time they met.

				“Austin will be there, so you’ll have a chaperone while we share a burger, or whatever you want.”

				As if on cue her stomach rumbled. “I could eat something.”

				Spence hitched his head in the direction of the bathroom. “Unless you want to stay and fight with whatever is living in there.”

				That fast her hunger evaporated. “Please be kidding.”

				“’Fraid not.”

				“Let’s go.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Austin lounged in his usual seat in the corner booth, the one that provided a full view of Schmidt’s Diner. When the bell jingled over the door, he looked up. The smile hit his lips a second later.

				Spence almost groaned at the reaction. They were in for it now.

				He knew his brother would be on the phone to Carrie and Mitch, gossiping like old women the second after the dessert plates cleared the table. Spence put his hand against the small of Lila’s back to bring her inside next to him. The conversation had stopped at more than one table and a few of the less subtle turned around. A few old-timers sitting at the counter waved and one of the ladies who worked at the grocery store took out her cell phone and started typing.

				Fucking fabulous.

				“This town is big on staring.” Lila leaned in as she whispered the thought.

				The smell of almonds hit him a second later. Whatever she’d used to wash her hair made him want to rub his face in it. He tried to focus on the collective gaping around the room and forget about her scent, her legs, the thing she did with her mouth...

				He cleared his throat. “Yeah, no kidding.”

				Austin slid across the red vinyl and stood as they approached. Their father would be proud to know all those lessons he drummed into them as kids had actually produced some manners.

				Austin nodded to Lila. “Good evening, Ms. Payne.”

				The smile she shot him could light up the campground. “Please call me Lila.”

				Spence pointed at the side opposite from where Austin had been sitting. “Slide in.”

				She didn’t fight him, which was new. She’d spent the entire ride over outlining her reasons for staying at the campground tonight. By the end it sounded as if she’d almost convinced herself the garbage she spouted made sense. But she was a smart woman and Austin would side with him, so Spence doubted he’d have to hear much more about sleeping in her car. At least he hoped that was true.

				While she moved across the cheap red seat, Austin blocked Spence’s path. “I’m not sure if I won the bet or not. What do you think?”

				“That you should shut up.”

				Austin laughed as he finally took his seat across the table. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

				“You remember Austin. He frequently tells me he’s unforgettable to women or was until Carrie shoved that wedding band on his finger.” Spence sat down and immediately picked up the menu and pretended to read.

				He’d been coming to the diner since he learned to walk and ordering his own food since he could talk. He’d memorized the offerings long ago and they never changed. The one time the a new chef switched out the menu and added fancy specials the townsfolk acted like he was strangling puppies in the middle of the elementary school playground. The old menu reappeared within a week.

				“I’m the real Austin.”

				Spence lowered the menu to shoot Austin a warning glare. “If we could not mention that incident while we eat, I’d be grateful.”

				Lila rolled her eyes as she shimmied out of her coat. “Incident? That’s the word you went with?”

				Reaching over, he helped her free her arms from her bulky winter coat then shrugged his own off. “You know what I mean.”

				“I think your apologizing skills need work.”

				No way was he going back to that conversation, not with Austin as a witness. “Noted.”

				“You’d never know from the way he handles women, but Spence here is a pretty intelligent guy. Or so the tests say. I’ve always been skeptical of those results,” Austin said.

				She looked between both men. “He is?”

				“Thanks for the vote of confidence on my intelligence.”

				Austin laughed. “See, that’s what I’m saying. It’s totally undiscoverable on the surface. Very well hidden.”

				Spence thought the surprise in her voice was a bit much and he seriously considered shoving his brother out of the booth. “You two are hysterical. Can we find another topic now?”

				She ignored Spence and smiled at Austin. “I’m sorry to worm my way into your dinner.”

				“I’m happy you’re here. I’m guessing you’re better company than Spence.”

				“Again, shut up.” Spence snatched Austin’s water and drank most of it.

				When conversations restarted at the surrounding tables, Lila leaned back in the booth with her shoulder touching Spence’s. “Where is your wife, Austin?”

				“Washington, D.C.”

				“Visiting someone?”

				“Working.” Without missing a beat in the discussion, Austin slipped another menu out of the stand that held the ketchup and mustard and handed it to Lila. “She’s at the National Museum of Women in the Arts. She works a week from home here and then three there, so I match my schedule to hers so we can be together, with a few extra days here per month on local jobs.”

				It always stunned Spence to hear Austin talk about his living arrangements as if they had been the easiest thing to accomplish. In reality, Carrie’s job and Austin’s boneheadedness over it had nearly ripped them apart. Dating since high school hadn’t guaranteed them a lifetime together. They’d broken up many times and spent months living apart until Austin chased Carrie down and refused to give up. The relationship only settled down last Christmas and Austin had rushed her to the altar as soon as possible after that.

				Rather than share the sordid story, Spence hit the highlight for Lila’s benefit. “He’s pathetic when Carrie is gone.”

				Lila’s smile grew even bigger. “That’s sweet.”

				Women. “Not really,” Spence said, not trying to hide the grumbling in his tone.

				“Carrie’s brother, Mitch, is our business manager. He’s visiting Carrie with his girlfriend, Cassidy,” Austin said, falling into his usual easy banter and charm. “We’ll all go to this big party at Carrie’s work, sell some Christmas trees at a lot we have set up in the city near our place there and then Carrie and I will head back here for a cozy family Christmas after we tuck Spence in for the night so he doesn’t scare Santa.”

				“What about Mitch and Cassidy and their Christmas?” Lila asked.

				“I’m impressed you followed all of that.” Spence needed a scorecard to keep up with all the moving around lately.

				“They’re spending some time in the city but will be home right before Christmas, which is almost mandatory around here.” Austin glanced at Spence before turning back to Lila. “Speaking of which, where will you be for the holidays?”

				Spence’s finger curled around the edge of the menu as he waited for an answer. Every muscle inside him pulled tight with tension. The reaction, his loss of control, ticked him off. He shouldn’t care about her answer. He should want her to pack up and get out. He didn’t need a complication, and she promised to be one of those before she’d ever opened her mouth and agreed to join him in that hotel room.

				And that mouth...damn, there was a memory he couldn’t kick.

				“I’ll be here.” She opened the menu then closed it again without looking inside. “Well, not Holloway but nearby in Parry Springs where the campground is. I live there now.”

				“What?” Austin shot Spence a help-me-out-here look. “She’s kidding, right?”

				Spence recognized Austin’s stunned expression because Spence had felt that mix of confusion and futility ever since he opened Mitch’s office door and saw Lila standing there.

				Spence used the opening to try to get a clearer answer from her. “What about spending the holidays with your family?”

				“There’s no one but Uncle Ned and flying to see him is an extravagance I can’t really afford right now.” Her voice stayed strong and sure, like the words meant nothing, but sadness moved through her eyes.

				Spence would bet anger was mirrored in his. The idea she thought being alone at the holidays was even a possibility sent his rage level soaring. “That’s not going to happen.”

				“I hate to agree with Spence, but I have to on this,” Austin said. “You can’t stay alone. Not there.”

				Spence appreciated the brotherly assist. “Listen to Austin. Even ignoring the holiday piece for a second, the campground is a mess. It’s not a secret Ned let it go and stopped making money years ago. He only stayed as long as he did out of some sort of loyalty to his dead wife.”

				Austin’s foot slammed against Spence’s. “Well, that’s understandable since they did build the place together. I mean, of course Ned was mourning and wanted to keep the attachment as long as possible.”

				As far as Spence was concerned, Ned stayed too long. “Whatever.”

				“I can fix the cabins up and make it profitable. The location is perfect for skiers and hikers.” Lila’s eyes lit up and her voice got all wistful in that dreamy way women did when they talked about chocolate and shoes. “With a little love and a bit of sweat equity, it will be great again.”

				Time for a wake-up call. “You can’t even keep a cactus alive.”

				Austin tapped his fingers against the table as his gaze switched from Lila to Spence. “Is that code for something?”

				“She needs some help with the renovations.”

				Austin nodded. “We can help with that. We both owe Ned. He saved us from trouble more than once when we were kids.”

				“Agreed. We need to get the permits and supplies.” Spence stopped talking when Lila began her head-shaking thing. “What now?”

				He fought the urge to talk over her. Yelling might feel good right about now, too. He’d do it if that’s what it took to jumpstart her common sense...and if they didn’t have an audience that even now leaned in.

				“Smooth,” Austin mumbled as he spun his empty water glass around in his palm.

				“It’s not your responsibility. I’m not. It’s not your job to step in,” she said.

				It was a lovely little speech. One Spence might have listened to if he thought she could do any of the necessary repairs without having a cabin fall on her head. The idea of her being out there, alone and injured, made the muscles in his neck snap.

				“But I’m going to.” That seemed to be his new mantra with her. She insisted and he reacted with an automatic no. Some might say that made him an ass. He’d wear the tag with comfort if it meant she was safe and warm and not in a ditch somewhere.

				“Catch me up, Lila. Why not take the help?” Austin asked.

				“She’s the go-it-alone type.” Spence did his best to make that sound like a despicable thing.

				Austin nodded. “That’s impressive and all. I like strong women, trust me, but you need help. We all need help sometimes. Even my would-make-a-dictator-look-reasonable wife lets the men in the family step in now and then.”

				When Lila smiled and looked ready to thank Austin for being sweet or some other nonsense, Spence pulled his last reality card. “You’ll be eaten by a bear.”

				Austin’s mouth opened and closed without any sound coming out. The shoulders of the guy in the booth closest to Austin shook with what Spence assumed was laughter.

				All conversation stopped at the table. Silence pretty much whipped through the entire room. If Austin let out whatever comment he was holding in there, it would be the only noise around them except for the occasional clank of silverware.

				“You’re saying there are bears at the campground?” Lila whispered the question.

				Spence was saved from the job of explaining how the animal kingdom worked when Darla, the waitress and a Holloway mainstay, popped up at the end of the table and dropped two more glasses of water in front of them. She’d graduated high school a year before Spence and held onto her wavy blond hair and cheerleader figure despite working hard and marrying a man who was rarely around to help with the kids or anything else.

				“If it isn’t the Thomas boys and a new female friend. How interesting.” Darla nodded in the direction of the counter. “I would have been here sooner but Mary over there wanted to tell me about a rumor she heard about a fight at the nursery with you three.”

				Spence let his head fall back as he stared at the ceiling. “I hate this town sometimes.”

				Austin pushed the water glasses around, grabbing the full one meant for Spence and sticking him with the empty one instead. “Darla Kingston, the woman who single-handedly keeps this joint running, this is Spence’s new female friend, Lila.”

				Spence’s head snapped forward. “Did you have to say it that way?”

				Whatever spell had grabbed hold of Lila during the bear conversation finally let go. “What’s wrong with saying I’m a friend?”

				“Yeah, Spence.” Austin put his elbows on the table. “What’s wrong with that?”

				Rather than kick his brother, and that was tempting, Spence got the subject back on track. “Darla, tell Lila it’s okay to accept our help.”

				“Are they always so bossy, Darla?” Lila asked.

				Darla balanced a knee on the seat next to Austin as she wiped her hands on her stained apron. “Yes, but honey it is just easier to agree to whatever the Thomas boys say. They tend to get their way eventually.”

				“Not this time.”

				Spence shook his head. That was tough talk from a woman who considered the lack of a microwave a criminal offense. “She’s Ned Payne’s niece and plans to stay at the campground while she fixes it up.”

				Darla’s mouth twisted in a look that suggested she ate something rotten. “Do you have a death wish or something, honey?”

				“I hope you three aren’t the county’s welcoming committee because you really don’t do a great job of selling the area.” Lila didn’t roll her eyes but she sure looked like she wanted to.

				“You let these boys help you.” Darla sat down next to Austin, clearly enjoying her part in the conversation. “Hey, you should send Travis out there. He’s single and has those big biceps.”

				The words burned a hole in Spence’s gut. He hated the idea. “You’re married.”

				Darla snorted. “I’m not blind.”

				“Excuse me.” Lila waved her hand in the air as if trying to get everyone’s attention.

				Spence ignored her. “Travis has enough to do. I’ll take care of the campground work.”

				“What?” Lila’s question sounded more horrified than surprised.

				“Weren’t you just whining about having to work nonstop just so you can take Christmas Day off?” Austin did nothing to hide the amusement in his voice. Or that stupid grin.

				Spence was tempted to put his brother in a car to D.C. tonight. “Don’t help me.”

				Darla waved off a guy at a table across the room who was trying to get her attention by making a big check sign in the air. “I already heard about The Explosion.”

				Even Lila winced at that one. “Do I want to know what that means?”

				“Some people at the nursery heard the fight. All sorts of sex talk and something about swapping.” When Austin swore, Darla pushed a water glass closer to him. “You calm down. It’s all fine. No one is questioning you, Austin. But, honestly, I’ve been hoping Spence here would bring this lady friend around so I could get my own look at her. Because of the delay—”

				“The fight just happened this afternoon, so let’s not act like I’ve been hiding Lila for a month,” Spence pointed out.

				“—I figured Spence had been doing that thing where he puffs out his chest and orders everyone around. It’s cute but some ladies don’t like that sort of thing.” Darla shook her head. “I’ve been telling you that for years.”

				Lila smiled. “Yeah, Spence. Women don’t like it.”

				Darla reached across the table and patted his hand as if she were his teacher and not essentially his age. “Spence here is a good guy even though he frequently tries to act otherwise.”

				The uncertainty about bringing Lila to such a public place became full-blown regret. “Thanks...I think,” he said.

				Lila leaned in, doing that thing women did where they met one minute and shared secrets the next. “What is all this explosion talk?”

				“Apparently it was about...” Darla met Lila halfway across the table, nearly shutting the men out. “The One-Night Stand.”

				“What?” Lila didn’t bother to lower her voice. She practically screamed the word.

				Yeah, definitely regret the dinner choice. Spence tried to think of a good way to handle the situation and decided there wasn’t one. He glared at Lila. “I warned you this town had a nickname for everything.”

				She grabbed the menu then put it down. She repeated the action twice before settling it in her hands and picking at the frayed upper corner. If she tugged any harder she might rip the thing in half.

				“Uh, Lila?” He reached for the menu but she had it in a sleeper hold.

				She wasn’t paying any attention to him anyway. “As Spence pointed out, the fight only happened this afternoon. How can everyone know?”

				“That’s like ten years in Holloway time.” Austin held up both hands as he spoke, as if they needed a visual aid for the word ten.

				“I don’t believe this.” The paper ripped under Lila’s fingers.

				This time Spence pulled the menu out of her reach and put a hand over hers to keep her from flailing around. “Here’s the good news. Now you don’t have any reason to turn down my offer.”

				Lila finally focused on him. “Which one?”

				“Yeah, Spence.” Austin said. “Which?”

				“What are we talking about?” Darla asked at the same time.

				Spence was tempted to ignore all of them, and the rest of the diner. The customers didn’t even pretend to ignore them. They could at least act like they weren’t listening in and mumble or something.

				“Is this about the sleeping arrangements?” Darla asked as she looked at Spence then Lila. “Where are you going to stay?”

				Lila’s bottom lip disappeared. She nibbled on it for a few seconds before answering. “My thought was the campground.”

				“But then you saw it and realized that wasn’t realistic, right?” Austin asked, looking appalled that there might be a different answer.

				Lila cleared her throat. “Spence said something about an inn but I hate to spend the money.”

				Austin started reaching into his pocket before she finished talking. “There’s no need.”

				“What are you about to suggest?” And Spence decided his baby brother had better be careful because Spence’s control was right on the edge. Sitting this close to Lila, talking about sleeping, being frustrated by her stubbornness. A guy could only take so much.

				“Still married here.” Austin held up his ring finger but it was clear he wanted to show Spence another. A key clinked against the Formica table a second later. “Lila can stay at Dad’s place. It’s on the nursery property, close to the farmhouse and perfectly safe.”

				It was Lila’s turn to look horrified. Her nose wrinkled as she made a face. “I am not kicking an old man out of his house.”

				“I would advise you not call him that because he likes to lift and throw things like he’s a teenager, but the point is he’s out of town,” Austin said. “He’s the one running the Christmas tree lot in D.C. He and Mitch are handling it while I’m here doing some paperwork. So, his place is open. A one-bedroom cabin with electricity and food and a cleaning lady who makes sure it’s not a pit.”

				Relief crashed into Spence. He didn’t even realize he’d been holding his breath until Austin offered his solution. Leave it to his sensible, always-thinking younger brother to step in and resolve the biggest problem. That would almost make up for all the shit Spence would take over the Lila situation once he and Austin were alone.

				“You can’t volunteer someone else’s house.” Lila looked at them all again, her eyes narrowing the longer she did. “Right?”

				The refusal didn’t have any impact on Darla. She tapped her pen against the table. “Karl is a great guy and would insist. Besides that, it’s the neighborly thing to do.”

				“Lila doesn’t get the community concept.” Spence had been trying to explain it for hours now and she wasn’t one step closer to getting it.

				Austin waved off the concern. “She will in time. Holloway can be overwhelming at first.”

				“It’s like I stepped into another time,” Lila said in a voice that sounded lost and far away even though they sat inches apart.

				“You’ll get used to it.” Part of Spence wanted her to like the sensation, to grow accustomed to being around. The other part of him wanted her to run like hell as far away as she could go.

				She looked more confused than when they started the conversation. “What am I going to get used to?”

				That one was easy, so Spence filled in the blank without thinking. “Not being an outsider.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Dressed in old jeans and the thickest sweater she owned that could fit under her ski jacket and still let her arms move, Lila walked into the diner the next morning. People nodded and smiled as she took off her coat and gloves. Rather than hide, during the seemingly endless walk across the black-and-white block tile floor she treated everyone to a welcoming smile and was surprised when she got many in return.

				She plopped down on the barstool and watched the blinking red and green lights outlining the big specials menu on the wall. A Christmas carol played in the background and strings of tinsel now sat in the center of every booth. Sometime during the night someone, probably Darla, had decorated the place for the holidays.

				Lila liked it. Liked all of it, how warm and safe she felt here. As she balanced on the stool, she even debated getting the sticky doughy thing in the case behind the counter for breakfast rather than her usual boring oatmeal. This was a celebration of sorts, after all. She was starting over. Even though yesterday had been bumpier than expected, she didn’t wake up worrying about the credit calls that would start by eight-oh-six. That already made her life better than the six months that went before.

				After one night in Karl Thomas’s massive bed, Lila felt refreshed and ready to work. Spence had dropped her off after dinner and Austin hovered around the entire time. Having a sibling shadow had Spence snapping and cranky, but she’d been grateful for the third-party reinforcement. On top of the campground disappointment and threats of bears, she’d needed a few hours to regroup and sparring with Spence wouldn’t have given her that.

				Lounging back on the stack of pillows last night as she held the remote and flipped through what seemed like a thousand satellite channels refueled her. Well, it did after she forced Spence to call his dad and get permission for her to be in his house. He not only agreed, he threatened to “teach his sons some real manners” if she didn’t stay.

				With that assurance and a brief tour of the place by Spence, she’d felt safe and warm. Looking out the window she could see the three-story farmhouse on the hill. Minutes after Spence had left, the lights on the middle floor had clicked on. She was miles from her old life, both the happily married one she thought she’d had and the crappy one she really did. Knowing Spence was close swept the rest of her tension away.

				“Lila. Welcome back.” Darla didn’t miss a beat. She poured the coffee with one hand and set down silverware wrapped in a napkin with the other. She was a blur of constant motion. Before Lila could ask for it, a plate clanked against the counter with a long twisty doughnut on it. “I saw you eyeing it up.”

				Lila tried to ignore the sugary blob but maybe she could pick at the end. “Do you work every shift? I just saw you at dinner yesterday.”

				“The Schmidt in Schmidt’s Diner is my grandfather. So, yeah, I’m always here except when I’m home cooking for the husband.” Darla dumped the coffee pot on the warming burner behind her.

				Lila ripped off the end of the dough and popped it in her mouth, licking her sticky fingers right after. But, really, that was going to be it. At five-five, her figure went from curvy to chubby pretty fast. She’d always carried what some might consider extra weight because the stick-figure thing didn’t appeal to her. Neither did starving. She had breasts and hips and refused to apologize for being built like a woman.

				“I don’t think I could be around food that much,” she said as she pulled another piece off the doughnut.

				“Do you cook?”

				“Not unless I’m forced or you count instant oatmeal.”

				“I don’t, but nice try.” Darla left for a minute to ring up a customer. When she returned, she jammed her pen in her hair and took up residence right across the counter from Lila. “So, how long have you known Spence?”

				Lila choked down the piece of doughnut she’d been chewing. Swallowing over the sudden lump in her throat hadn’t been easy. “You’ve been holding that in since last night, haven’t you?”

				Darla threw back her head and laughed in a sound so rich and genuine that several people joined in even though they couldn’t possibly have heard the comment. “I gotta tell you. The curiosity has been killing me. Spence is not the type to bring his girl around.”

				Just like that Lila’s amusement faded. It was a good thing she’d finished the doughnut so fast because this turn in the conversation might ruin the last bites for her. “No.”

				“You’re thinking he does?”

				“I’m saying the ‘his girl’ thing, that’s not me.”

				Darla’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “Word is you two had a lover’s spat.”

				“A really vocal one, if the gossip is right.” An older woman shuffled over and plopped down next to Lila. The stool creaked and coffee splashed over the rim of Lila’s cup when the woman knocked it with the open sleeve of her oversized coat.

				The lady smelled like gardenias and wore the brightest pink lipstick Lila had ever seen. She’d never been good at tagging people’s ages, but she’d guess this lady was in her sixties or seventies. She was short and almost as wide as she was tall. She threw elbows and shushed a man who tried to get Darla’s attention.

				Darla took the interruption in stride. She grabbed another coffee mug and set it down. “Hi Cleo. This is Lila, Spence’s new girlfriend.”

				Yeah, she had to put a stop to that talk. “I’m not—”

				Cleo made a slurping sound as she drank from the mug. “I’ve heard.”

				The people of Holloway sure did like their gossip. Lila had never been a fan of... “Wait, what exactly did you hear?”

				Cleo dropped the cup to the counter, lipstick smudge and all, and signaled for Darla to pour a second cup. “Something about wild nights and a knock-out fight at the nursery.”

				Good grief. “I’m Ned Payne’s niece. I’m running—”

				“Bah, I know who you are. It’s good Spence found a hometown girl. Mitch’s Cassidy. Austin and Carrie. Those men knew not to drag one of those city types back here.” Cleo leaned back as far as her stomach would allow without tipping her over and looked Lila up and down. “Where are you from?”

				“Philadelphia.”

				The older woman’s face fell. “That’s not good.”

				“Cleo, she’s here now and has kin in these parts.” Darla kept pouring coffee. Cleo would empty a cup and Darla would be right there with more. Clearly this was some sort of practiced dance.

				At the older woman’s comment, those insecurities came rushing back at Lila. She tried to mentally duck them but the wallop didn’t stop. Being an outsider. Being in a place, in a job, where she didn’t have an ounce of experience. The newness of everything, of being a grown woman and having to make friends all over again, scared the crap out of her.

				Cleo shrugged. “We’ll see.”

				Lila figured she’d missed something. “See what? What is happening around here?”

				“Big Spence Thomas having a serious girl is quite the news,” Darla explained.

				Whoa. These people wanted to marry Spence off and were looking in the wrong direction. “I’m not that girl.”

				Darla skipped over Lila and talked directly to Cleo. “It might just be sex now, but I can see it for the future.”

				Lila’s stomach flip-flopped. She wasn’t ready to be left out of this conversation. Not when it was veering so far into fantasy land. If she so much as sneezed, these two might have her wedding planned by the time she blew her nose.

				“That one was scarred by his momma’s leaving.” Cleo nodded at Lila then Darla as if to prove her point.

				Lila wanted to walk away but they’d finally found a topic that interested her. After three days with Spence, three days of talking and touching, she knew nothing about his personal life. Oh, he’d given her the basics, along with using his brother’s name, but she hadn’t gotten a sense of Spence other than to know she was safe in that small space with him.

				With a few throwaway words, Cleo had given Lila more insight than she’d gotten from all her time with him combined. “Did you say momma?”

				“He’ll be tough to reel in, but you can do it.” Darla patted Lila’s hand. “I know I’m right about this.”

				About what?

				“She’ll be able to hook him,” Darla said.

				Cleo looked Lila up and down. “Hmpf.”

				That fast the women were off again. Just when the conversation got interesting, they shut it down and circled back to the commitment talk. Lila got dizzy just trying to keep up. “What makes you think I want to snag Spence?”

				“Well, who wouldn’t want Spence Thomas? Under all that gruffness, he’s a catch,” Darla said.

				Lila pushed that thought as far out of her mind as she could get it. Nowhere on her To Do List was an item about getting to know Spence Thomas better. “I’m not fishing.”

				Not with her life in pieces. Stephen had used their firm’s client account as his gambling seed money, swearing he’d planned to reimburse it with his next big score. She’d missed the signs and trusted him to handle the bookkeeping. Everything she counseled women not to do with their money, she’d done. She trusted the wrong guy and let it all happen. That said more about her gullibility and malfunctioning man radar than she was comfortable analyzing.

				With a little luck and a lack of evidence linking her to the crime, she’d escaped prosecution. She’d even paid back all the money Stephen had stolen by emptying the savings he hadn’t pissed away and running up her credit cards with cash advances. She went from having great credit to barely being able to buy a hot dog without a co-signor.

				The scandal ripped her reputation apart and left her with attorney bills she had to pay and only a few thousand dollars with which to start over. But the worst part was how he dumped her right after being found out. Dumped her right when her fury was in full spin. She’d just thrown all of his suits out the window to the dirty sidewalk below and was waiting for him to get back from the police station so she could officially kick him out. He walked in and, before she could say anything, gave her the I-need-to-get-my-life-together-and-start-over speech as if she were the bad influence in the marriage. Only thing she wondered was why she hadn’t noticed he was a raving asshat before getting so royally screwed by him.

				“I had a good feeling about the other one and was right. That Cassidy worked out for Mitch just fine,” Cleo said.

				“You didn’t like Cassidy at all when she first came back to town,” Darla pointed out.

				Cleo kept talking as if Darla had never spoken. “Cassidy was off living somewhere else before finding Mitch, but I’m betting we have wedding news after the holidays. The lead in the town’s betting pool is Christmas Eve. I say New Year’s. Mitch seems like the new-year-big-news type.”

				Lila had no idea what they were talking about.

				Darla turned to Lila. “But you have time.”

				Still lost. “For what?”

				Cleo shook her empty mug at Darla again. “To get Spence to commit, of course.”

				This older one never stopped with her agenda. “I’m not looking for—”

				Darla pointed at the glass doors to the diner. “His truck just pulled up. You better get going.”

				Lila looked up and saw lights outlining the window and a plastic Santa sitting right outside. “Why?”

				“There’s no reason to keep a good man waiting. Go get him, honey. I’m betting on you moving in with him by Christmas.” Darla finished the comment at a near shout that had the diner patrons mumbling in agreement.

				It took Lila an entire doughnut and two cups of coffee, but she was starting to get it. Darla wasn’t spouting off town folksiness. She said what was in her head and meant it. And sometimes that seemed like a bad thing. “And you mean an actual bet, right? Someone has actually started a pool already.”

				Darla flipped her order pad over and looked at the lines of blue print. “You want in?”

				Lila didn’t even know a head could pound this hard. “I’m trying to figure out how to get out.”

				Cleo picked up Lila’s coat and handed it to her. “Go get him.”

				“What?”

				She shook her head. “When will you modern ladies figure that out and stop with all this hard to get?”

				Darla laughed. “Words of wisdom.”

				What was happening here? The way Lila saw it she came in for breakfast and dropped down a hole. The town was Spence-obsessed and the more everyone talked about him, the harder it was for her not to think about him. It was like some evil matchmaking plan.

				“Go.” Cleo actually shooed Lila away. Pushed on her arm, shoving Lila off the chair.

				The older lady had a lot of strength behind that wall of gardenias. But suddenly the idea of running sounded good to Lila. She reached for the five tucked in her front jeans pocket. “I need to—”

				Darla waved her off. “Breakfast is on me today.”

				“I...uh. Okay.” Lila would have argued but she’d lost the ability to say much of anything. She put on her gloves, figuring getting out of there—and fast—might be the best response. Possibly the only response.

				She somehow made it to the door and through another round of quick smiles and small waves to the other diners. The cold air hit her and rushed down her throat the minute she stepped out onto the flurry-dampened sidewalk with her coat in her arms. The chill should have revived her but she couldn’t shake off the female conversation.

				Spence got out of the company truck and stood there by the open door. “I was just coming in to see if you had any interest in breakfast.”

				Now there was a terrible idea. “I wouldn’t go in there if I were you.”

				His smile dropped and his eyes narrowed as she got closer. “You look like someone punched you.”

				“They kind of did.”

				He came around the front of the vehicle in three long strides and met her at the passenger door. His hands went to her arms, rubbing up and down her now-frozen limbs. “Are you okay? What happened?”

				Lila nibbled on her bottom lip as she internally debated how much to tell him. “Darla and this lady named Cleo—”

				“Ah, Cleo.” The tension pulling across his cheeks left as he began to nod. “She’s a town treasure.”

				“Is that what we call her?” Lila tried to ignore the way her breath curled in a puff of smoke when she talked. Also tried to wiggle her toes to get the feeling back down there. The cold had settled the second she stepped through the door and was slowly freezing her from the inside out.

				“We do because we’re respectful.” He winked as he said it. “Did she tell you I was a catch?”

				“She’s your biggest fan.”

				Spence waved when a passing car honked its horn. “Oh, that’s new. Trust me. I was ‘that other Thomas boy’ when she tried to have me arrested at fifteen for stepping on her hedges.”

				“You’re kidding.”

				“Austin is her favorite.” He slipped Lila’s coat from her stiff fingers and put it over her shoulders, guiding her arms inside. “She turned her sights on me after Austin got married and Cassidy moved in with Mitch. I’m pretty sure Cleo views me as a dating charity case.”

				Lila held her breath as Spence zipped her jacket. His hand lingered just below her breasts for an extra second as his gaze went to hers and an unexpected warmth flooded through her.

				“She seems determined to marry you off.” Lila fumbled the words when Spence let his fingers trail down her jacket to her waist before he pulled back.

				“Worse, she had coffee with Dad a few times before he left for D.C. Between the two of them I’m getting the full-court marriage press.”

				Something in the lightness of Spence’s voice and the way he smiled over the clear annoyance in his voice grabbed her attention. “You’re close to your dad.”

				“Very. He grew a business while raising two rowdy boys. No one ended up in jail or rehab or under an overturned tractor.” Spence’s eyes glowed with admiration. “I’d call that a miracle.”

				“What about your mom?” Lila asked before she could weigh the question. She didn’t want to break the spell or stop him from talking, but she could almost see the shield rise the second the words left her mouth.

				Spence’s shoulders stiffened and the light went out of his eyes as if something inside him dimmed at the thought of the woman who gave birth to him. “Not around.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“No big deal.” He opened the passenger door. “We may as well give the town something to talk about and leave together.”

				She wanted to stay and talk and learn more about him. In all those hours together he’d guarded every word, careful to share little and ask even less. Having him open up, even that small amount, left her wanting more.

				But the moment had passed and that was clear in the way Spence morphed back to his mix of charm and control. She sighed at the loss. “Where are we going?”

				“It’s time to rebuild that campground.”

				“You’re still planning to help me.”

				“Yeah, Lila. I’m going to help.” He motioned for her to get in the truck. “You’ll survive it, I promise.”

				She wondered if she’d survive being this close to him. She knew from experience that forgetting Spence was not an easy thing to do and when his campground work was done, she doubted he’d want her to do anything else.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Spence walked around the main cabin at the campground the next day. It was the one Lila would eventually move into, likely sooner than he thought was smart or necessary, so he wanted it perfect. No cheap materials. No half-assed work. No cutting corners.

				Not that he did any of those things anyway, but he’d spent the last four hours barking orders at his employees to make sure none of it happened here. He’d also yanked two guys out of the warehouse and another out of the Christmas tree lot at the back of the nursery to help out on the building project.

				The thud of a car door had him moving to the front of the cabin. Travis stripped off his gloves as he left his truck down the path and maneuvered around the stacks of wood and makeshift tool bench they’d set up in the courtyard in front of the semi-circle of falling-down buildings. A saw buzzed and a steady pounding filled the air.

				Travis ignored it all as he joined Spence. Didn’t even look around for Lila, which Spence thought was a smart move.

				Reaching behind him, Travis pulled out a stack of receipts and handed them to Spence. “We’re in luck. So long as we repair rather than rebuild, we can avoid the pre-construction permit process. We’ll need all sorts of inspections at the back end before she can open up, but at least we don’t have to hold off on doing any of the actual work now.”

				Spence glanced around, swearing he could hear the wood creak and break just from the bit of wind blowing around. “Guess that rules out knocking these to the ground and starting over.” Which was a shame since Spence truly believed that would be faster and easier.

				He’d sent Travis out to doublecheck the permit requirements rather than risk fines and government red tape because Travis was the one with the builder experience, having worked for one before getting hired at the nursery. His carpentry skills rivaled most professionals and he built nicer furniture than what you could buy in any expensive store in D.C. His basic plumbing and electrical skills would also come in handy, which was why Spence named Travis the unofficial project manager.

				Spence attached the papers to his clipboard and paged through them, mentally calculating the cost of reconstruction. He already paid for the labor through the workers’ usual nursery salaries, but that left the cost of materials, which wasn’t insignificant. He’d moved some money over from his savings account to the checking account he set up for the job. Looked like he’d need more. “Thanks for doing this.”

				“It’s my job.”

				“Not really.”

				Not that Travis complained. Travis never complained, which was one of the many reasons Spence liked him and the business provided a small cabin at the back of the nursery property as part of his employee benefits. They were desperate to keep Travis happy and on staff.

				“You think I’m going to leave her out here without help?” He glanced around, clearly searching for Lila this time.

				Spence didn’t bother to help him out with locating her. “Not your style.”

				They didn’t say anything as Spence flipped through the pages. Then Travis piped up. “You know I’m not making a move, right?”

				“Excuse me?” Oh, Spence knew exactly what Travis was talking about but chose to keep his head down and off the subject.

				“You can relax. She’s all yours.”

				Spence’s hand stilled. This time he looked up, drilling Travis with a we’re-done-talking-about-this glare. “She’s not mine.”

				Travis ignored the warning...as expected. “You sure?”

				Spence blew out a long breath, even put a low growl behind it. “We had something quick and hot months ago.”

				Travis tucked his hands in his back pockets and shifted his stance. “Uh-huh.”

				“What?” Spence let the papers fall back down on the clipboard.

				“Nothing.”

				“Why hold back now? Say what you want to say.”

				“Honestly? You do the quick and hot thing all the time. I’m surprised I’m not doing work for a whole list of your women.” Travis snapped his fingers a few times as if the answer just popped into his head. “Oh, that’s right. You’ve never stuck around long enough to introduce any of us to those women.”

				“I can fire you, you know.” Spence wouldn’t but it was good every now and then to re-establish who was in charge, because even he wondered sometimes.

				Travis just shook his head. “That’s not going to keep it away.”

				“What are you talking about now?”

				“Whatever you’re wanting to do with her.” Travis glanced behind Spence and smiled.

				Spence knew without turning Lila was coming. Around them, all the men hesitated in their work to spare a smile. Something about having her on-site cleaned up their language and stopped the low level of understandable grumbling that often came with standing outside in the cold for extended periods of time.

				“Travis?” Lila stepped off the repaired porch of the main cabin and walked right into the middle of the conversation. “That receipt you dropped off this morning? There isn’t an amount for labor.”

				She held out a sheet of paper, stuck it right under Travis’s nose then showed it to Spence. He answered because Travis appeared to be too busy grinning to come up with a response. “That’s right. Travis gave you what you need.”

				She turned to Spence. “But how am I supposed to figure out if I can afford the estimate if you’re forgetting huge chunks of costs?”

				“You’re not.”

				She scanned the list, as if he hadn’t said a word. “Like electrical and labor and...is there even an amount for materials on here? It looks like I’m being charged for some random supplies but that’s it.”

				“You’re the one insisting on a bill.”

				Her head shot up. “Well, yeah. I’m not a brainiac like you’re supposed to be.”

				“I’m not.” Interesting how she didn’t believe that rumor. That one was at least based on a sliver of truth even though he did everything he could to avoid the topic of his IQ while Austin brought it up whenever possible.

				“But how do I pay you without the information?”

				“You don’t.”

				The paper crumpled in her hand. “That’s ridiculous.”

				Spence let his scowl travel over to his workers. They must have gotten the hint because the saw started humming again and the low rumble of conversation and sounds of hammering picked up a second later.

				He looked back to her. “The word you want is neighborly.”

				“This goes beyond helping out a neighbor, don’t you think?”

				“No.”

				When her gaze shot to Travis, he piped up. “No, ma’am.”

				She rolled her eyes then brought her attention straight back to Spence. “You’re telling me you paid for Cleo’s house or Darla’s?”

				He’d paid an electric bill or two for Cleo after her husband died and the amount of her Social Security check dropped, but Spence wasn’t sharing that because even Cleo didn’t know where the emergency funds had come from. Darla had figured out a way to make the older woman take the money as a temporary solution and agreed to keep his secret. He didn’t need the whole town standing at his front door with hands out, but sometimes he could help. With Lila he was doing more and he refused to think about that either.

				“You need help. If your Uncle Ned were the one trying to put this place back together, I would do the same thing,” Spence said.

				She shot him a get-real scowl. “I find that hard to believe.”

				“Look, Ned saved my ass more than once growing up.”

				“How?”

				Not that Spence wanted to get into this but that determined look on her face told him he had to. “I was a typical teen. Did dumb things. I got into the habit of skipping school—”

				She smiled. “Because it was too easy?”

				“Something like that. Bottom line is your aunt and uncle gave me a place to go when I needed it. In return I had to buckle down at school, Ned’s words by the way, and go to class. There was a threat about dragging my sorry butt to school and embarrassing me in front of everyone if I didn’t stop fooling around.” Spence left out the part about how his had mother left and the loss screwed up his dad. How Lila’s uncle and aunt provided a small window of normalcy when Spence craved one and until his dad found his emotional equilibrium again.

				Lila’s head fell to the side as her gaze searched Spence’s face. “But that’s a debt you owe Ned, not me.”

				That’s not how Spence saw it. He lived in a paid-for house and did fine financially. Money was the one thing he had and paying back Ned, no matter if it was directly or through his niece, was an obligation he took seriously. “You asked and I answered. Now we should get back—”

				“No.” She tightened her jaw so hard he thought he heard it snap.

				“Excuse me?”

				“You can’t tell me this isn’t related to sex.” She practically shouted the last word.

				Travis pointed in the general direction of the cabin farthest away. “I’ll go find something to do over there.”

				Spence waited until they were alone, or as alone as they could get while standing in the middle of eight working brutes. He pivoted until his back was to his workers. “You’re scaring the kid.”

				She snorted. “Oh, please. He’s a grown man and I bet his sex life would make us both blush.”

				“Why are you thinking about his sex life?” That was just about the last thing Spence wanted her thinking about. Strike that, the last thing.

				She waved a hand in front of his face. “Stay with me for a second, Spence.”

				As if he could ignore her, with her cheeks all pink and her eyes flashing with fire. He’d never been in to angry women, but he was finding he couldn’t resist any part of Lila. And the passionate side...well, he’d spent almost every hour since she’d dropped into town wondering how to get her back in a bed.

				“I get your friendship with Ned, but you’re doing everything for free.”

				“Not everything.” He planned to charge a very fair, very nominal, almost non-existent, fee.

				Instead of thanking him, she crossed her arms over her chest and stared him down. “Why?”

				“Why?”

				“That’s the question on the table. What are you getting out of this?”

				“I just told you.” He held his finger and thumb an inch apart. “Is it possible, just possible, I’m not a total dick?”

				Her mouth dropped open. It took two tries for her to get any words out. “I never called you that.”

				“Lila, come on.” He glanced around to make sure his men were at least pretending not to listen in. “The lying about my identity thing when we first met. I admit I deserve some of whatever name you want to call me.”

				She looked like she was going to smile then clamped her lips together. “I thought we weren’t allowed to mention the name switch.”

				“That’s my preference, yes.”

				“But you can talk about it.”

				“I apologized.”

				“Whether you understand why you needed to is still up for debate, but okay.”

				He decided to ignore that. “Some people think I’m a little controlling.”

				Her eyebrows lifted. “A little?”

				The guy working the saw picked that minute to shut it off again. The guys closed in, or at least it felt that way to Spence. Suddenly the wide-open space and acres of land crushed in around him.

				“My point is, in addition to the Ned piece, I want to do something nice for you to make up for what I did before.” There, he said it, quiet and a bit less sure than he wanted, but he said it.

				Truth was, something about her touched off a need in him. He wanted to help, protect, maybe stick around for more than one meal together. He didn’t understand it and refused to analyze it, but he was smart enough to know she made him smile. For a guy who spent almost every hour of every day working, having a person move into his life who made him want to chuck all that responsibility if only for a short while was a new experience.

				She dropped her arms to her side. “Okay.”

				He rushed to get the words out before they could pile up in his throat. “Is it really so hard...wait, okay?”

				“I said okay.” She was smiling. Looking at him and smiling, all traces of argument gone.

				“That’s it?”

				“Yes.”

				He had no idea what just happened. His stomach kept churning even though the battle appeared to be over. “After all that fighting, you just concede?”

				“I knew you were a good guy all along. I was wondering if you knew.” She shrugged. “Hopefully after all of this you do.”

				That didn’t clear things up one damn bit. “So this was some sort of game.”

				“No, the idea of letting you pay for things makes me twitchy and I will pay you back. Eventually.”

				“There’s no need—”

				“But, really, I was worried about us being thrown together and you mixing up sex and help.”

				He didn’t even know what that last comment meant. She was talking in some woman language that had his brain misfiring. “And now?”

				She stepped closer to the main cabin and leaned her back against the newly installed porch post. “I realized a smart woman doesn’t turn down free help.”

				He followed because he hoped moving around would send blood to his brain and help him work this through. The logical answer came to him as his hand went to the post behind Lila’s head. “You sound like Darla now.”

				“Actually, that bit of wisdom came from your dad.”

				“What?”

				“He called this morning to check on me. He’s very sweet.”

				“Not the word I’d use to describe him.” Tough, fair and hardworking, yes. Sweet? Never.

				“He was very clear that he’d been friends with Ned for years and insisted the Thomas family owed some sort of friendship debt.” She let her hand trail down Spence’s arm until he caught her fingers with his. “Honestly, I didn’t get that part but your dad said you were doing the right thing by helping and that I should do my part by accepting it graciously. I pointed out that I planned to repay you, but he refused to listen. Like father like son, I guess.”

				Of course he ignored her because knowing his dad, he had an ulterior motive here, and Spence feared he knew what it was. “What else did Dad say?”

				“Worried?”

				Spence turned her hand over, rubbing his thumb against her soft palm. “The man is itching for a grandchild.”

				“He mentioned that.”

				Spence knew he should drop her hand and step away. Should but didn’t. “Ignore his matchmaking.”

				Her fingers curled around his thumb just before they entwined with his. “What makes you think he tried?”

				The conversation mattered but he couldn’t concentrate. He focused on the softness of her skin and scent of her hair. Standing just inches apart, he ached to pull her in close. Screw his workers and Travis and all the gossip that would fly around following the kind of hot, knock-your-breath-out-of-your-lungs kiss he wanted to give her. Only Travis coughing stopped Spence from taking that leap.

				“You’re saying Dad didn’t give you the hard sell on marriage?”

				She lifted her free hand and skimmed her fingers across his jaw. Those eyes sparkled with mischief as she touched him and talked. She knew exactly what she was doing to him. That much was clear from that sinfully knowing smile.

				“Not everything is about you, Spence.”

				He grabbed her wandering hand and pressed a kiss in the palm. “I refuse to believe that.”

				Even with a nose red from the cold, her face reminded him of long, dragging kisses and rumpled sheets. His need for her roared, flushing his body with heat.

				“Time to get back to work.” She dropped both of his hands and pushed off from the post.

				He let her almost reach the door before he spoke again. “You were wrong, you know.”

				“About what?”

				“All your talk about not knowing what you were doing with the campsite and the construction. That’s not what I see when I look at you.” He said it because it needed to be said. Because she needed to know.

				She turned around slowly, as if each inch took a minute, until she faced him. “What do you see?”

				“Strength and confidence. Small insecurities you let blow up until the warrior inside you takes over.”

				She tucked her hair behind her ear when a gust of wind threatened to take it. “Because I ordered Travis around this morning and disagreed with you about a hundred times in the last two hours?”

				“Because you know what you want and ask all the right questions to get it.” Because she fought him to keep him from taking over yet pulled back when it was smart for her to do so. If Spence didn’t know better, he’d say she was a master negotiator.

				Her head tilted to the side and her silky hair fell over her shoulder. “Why, Spencer Thomas. If you keep these compliments up I’m going to think you’re a pretty decent guy.”

				“That’s an outrageous lie,” he said with a wink.

				“I’m going to walk away now thinking you’re about more than sex and business.”

				That sunny smile had him reeling, so he decided to let her think whatever she wanted.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Lila wrestled her damp hair into a ponytail that night after a second full day of campground construction. On Spence’s orders, they left the area as darkness fell, even though she itched to stay longer. Despite the frozen feet and numb fingertips, the work ignited her excitement. The progress on the main cabin was noticeable. The place wasn’t livable by any stretch, but at least it had four walls and a solid floor now.

				Once back in her temporary home on loan from Karl Thomas, the happiness that had fueled her all day wore off in wave after wave of uncontrolled shivers. Ten minutes under the hot shower spray removed most of the chill. Cranking the heater up and getting dressed did the rest. She wore gray sweatpants and a long-sleeved T-shirt she usually hid under sweaters because it was a size too small and obscenely snug. Shopping in the bargain bin to save money post marital implosion, she wasn’t really particular about that sort of thing.

				She walked into the family room at a near crawl with her thick socks rubbing against the hardwood floors and even that sucked up most of her energy. Every muscle ached. Every. Single. One.

				Wielding a hammer, spending hours with her arms over her head working on the new window install, made her biceps thump. Just keeping her arms at her sides made her bite back a squeal. She stood by the recliner next to the fireplace and figured out bending didn’t feel any better than shuffling. Dropping back into the cushions might be the answer. She started a silent countdown to falling over but a sharp knock stopped her.

				Half up and half down, she groaned as she stood straight again. Or as straight as she could get. She was pretty sure she wobbled as she skulked to the door, but she refused to find a mirror and check.

				Wincing as she stretched up on tiptoes to reach the small window in the door, she saw Spence standing outside under the porch light, holding a box of something. That would teach her to skip a quick trip to the mirror.

				She wiped a hand over her hair, trying to tame any wild flyaways, as she opened the door. “What are you doing here?”

				His eyebrow lifted. “Uh, hello?”

				“Sorry.” She blamed the achy stiffness for her grumpiness but seeing him here, looking all tall, dark and perfect after twelve hours of labor and with a bed so close by, had her nerves jangling. Her stomach, the one part of her that was fine up until a second ago, did backflips.

				She moved back to let him in and hissed when her leg refused to bend. Stupid traitorous body.

				His gaze roamed over her, warming every inch, and hesitated for a few extra seconds over her tight shirt and the breasts outlined underneath. “Sore?”

				There was no need to hide her muscle discomfort, as if she even could with all the moaning and bone creaking. “Barely able to stand.”

				“You’re kind of leaning at a forty-five-degree angle.” He used his hand to act out the words.

				Smartass. “I guess you want to stand in the cold all night.”

				“Did I mention how good you look all crooked like that?” He had the nerve to smile as he said it.

				“Uh-huh. That’s what I thought.” With her hand wrapped around the door handle for balance, she stepped back and made room for him to come inside. “What are you lugging around?”

				He shook the box. “I thought we’d do some more work.”

				“Are you kidding?” Please be kidding.

				He laughed. “Didn’t you get my text?”

				The rich sound of his voice sent her head spinning. She’d heard him joke and seen him smile, but he wasn’t a guy who laughed easily. Hearing it now made her breath hiccup in her throat.

				“I was in the shower,” she mumbled, not even sure if she’d said the words out loud.

				He stopped on his way to the kitchen and faced her again. “Interesting.”

				The tone brushed against her like a caress. Between the sexy grin and the husky words, her resistance, what little she had left, melted. “Why don’t you tell me what the text said?”

				He lifted the box almost to eye level. “I have homemade chili and cornbread. Or did you zap a buffalo in the microwave for dinner?”

				Her stomach rumbled at the mention of food. Even buffalo sounded promising at this point. Lunch had been hours ago. “You’re hysterical.”

				“Be nice to the man who brings you dinner.” He called the suggestion as he walked past the family room on the right and the small office area on the left, straight back to the kitchen at the opposite end of the small cabin.

				Good grief, if he cooked on top of all his other skills, her remaining shards of control would shatter. “I prefer skeptical.”

				He set the box down on the wood block across from the kitchen sink and went to the cabinets. In two seconds he had bowls out and spoons ready to go. “You’ve never had a man bring you a meal before?”

				“I’m more accustomed to them taking than giving.”

				“What?”

				She sighed. “I said, not in a long time.”

				Spence tapped a spoon against the block. “What kind of men do you date?”

				It was a weird question coming from the mouth of her most recent date-of-sorts. This would be the perfect time to bob and weave. She’d been doing that since they met, ignoring anything personal and keeping all the information on other people and things instead of about her. But standing there in the cozy house, with the intoxicating smell of tomato and garlic zinging through her senses and his eyes all soft and caring, she gave in.

				Letting him in scared her to death, but their lives kept intersecting and that had to mean something. “For the last three years, I dated the kind I was married to and no one else.”

				The spoon stopped in mid-air with chili dripping off the edge. “What did you just say?”

				She stumbled her way into the kitchen and stopped across from him, balancing her hands against the block and hoping this was the right time and right man to trust. “I’m divorced.”

				The word hung there. She waited for the kick of pain to slam into her stomach, for the rush of excuses to fill her brain. Neither happened. Saying the word didn’t scare her this time. For months she let it define her—as a loser, a failure, unpretty and unwanted. Then she spent a few days with Spence and regained her feminine equilibrium.

				“You’re married.” Spence hesitated over each word. His face had also turned an interesting shade of gray.

				“Divorced.”

				“Divorced?”

				He seemed to be having a repetition problem all of a sudden. “Definitely, and it wasn’t one of those pretty no-fault ones. No, mine was a disaster and I’m still recovering financially, which is probably obvious from my lack of a home and near-empty wallet.”

				Spence slowly lowered the spoon to the counter. His hand shook as he went. “Do you want to get back together with this guy?”

				The reaction surprised her. She expected humor, not stunned surprise. “Hell, no. The love died almost from the start. I just fooled myself into thinking otherwise for years.”

				“Why?”

				The topic made the nerve at the base of her neck throb. She debated changing the subject until she took another long look at Spence’s face. His lips flat and his eyes so intense, it was clear her answers meant something to him. Still, talking about her failures and missteps was like having each word ripped from her. Ned knew an outline of the details, her attorney knew more, but the private pieces she hugged close and feared sharing.

				She settled on an abbreviated version of the story, leaving out the betrayal and stealing. “Denial, I guess. I’d lost both of my parents and was desperate to create a family. I thought I’d found that with Stephen until he used our bank account to fund his gambling habit and left me to handle the messy clean-up.”

				“I meant, why go to the hotel.” Spence held onto the edge of the block in a white-knuckle grip. “Were you married when we—”

				He clearly didn’t understand the concept of divorce. “Absolutely not.”

				“I hate the idea of—”

				“The divorce was final and I was free for the first in a long time.” Maybe his weird reaction stemmed from his mother or from the kind of guy he was. She wasn’t sure.

				Spence might like to pretend that he was this tough, no-strings kind of guy, but she’d watched him the last few days. He collected people. He ordered workers around, but he fought fair and took time to talk, to listen to concerns. She’d seen him hand one guy money then shrug it off when the guy tried to say no.

				“You didn’t cheat,” she said, hoping put an end to this question.

				“You mean we didn’t.”

				“Right. I wouldn’t do that.”

				The tension lines around his mouth eased as he grabbed two glasses and set them on the solid surface in front of him. “Good to know.”

				“You believe me?”

				“Are you lying?” With an economy of movement, he worked his way around the kitchen. From the refrigerator and back to the block, he had two bottles of water and a large pot out of the box, along with a block covered with foil.

				She could barely boil water and he walked around the kitchen like he was born there. “No.”

				“So, it’s all clear now.” The water glugged as he poured it into the glasses.

				And here she thought they’d gotten their communication skills back on track. “Want to fill me in?”

				“I was your divorce sex guy.”

				Her gaze flew from his hands back to his face. “Is that a thing?”

				He shrugged as he put a glass in front of her and lifted the other to his lips. “You used me for sex.”

				“Was that ever in question?” As far as she was concerned, that was sort of the point...and mutual.

				He treated her to his second laugh of the evening. “I mean to forget another guy.”

				“Okay, that part’s not true. I was finding myself, not forgetting him.”

				“I’m not sure I know what that means.”

				“Doesn’t matter.” But to her it meant everything. Stephen had destroyed more than their marriage. He took her confidence and shook it like a little kid with a snowglobe.

				Spence’s free hand went to his chest in what had to be the worst version of a poor-me act. “I feel violated.”

				Relief flowed through her from every direction. Whatever worry or anger he had at her admission had morphed back into humor. His acting needed work, but at least she understood this version of Spence.

				“After all this whining, this better be good chili,” she warned.

				“You don’t even feel bad about using me, do you?”

				“No.”

				He scooped a heavy portion of chili into each bowl. “Wow, and women say men are tough.”

				“I was in that hotel room and don’t remember you trying to leave. You seemed pretty excited about the three-day sex romp.” She pulled a bowl toward her. With her hands wrapped around the outside, she savored the warmth and enticing smells of food prepared by someone who could cook. “Did you make this?”

				When she realized the only sound she heard came from the clanking of her spoon against the side of the bowl, she looked up again. He stood frozen, his food untouched.

				“Go back to that sex-romp thing.” He emphasized each word as he spoke.

				“No.”

				“I really think you should.” He slipped around the side of the counter to stand next to her.

				She’d seen this conclusion coming yet raced right toward it. “I’m thinking that wouldn’t be smart.”

				“We’re overdue.” He took the bowl from her limp fingers and put it on the counter before she dropped it. One shift and he had her backed up against the butcher block as he stood between her open legs.

				“I thought we were being neighborly.”

				“Neighbors kiss.” His head dipped in close until his mouth hovered over hers.

				“Spence.”

				Those strong hands landed on her hips. “Tell me it hasn’t been playing in your head, that you haven’t wanted to kiss again and see if it was just the moment and the nice hotel, or if every kiss would be that way.”

				Her heartbeat thundered in her ears and pounded in her chest as if she’d just run a race straight uphill. This close, surrounded by him, touching him, feeling his warm breath blow across her cheek, her heart tumbled.

				“Kiss me.” She whispered the words just before his lips touched hers.

				Then he was there, all around her. His mouth crossed over hers, deep and demanding. This wasn’t a sweet peck. No, the kiss swamped her senses and sent a frying heat straight to her brain. His hands wrapped around her, pulling her tight against him as the oxygen seeped from her body.

				She felt limp and dizzy and exhilarated all at the same time. The taste and scent of him, so familiar yet so incredibly new, zinged through her. Her fingers slipped into his hair as his kisses stole her breath. Tongue, lips, she tasted all of him, reveling in the way his hands sent a shot of heat spiraling through her.

				When he pulled back, her balance faltered but his strong arms were there, holding and supporting her. His thumb traced her mouth as her breathing slowed to normal range.

				He balanced his forehead against hers. “Well?”

				She could barely breathe. “Nothing.”

				“Me either.”

				After steadying her, he let his hands drop and gave her a wink. “We should eat.”

				She nodded but her mind only went in one direction—to him and the absolute assurance whatever they had wasn’t over.

				* * *

				Spence pulled into the open space in the driveway to the cabins early the next morning. Like, early enough that only Travis and one other guy walked the project. Before he could quiet the pounding in his brain, Spence slammed the gearshift into park and sat there fuming.

				He’d left his father’s house tense and on edge last night. Dinner was fine and the kiss spectacular, but leaving her at the door had meant a long night without sleep. The memory of her had him standing under a lukewarm shower until he finally gave in, closed his eyes and fantasized about all he wanted to do with her.

				Finding her gone this morning and not even waiting for him at the diner as he suggested last night before he left his father’s house, sent his already tenuous hold on his control crashing. It was an irrational and overblown reaction, but, damn it, that had been a hell of a kiss. If she was running from him, from what they could do together, he knew his fury would unleash. He’d never hurt her, never trade the job for sex, but that didn’t stop him from being ticked off.

				He stormed up the walkway, his heavy boots stomping on the boards balanced over the mud and small puddles of melted snow. He stopped right behind Travis. “Where is she?”

				The man jumped a good three feet. “What’s wrong with you?”

				A clear-cut case of uncontrolled lust. “I thought you heard me coming.”

				“I thought it was the men clomping around. Didn’t know you’d shown up.” Travis’s eyes narrowed. “Are you okay?”

				“Not lately.”

				“Ah.” He nodded, even smacked his lips together. “I get it.”

				Spence couldn’t handle one more minute of matchmaking without having his temper blow. “Don’t do that.”

				“Sounds like a Lila problem.” Travis rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe you should cool down a second before—”

				Good advice but Spence had no plans to take it. “Probably should but I’m not going to.”

				Travis exhaled, long and loud, and shook his head with a definite you’re-screwed message. “The main cabin.”

				“Thanks.”

				By the time Spence reached the door his unrealistic anger had downshifted into something else. He didn’t want to scare her, but he did want her to know that kiss was no fluke. The tie between them started in that hotel and knotted them together even now.

				After a quick count to ten, he shoved the door open. It only took a second to find her. She stood bundled up in a ski jacket and gloves, trying to paint the inside window trim even though it was cold enough to see her breath.

				With that the last of his frustration fell away. She wasn’t running from him. She was running to this.

				Maybe it was the cheeks stung bright pink by the cool air or the fake fur earmuffs that made her look like some sort of ski bunny. And the way the excitement lit her eyes there was no way he could deny her the right to rush to the project each morning, even if he wanted her somewhere else with him.

				“Spence?”

				“How long have you been here?” The words came out sharper than he intended but she didn’t even flinch.

				She dumped the paintbrush back in the tray by her rain boots. “An hour.”

				Since it wasn’t even seven yet, he found her work ethic more than a little impressive. He and Travis were the early risers at Thomas Nurseries. Mitch would sleep until ten if he could and Austin shoved more work into a nine-to-six workday than any other human on the planet. Already this morning Lila had set up the drop cloth and outlined the window in blue tape, though the finish wasn’t on the walls, so there was nothing she could ruin with a stray splash of off-white.

				Which led to an obvious issue. “I’m not sure we’re ready to paint in here yet.”

				“That’s what Travis said.”

				Spence gave in to temptation. He walked over to stand in front of her, just out of touching range but close enough to reach out if he wanted to...and boy did he want to. “Regardless of the warnings, you thought you’d give it a shot?”

				She shrugged under her oversized coat. “I just wanted to see.”

				Big coat. Tiny T-shirt. Spence didn’t think he could take much more. He ached to get her out of all of it.

				Instead of dwelling on her wardrobe or his plans for later, he went with the need thundering in his brain. “There’s one thing you forgot when you rushed out here this morning.”

				She nibbled on her bottom lip. “What?”

				The way her hair fell over her shoulders, all smooth and shiny, made him want to run his fingers through it. “This.”

				Through all the layers and despite the tiny O that formed on her mouth as he leaned in, he wasn’t deterred. His mouth met hers and the fireworks sparked as strong as they had the night before. Heat raced through his body and the blood rushed to his erection. He’d take her over any drop of alcohol or drug out there. The taste of her, the feel of her hands against his chest, wiped out every oath he’d ever made about women.

				His mother left. Women moved in and out of his life. Friends lost it over the females in their lives. He didn’t understand any of it. Didn’t understand his feelings for the woman wrapped in his arms or what made her different, because she was and he couldn’t explain how.

				None of that stopped him from deepening the kiss until he knew he had to stop or risk giving his men an unbelievable show. When he pulled back and looked down at her, he saw flushed cheeks and cloudy eyes. Her death grip on his sleeves hadn’t eased even though the kiss ended.

				“What was that for?” Her voice sounded breathy and thin.

				“A reminder.”

				“Of what?”

				Damn, he could not stop wanting her. Touching her only ramped up the need. “Last night’s kiss.”

				“You honestly think I forgot about that?”

				Her smile rocked him. Yeah, this woman wasn’t on the run. That wasn’t the look of a woman trying to hide her feelings.

				“A man needs to make sure.”

				She treated him to a quick kiss that was over before he could join in. “And this woman needs breakfast. Take me to Schmidt’s.”

				By the time he realized what was happening, she’d put three feet of formidable space between them. “If I didn’t know better I’d say you were trying to drag me into public because you’re not sure if you can resist me in private.”

				She stepped up and slipped her arm through his, guiding him toward the door. “Did I mention you’re paying?”

				Question answered. “With pleasure.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Lila rubbed her hands over her arms as she stared up at the farmhouse two nights later. Spence had been a perfect gentleman. Except for a few stolen kisses he’d kept his hands to himself and ended each night within ten minutes of putting the last clean dinner dish away. Even now the lights on his first floor burned bright. She hadn’t ventured up there, thinking it was his sanctuary and she’d invaded enough of his life, but she knew from the talk around the nursery the bottom floor of the big house consisted of offices and he lived on the floor above.

				Lost in her thoughts, she still heard a whistle right before the crunch of footsteps and had to smile. She recognized the low-pitched sound because Travis spent a good portion of his workday whistling. “You trying to warn me you’re coming?”

				“A smart man doesn’t sneak up on a woman and a worthwhile one does everything he can not to scare ’em.” His voice came out of the shadows.

				“That’s a good life motto.”

				“Heard Spence’s father say it once and it stuck.” Travis stepped onto the porch with his heels thudding on the wood and his broad shoulders blocking her direct view of the farmhouse. “It’s pretty cold to be standing out here in slippers and without a jacket.”

				She glanced at the pink fluffballs covering her feet. They were a gift from Spence that morning after breakfast and just looking at them made her smile. Being reminded she was outside had the opposite effect. A chill rumbled through her as she watched her breath turn to fog on the night air.

				“I just wanted some fresh air.” The excuse sounded lame even to her.

				He leaned against the porch railing and crossed one ankle over the other. “Working outside all day isn’t enough for you?”

				“I guess not.” She noticed the V-neck sweater peeking out under his partway-zippered jacket and tried to remember if she’d ever seen him in anything other than a sweatshirt or plaid shirt. Looked like she was seeing the back end of date night. “You strike out tonight?”

				He chuckled. “No, ma’am.”

				“Must be nice to be so popular.” She doubted he spent many nights alone, but seeing him before midnight made her wonder if he’d even treated the woman to dinner first.

				Thinking of sex sent her mind spinning right in Spence’s direction. Before she could stop, her gaze traveled to the farmhouse for the briefest of seconds. She realized what she was doing and dragged her focus back just in time to clash with the amusement in Travis’s eyes. Talk about getting busted in the act. “What?”

				Travis glanced at the area in question then back to her again. “He’s working.”

				She balled her hands into fists, even dug her nails into her palms to keep her expression neutral. She wanted to play it cool and not care. Certainly didn’t want to drag Travis into a conversation about his boss’s private life. This wasn’t high school after all.

				Still... “Because of the holidays?”

				Travis shifted around, uncharacteristically fidgety all of a sudden for a guy who had the ability to blend into the background and soak in everything happening around him. “That’s part of it.”

				“What’s the rest?” When Travis shrugged, she lowered her head until he gave her eye contact again. “Tell me.”

				“You should ask him.” He traced a random line on the porch with the toe of his shoe.

				The diverting. The shrugs. The non-answers. It all added up to whack her in the dead center of her chest. “Son of a...it’s me, isn’t it?”

				“I don’t know.”

				The pieces fell like dominoes. Spence, his employees, they showed up each day, dedicated so many hours to getting her business up and running. There had to be blowback somewhere. She wanted to kick her butt for being too stupid to see it.

				“Don’t play innocent. Spence is working now because he’s spending most of his days at the campground with me.” When the night stayed silent except for the soft rustle of wind through the trees outlining the cabin, she refused to let the subject drop. “Travis, talk.”

				“Okay, yes. Something like that.” He almost spoke over her as he answered.

				“You mean exactly like that.”

				Travis tilted his head back and grumbled in words too low and rough to make sense. When he faced her again he wore a crooked smile, as if he’d been found out and was resigned to it. “With the campground work, and with Austin and Mitch away, Spence’s been working triple time. He handles the nursery business in the evenings after the days of construction.”

				That sounded like such a careful sentence, one that downplayed the mess Spence unraveled each day. “How many hours are we talking about?”

				“Probably four or five. Maybe more.”

				She did a quick calculation and couldn’t come up with much extra time away from work or even for showering. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

				“Look, Lila, it’s who he is. He’s a smart guy who works his ass off. He helps people and never talks about it, but he doesn’t let his job suffer, even if it means going days with almost no sleep.”

				“That’s crazy.”

				“Well, this time the sacrifice is for you.”

				So much giving and she’d been clueless. Actually, if she were honest, she’d practiced a form of not wanting to know. It didn’t take a math genius or super detective to add up the clues here. “He never said a word.”

				Travis shook his head. “Not his style but he wouldn’t do it if he didn’t want to.”

				“Who would want to work like that?”

				Travis closed one eye and with only one left managed to stare her down. “I think it’s more that you matter, so he makes it work.”

				The words left an echoing thud in her ears. They wound around her, warmed her. The shield she held in front of her body to block any potential blows lowered a bit. “He’s not easy to understand.”

				“Despite the big brain, he’s not nearly as complex as he thinks he is. People rarely are, but you’re good for him.”

				She blocked the sentiment. If she let her mind wander down that path...well, a woman needed some self-preservation. “Not for his sleep patterns.”

				Travis wiped a hand over his mouth. Spent another second clearing his throat. “I’m thinking sleep is the last thing on his mind as far as you’re concerned.”

				And with that she realized she was talking to the wrong man. “Good night, Travis.”

				“Good night, ma’am.”

				“Lila.”

				He smiled. “Lila it is.” He pushed off the railing and treated her to a wink before he lumbered down the stairs, whistling as he went.

				Five minutes later she still stood on the porch. When the light didn’t blink out in the farmhouse on the hill, she made a decision. The life-altering kind. She was done with their mutual game of hard-to-get. It was time for her to take control.

				* * *

				The black lines on the report in front of Spence blurred together into one long smudge. He closed his eyes, hoping they’d focus again when he reopened them. He’d reached the point of them being dry and scratchy as if pebbles swam around in there. Much more of this shit and he’d sign his name to anything.

				Not that he had another choice. Seeing Lila every day, reveling in the pure joy she took from completing each task, kept him coming back. That and the pretty face, hot ass and memories of her naked. The same memories that kept him perpetually hard. He hadn’t been this on edge and ready for action since he was a teen and nailed anything that let him.

				He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head. The office was unusually quiet, having closed hours before. The Christmas tree in the corner by the entrance glowed with a mix of white and red lights as the soft notes of a carol he didn’t quite recognize played on the radio.

				The room usually buzzed with activity—phones ringing, printers humming, people in and out and a steady run of chatter about what was happening in town. More than once he’d heard reference to his name and The Last One, and he tried to pretend the tag didn’t apply to Lila. The town’s matchmaking had bloomed out of control and he wasn’t even in the nursery all day to feed it.

				When he wasn’t at the campground, he worked up here. He wanted to be one step removed from the greenhouse floor and the constant gossip that raced around over there, but it wasn’t as if he had an abundance of privacy at the farmhouse either. Elaine and Karen sat in desks across from each other. The kids from the high school who did the filing and the guys who made the delivery runs came in and out, asking all sorts of questions.

				His area stretched across the far wall, separated from the rest by two chairs and right in the traffic area between the ladies’ desks in front of him and the bathroom and printer room behind him. More than once he’d toyed with the idea of building a closed-in office where he could hide, but he’d never liked the whole boss-as-separate-entity thing. His dad hadn’t done it and Spence was content to follow Dad’s lead on this.

				When a floorboard creaked, his eyes popped open. The old house came with a hundred years of groans but this sounded like an intrusion of the human kind.

				Lila stood there with a death grip on the front of her jacket and her hair in a ponytail. Man, just thinking about her now had the power to conjure her up. She played a powerful role in his dreams and those dreams now bled over to his waking hours.

				He blinked a few times, but the fantasy, this one pretty G-rated, didn’t budge. “Lila?”

				She didn’t move from the double-wide doorway between the office suite and the central hall of the farmhouse. She scanned the room, smiling when her gaze fell on the wall of Christmas cards Elaine created with a slab of corkboard and a box of tacks.

				“Why are you still up?” Lila asked.

				Not the question he expected. “What?”

				“It’s late.” Her voice wobbled as she glanced over her shoulder toward the center staircase to the second floor. “Are we alone?”

				The question bounced around his head. She couldn’t possibly think he had another woman in here. She was way too smart for that kind of crap.

				He let the front legs of his chair hit against the floor. The snap of metal against wood added an extra beat to the loud ticks of the wall clock. “It’s just me.”

				“It’s after one.”

				Which sucked because the pile on his desk next to his right hand hadn’t been touched yet. The idea of working another hour or two made that last cup of coffee solidify into a big tumbling ball in his hollow stomach. “I lost track of time.”

				“Is that the truth?” She slipped into the room. Just inside. One careful step that put her back against the far wall and her body next to the blinking tree.

				“Yes. What are you doing here?” He’d fantasized more than once about having her up here, but not on this floor. Upstairs, bent over his couch or draped naked across his sheets.

				“You didn’t answer my question.”

				He could barely remember it. There was nothing overtly sexy about her sweatpants, but they kept grabbing his attention. This look, comfortable and warm, face scrubbed clean of make-up and all pink and shiny, tugged at him more than any fancy dress could do. This was real, genuine. The look fit her.

				He knew without getting closer she’d smell like almonds. She always did. “I had some paperwork.”

				“Every night since I got to town?” She took another few steps, walking down the pathway that broke through the center of the room and stopped right in front of his desk.

				“It stacks up.”

				She dropped her hands from her jacket, balancing them against the opposite side of his desk instead. “Why are you really here?”

				The zipper only went as far as the tops of her breasts and all he could see was miles of creamy skin. The discovery had his brain sputtering and blood whooshing through his body in an all-out race to his erection.

				He tried to focus on the conversation. Wondered if he could spell his name if someone made him right that second. “I live upstairs.”

				“I mean in the office.” She bent over and that jacket dipped. “Why are you really here at this hour?”

				He tried to drag his gaze back to her face but the shadowed valley between her breasts and the soft curves of flesh he saw there had him in a power lock and wouldn’t let go. “I’m not getting your question.”

				“We’re going to play a game.” She walked around his desk until she stood less than a foot from the side of his chair.

				“Sounds dangerous.” Hell, the chances of him swallowing his tongue increased by the second.

				“I’ll ask a question and you’ll answer.”

				“So, I was right. Dangerous.”

				“Are you working late at the nursery because you have to spend all your time during the day working with me?”

				He forced his brain to keep working. Even when she ran her fingers down his arm, he kept spitting words out, hoping they weren’t random nonsense. “It’s not like that.”

				“Spence.”

				He looked up at her, because he couldn’t look anywhere else right then. “Yeah?”

				“You’re supposed to be a very smart man. If that’s true, you’ll answer me.”

				“Book smart. Not all that people smart.” And he felt pretty stupid right now. Couldn’t call up a brain cell no matter how hard he tried.

				“I want the truth about your late hours.” She slipped her hand under his elbow.

				Then he was on his feet, right beside her, facing her, and he had no memory of standing. “I got a little behind. It’s Christmas, so that’s to be expected. No big deal.”

				“Let’s try again.” She spread her hands over his chest.

				In three seconds he was going to put her on that desk and live out one of his favorite fantasies about her. His hands covered hers. “What does this matter?”

				“Spence?”

				“Yes, okay. Yes. That’s what I’m doing, all the stuff I would have done during the day if I had time.”

				“That’s what I thought.”

				One second they looked at each other and the next she was all over him. She crushed his mouth under hers as her hands went to his hair, his shoulder, his back. Energy whipped around them, alive and wild. She moaned into his mouth as her tongue swept inside. She was everywhere, holding him, filling his arms, answering every need before he knew he had it.

				As the thunderstorm crashed over them, he took over. Spinning, he backed her against the wall. Fingers tugged at the zipper, relieved when the ripping sound tore through the room. He pushed the material aside and saw the lacy bra and the way her breasts pushed over the top.

				“Damn, Lila.” With a gentleness he didn’t feel, he brushed his fingertips over her skin, swept his thumbs across her nipples.

				She shrugged out of the jacket, letting it fall to the floor behind her. “For you.”

				“If I had known you weren’t wearing anything but a bra under that jacket...”

				“Here’s another secret.” Her lips hovered over his ear before her tongue licked around the rim. “I’m not wearing anything under my pants either.”

				Damn. He cupped her breasts, weighed them in his hands, remembering how they filled his mouth. How sensitive she was. Slipping a hand behind her back, he unclipped her bra, nearly ripping the clasp off in his haste to see her bare and ready.

				The bra fell down her arms then off. He hadn’t forgotten an inch of her. High round breasts. Real, just like the rest of her, and the perfect size. He bent to take one in his mouth and almost shouted in relief when her hands found their way into his hair to hold him there. He sucked and kissed, licking his way around and over her.

				“Spence, yes.”

				He’d missed that voice, soft and one second from panting. “I don’t give a damn about the timing, or why you picked tonight, so long as you’re here.” His mouth found hers again in a blinding kiss that sucked the air right out of him.

				When she lifted her head a few seconds later, her lips were puffy and swollen and her eyes hazy. “Will you do one more thing for me?”

				He’d give her the deed to the place if she wanted it.

				He cupped the side of her face, waiting for the minute when he could kiss her again. “Anything.”

				“Show me your bedroom.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Lila had no idea how they got up the stairs without falling down. He guided them with a slapping death grip on the railing, half pushing her, half lifting her, as they hit each new step. Between kisses, she stripped him out of his shirt and skimmed her hands over his bare shoulders. She kicked off her shoes, grateful she’d never bothered to tie them when she headed up here.

				By the time they hit the second-floor landing, heat flared between them and the sparks produced by their touching had them fumbling with stray clothing and mumbling naughty promises of things to come. She speared her hands through his hair and dragged him as close as possible, without even a slip of air separating them, for another down-to-her-soul kiss.

				Without moving his head, he wrapped his arms around her and lifted her off the ground. Not wanting to be separated for even a second, she hooked her legs around his lean hips and let him sweep the last of her inhibitions away. They walked through an open area and around what she thought might be a couch. With each step, his erection rubbed against her.

				She could feel the wild thudding of his heart under her hand and wondered how they’d gone this long without finding a bed again. When he turned to the left, a puff of warm air blew against her hair as she heard the steady hum of a heater above her head.

				His hand smacked against the door and the darkness of a new room enveloped her, this one cooler with a palpable thrum of promise. A quick slam of his elbow against the switch and the room glowed in white light. She lifted her head, thinking to take a measure of the man by his most private area, but he had other ideas.

				Her back hit the mattress and Spence fell on top of her a second later. He balanced his upper body on his elbows and stared down at her. The sharp intensity in his eyes dazzled her. To have all that energy, all that focus, pulsing into her stole her breath. He wanted her. She’d seen it for days but now it roared like a hungry beast.

				“This first time’s going to be fast.” He trailed a line of kisses down her throat to her breasts. “Hot and fast.”

				“Yes.”

				“The second will be sexy, all about licking and tasting every inch of you.”

				The sweet promises went to her head. Every part of her readied for him. She wanted him inside her, over her, everywhere.

				“Now, Spence.” She threw her arms over her head because with him she wanted to give up control, let him take over and bring her to a shuddering climax as he had so many times before. “I can’t take much more.”

				“I’ve been thinking about it for too many days, dreaming about what you would look like in my bed.” His mouth continued down to her stomach. When the press of his lips had her sucking in a long breath, he kissed her there again.

				Zinging life into her cells, he kissed and touched every inch he exposed. His hands landed on the elastic band of her sweats. She lifted her hips to help him and with one long slip, he peeled them off, dragging his fingers over her bare skin as he went.

				“Damn, you weren’t kidding.” His voice was low, almost reverent.

				Naked. She’d only worn the jacket and pants as a nod to the weather. She’d wanted to walk into his office and give him a show. To let him know that she remembered every minute of their days together and wanted it all again. With him she wasn’t shy or self-conscious. With his mouth and his hands and that heated gaze, he made her believe she was beautiful. Not even a moment of doubt seeped in. His attraction made her powerful.

				His fingers traced the inside of her thighs then gently pushed them apart. In the next second, he kneeled between her spread legs with his gaze focused on the very center of her. His thumb slid along her seam then a finger dipped inside.

				“Are you ready for me, baby?”

				She lifted her head off the mattress, thinking to beg him to push into her, but he was already moving. He looked over her as he reached into the nightstand and grabbed a condom. She took the opportunity to kiss his flat stomach, to cup her hand over the bulge in his jeans. He’d opened his belt and the top button. Now she slipped the others ones open as well.

				He slid back over her. “I can’t take your hands on me. Next time.”

				He kissed her as he lifted his hips and shoved his pants down. She’d barely caught her breath when he started pressing inside her. Her muscles tightened and pleasure exploded over her at the stinging friction of his body against and into hers. He kept plunging until every inch pulsed inside her. The coiling in her gut ratcheted up and her hips strained with the need for him to move.

				With one last soft kiss, his mouth covered hers and his hand went to her jaw. “Now.”

				Then he started the familiar rhythm. In and out, faster with each push. Her thighs clenched his hips and his fingers slid through hers. Their breathing filled the room in time with the light creak of the bed against the hardwood floor.

				Her last coherent thought was that the lovemaking was even better when she knew his real name. Then she couldn’t think at all.

				* * *

				Hours later, after three rounds of lovemaking and not nearly enough minutes of drifting sleep, she curled against his side. Her mouth slid over his nipple, stopping to press a light kiss there. Even as exhaustion pulled at him, he couldn’t help but smile.

				“Woman, you are insatiable.”

				“With you, yes.”

				He tightened his arm around her and reached for the covers with the other. Heat rolled off of him, but he worried she’d get a chill. Tucking the sheet around her, he covered up the parts he’d so enjoyed all evening.

				“Why did you really come to that hotel months ago?” She mumbled the question against his skin with eyes closed.

				He flinched before he could stop it, but she must have felt it because she lifted up, her eyes finding him in the room, saved from complete darkness by the glow of the porch light below the window and the rising dawn.

				“Is this topic forbidden?” she asked as she nibbled on her bottom lip.

				“I think we’ve proven nothing is forbidden between us.”

				“I’m serious.”

				So was he. “It’s not attractive. Like, it goes along with a guy who would give a pretty brunette a false name to lure her to bed then walk away without any consequences.”

				She leaned down, letting her hair fall over his chest, as she kissed him. Quick but hot. “Just so you know, the name didn’t get me into bed. It was that face and the dark sexiness.”

				“Good to know.” Great, actually, Part of him always wondered why she took him up on the offer to move their conversation from the hotel bar to the room. It wasn’t as if he was smooth and at his best. That night the worst side of him had threatened to burst out.

				He brushed his free hand over the arm lying across his chest. “I was furious, irrationally so.”

				“About?”

				“Austin and Mitch.” He closed his eyes on a regretful groan. “I really was a dick. They’d both found these women and were happy and I felt...I don’t even know how to describe it. Austin had some tough times and got through them, too much alcohol and too little Carrie, but everything felt so unsettled yet it wasn’t. See they were settled. I was the one. It was like nothing felt right, my life, my choices, even my own skin. I was angry and looking to lash out. Then you sat down and ordered a drink and I said Austin’s name because in that moment I didn’t want to be me.”

				“You didn’t seem angry to me.”

				He opened his eyes and looked at her, enjoying the softness he saw there “How did I seem?”

				“Lonely.”

				He hated that word. Made him sound weak and pathetic and he hated that, too. “Damn, really?”

				She moved so that more of her body covered his. The shift put her face right above his. “Is it possible what you were feeling was abandoned?”

				“I’m not a little kid.” His hand ran down her back until it reached that fine ass. Much more of this and they’d be looking at another round.

				“Now, that’s telling.”

				He stilled, not sure what part of the conversation he’d just missed. Since she looked all serious and sure, he worried it was a biggie. “Meaning?”

				“When Stephen moved on—”

				Spence’s back teeth slammed together at the mention of that idiot’s name. She’d given him bits and pieces of their marriage story, and nothing Spence heard made him want to do anything but smash the guy. “He’s a shit.”

				“What I’m about to say won’t make you like him any better.” She kissed Spence’s chin before continuing. “His gambling messed up our accounting practice. He had the problem and I rushed to fix it and then do you know what he did?”

				“Unless the answer is ‘fell into a cement mixer’ I’m not going to like it.” He cupped her ass in both hands now, gently kneading her bare skin and kicking off a new punch of need in his gut.

				“He needed to start over. That’s what he said. I’d given everything and sacrificed my reputation and my career to save our pathetic marriage and he needed a new life, free from me. I was about to say those same words to him, but he said them first and robbed me of the pleasure.”

				“Now that’s a dick.”

				“No arguments here. But I think what I was feeling mirrored what you were feeling, in a different way, but still similar.”

				“Austin and Mitch didn’t do anything wrong.”

				“No, but they moved on and there had to be a part of you that hated that.”

				Her comments knocked him speechless. His fingers stopped moving and his heart thundered its beat in his ears. “I’m not sure how I felt.”

				“Well, you think about it while I go to the bathroom.” She sat up, giving him a front view of her breasts and just when he reached out to touch them, she was gone. With a blanket wrapped around her, she stood at the door to his bathroom. “And get your mind off my body. I need to find some clothes so you can buy me breakfast.”

				He fell back against the mattress, his mind in a jumble. She threw out theories and broke down his defenses. In such a short time, she had him spinning in circles and rethinking vows he’d made long ago. The least he could do was take her to breakfast.

				He smiled...then he sat up as the amusement faded away. Clothes. Her damn bra was downstairs.

				Stumbling into his jeans and not bothering to zip them, he scrambled out of bed and down the hall. His bare feet thudded against the wooden steps as he raced down, determined to grab the clothing before anyone showed up for work. Out of the windows next to the door, he could see the sun coming up, which meant he only had minutes.

				He slipped on the rug at the bottom of the steps but managed to keep his balance. With one hand on the doorframe, he spun into the main office, almost knocking into the Christmas tree...and stopped dead.

				Travis leaned against Spence’s desk, still wearing his jacket and bundled up from the cold. With a lacy bra in his hands. “Good morning.”

				Spence’s temples began to pound. “Damn it.”

				“Have a good night?”

				He wiped a hand over his face as he glanced around. “Are you the only one here?”

				Travis’s eyebrow lifted. “You mean downstairs? Yes. But I’m thinking I’m not the only one in the building.”

				With as much command as a half-naked guy could muster, Spence walked into the room and stopped a few feet away from Travis. “We worked last night. It got late. That’s it.”

				Travis glanced at the bra in his hand. “You’re sticking with the work story?”

				“There’s no story.” Spence weighed the chances of snatching the bra out of the younger man’s hand without making the scene even worse.

				Travis held up the bra. “This looks like a story.”

				The ticking of the clock echoed in Spence’s ears. When had the damn thing gotten so loud? “Give me that.”

				“She get hot and take off her clothes?”

				“I...this...” Sweet damn, he was sputtering. He was a grownass man and the idea of getting caught having sex made him nuts.

				“You managed to knock him speechless.”

				Spence closed his eyes at the sound of Lila’s voice behind him. The only positive he could find was she sounded amused instead of pissed.

				Travis smiled and this time he looked past Spence, right over his shoulder, as he did it. “I’m thinking you might have done that.”

				She stopped next to Spence. He could barely think over the clanging of the headache. “Why are you down here?”

				She pointed at Travis’s hand. “To get my bra.”

				“Spence was trying to explain how it spontaneously fell off, or something. I really couldn’t follow the whole explanation.”

				“That’s sweet, chivalrous even, but Travis is a big boy. He knows we’ve slept together before and I’m pretty sure he knows we did now.”

				Which brought Spence straight back to the point. “And if he breathes a word of this I will beat the—”

				“Now.” As if he hadn’t spoken, Lila stepped forward and held her hand out to Travis. “Can I have that?”

				For what could have been the first time in memory, Travis blushed. “Oh, sorry.”

				She took the bra and balled it in her fist. “Gentlemen, I am going to go change and then I’ll need breakfast. Anyone who wants to join me at Schmidt’s is welcome.”

				Travis raised his hand. “I’m in.”

				Spence wanted to be alone with her, to apologize for not grabbing the evidence sooner. To ask her why she so clearly didn’t care that Travis walked in on them this morning. All of that would have to wait because she headed for the stairs. He heard her feet against the steps and then she was gone, moving around in his bedroom above them as the floorboards creaked beneath her.

				Travis’s smile grew even bigger. “The secret is safe with me, though I have to say the entire town already assumes you’re together. Darla said the leading contender for the nickname is The Fall, referring to your bachelorhood status, of course.”

				“Damn gossip.”

				Travis pushed to his feet. “You thought it was funny when it was aimed at Austin and then Mitch.”

				“It was back then. Look, this is a different situation. What I have with Lila isn’t serious.”

				“Really?”

				“No. I mean, yes.” Shit, he had no idea what he meant or why Travis was frowning. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

				“Do you really not know?

				“It’s too early for word games.” Spence glanced at the clock again. The countdown to accidentally flashing the women who worked in the office had begun. He had to get upstairs and find clothing or the town gossip would flame out of control.

				“I have faith you’ll figure it out.” Then Travis headed toward the door. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

				Before Spence could come up with a new question, he stood alone in the office. Except for that short period months ago, the sensation usually didn’t bother him. Today it did, so he went to find Lila.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Three days later, days of sharing work during the daylight hours and nights twisting with Lila in his bed, Spence stood in the first-floor kitchen of the farmhouse. Travis and Lila lounged in the upstairs television room. It was once a closed-off bedroom but Spence had turned it into a family room. Two days before Christmas and everyone would pour in tomorrow.

				He heard footsteps behind him and didn’t have to turn around. He knew the lumbering walk. He’d been hearing it for thirty years. Austin had been back from D.C. for three hours and hanging around ever since. Spence liked having him home, except when he talked about marriage and commitment, and those topics seemed to be the only ones on his baby brother’s mind lately.

				Spence closed the refrigerator and set the beverages next to the tray he used to haul snacks upstairs for football-game days. “How about some help?”

				Cans clinked together as they worked. “You ready to introduce Lila to Dad and Mitch and Carrie and—”

				“Yeah.” That was enough of that. “Speaking of your wife, I thought you were supposed to go pick her up.”

				Austin glanced at his watch. “I have exactly fifteen minutes. That was the deal. Drive back and drop her at her parents’ house for three hours of time with her mom then I swoop in. We all meet up again tomorrow.”

				“What’s with all the back and forth between houses? Why not just stay over there?”

				“Lila. Carrie is dying to meet Lila. I’m surprised she could wait three extra hours.”

				Spence should have seen that landmine before he trampled right through it. “I’m stunned you let her out of your sight that long.”

				“You should talk.”

				“Meaning?” he asked then immediately regretted it. This was exactly the conversation he wanted to avoid. Enough people in Holloway were talking about his love life. The Fall of Spencer Thomas was bigger news than the holiday sales, and Spence didn’t need Austin jumping in.

				Austin dug through the bowl of chips and came out with a handful. “You’re living with her.”

				“Wrong.”

				He ate one then another chip, stretching out the discussion longer than necessary. “Her clothes are in your bedroom and all her brushes and junk are in your bathroom.”

				There were some downsides to living in the same house with your brother. Separate floors sometimes failed to provide enough privacy. “You searching through her things now?’

				“I can see evidence when it’s right in front of me without digging through anything.” Austin put his hand to his mouth and poured in the chip crumbs.

				“She can’t stay at the campground and she can’t stay at Dad’s place since he’ll be home tonight for the holiday.”

				Austin brushed his hands on his jeans as he surveyed the beverage tray. For the guy who insisted on exploring this topic, he sure acted like food was more important. “You’re saying you’re acting as her hotel.”

				“Exactly.” Spence turned to get some plates out of the cabinets so he wouldn’t have to see the mix of disappointment and disbelief in Austin’s eyes. “There’s nothing else there.”

				“Really?”

				“That’s all. Some fun between adults.”

				Austin’s smile fell. “You can’t be serious.”

				“It’s not serious. That’s my point. Sex and fun. You used to understand that theory.”

				“Uh, Spence.”

				“You married guys act like every date is a step toward engagement. Sometimes it’s just a few dates. Nothing special.”

				There was a knock against the wall the second before Travis’s deep voice cut through the room. “Excuse us.”

				Spence spun around. Travis and Austin stood on either side of Lila. Her expression stayed blank, unreadable, but Travis was all but spitting fire.

				“Hey.” Spence tried to rewind his comments and figure out what had Austin looking so guilty. “We were just about to bring some drinks up.”

				No one said anything for what felt like a good ten minutes but was likely a few seconds only. Finally Lila blinked. She cleared her throat. “I need to go.”

				That answered the question. She heard and took it wrong. Whatever he’d said had pushed him right back to the “dick” category in her mind and now she was running. He searched her eyes for pain and hurt. He didn’t see anything. Just a bottomless empty gray, and that scared him more than tears.

				“Why?” he asked even though he knew.

				She shrugged. “Nothing special.”

				Damn it. He didn’t want to do this here, not with an angry audience, but the guys weren’t budging and she looked ready to bolt. “Lila, I—”

				“It’s okay, Spence. This should be a family day.” She patted Travis’s arm. “I’ll see you all tomorrow for Christmas Eve dinner as planned.”

				When she left, Spence came around the kitchen island, meaning to follow, but Austin and Travis closed in on him. They blocked the path and their matching flatlined lips suggested he’d have to go through both of them to get to her.

				“What is the matter with you?” Austin’s question came out as a harsh whisper.

				Guilt turned to anger and Spence had two prime targets right in front of him. “This isn’t your business.”

				“You basically told her she didn’t matter,” Travis said, his voice vibrating as he spoke.

				“I didn’t say anything like that.”

				“The loner crap and your theory about relationships being temporary.” Austin looked at the ceiling, mumbling something about being so smart and so dumb at the same time. “Why are you spouting that bullshit?”

				“I didn’t know she was standing there. There isn’t a room in this house right now where I can have a second of privacy.”

				Travis kept shaking his head. Said something undecipherable under his breath, too. “For a smart guy you are acting really dumb.”

				Austin shook his head. “Damn, Spence. Did you see her face?”

				Saw and was destroyed by it. The flat eyes hit him like a shot to the throat. And the way the light drained from her face, he could go a lifetime without seeing that again. “She understood what I was saying.”

				Travis swore under his breath. “You really are an idiot.”

				The fury inside Spence unleashed. All the gossip and Austin’s nagging. It all piled up and came spilling out of Spence. “I’ve about had it with the namecalling.”

				Austin joined in Travis’s fury, complete with a clenched jaw and wide-legged battle stance. “That’s too damn bad.”

				“Maybe marriage has turned your brain to mush, but not every guy sees relationships like you do.” Spence turned to Travis for support. “Right?”

				“I’d like to think if I found the right one I wouldn’t be too blind or stupid not to notice.” Travis exhaled, visibly bringing his anger back under control. “You know she’s falling for you, right?”

				Spence shut that thought out. Pushed it out of his head and refused to think about it because if he did then he’d have to admit that he’d made a miserable mess of every dealing he had with her. “No.”

				“Do you really not see it?” The shock was evident in Austin’s voice. Spence would have to be deaf not to hear it.

				The doubleteam had Spence on the defensive and he hated the feeling, being verbally shoved around, having everything he said challenged. It set off something hot and fiery inside him. “Not everyone goes from dating and sex to the altar. And the ones that do...well, we’ve all seen how most of those work out.” Spence’s shout bounced off the walls and echoed through the house. Once out, he felt winded and achy. He stood there but his mind was with Lila. He wanted to find her and explain he’d been trading barbs with Austin.

				“Meaning?” Austin asked.

				“Is long-term even realistic? Look around. Maybe a guy is smarter to not take the leap.”

				“Wait, do you think Austin’s marriage is temporary?” Travis asked.

				No good could come of that conversation. Not with Austin standing there. Not at the holidays. “I’m not getting sucked into this crap.”

				Spence tried to shove Austin to the side, but Austin pushed back. He held Spence with a hand pressed against his chest. “Answer the man’s question.”

				“This isn’t—”

				“Spence. Now.”

				With their gazes locked, Spence gave in. “Okay, yes. I think it’s probably temporary.”

				Travis walked to the far side of the kitchen, shuffling his boots against the tile. “Damn, Spence. All those degrees and such a warped view of commitment.”

				Austin’s hand dropped and his mouth stayed open. He didn’t move. He just stood there, staring.

				Seeing the confusion and touch of pain in Austin’s eyes, Spence rushed to explain. “Not because of you or because you’ll cheat or get bored or whatever. It’s just the way of things. Natural.”

				They both stared at Spence now with eyes narrowed. It was as if they held their breath, waiting for the next stupid thing to come out of his mouth. He tried again. “One day, not soon and I’m not saying Carrie will want to, but she’ll leave. It will kill her, and a part of her will fight it, but she’ll go. Regardless of the plans you’ve made or what happens to her, it will break you, Austin. Rip you right in half. I dread that fucking day like nothing in this world but I know it’s coming.”

				Travis paced around the small area by the sink. Austin watched him circle, then his gaze went back to Spence. “You honestly believe that, don’t you?”

				“I’m not looking for a fight.” And Spence wanted to be wrong like nothing else in this world. He’d hand back the degrees and all his money, even sign over the farm and let Austin have it if it meant guaranteeing Austin the lifetime of happiness he deserved.

				“I know.”

				“It’s what women do. Eventually.” What Lila would do and Spence fought off that future. The thought of her leaving, moving on, had the power to double him over, so he didn’t let it get into his head.

				Austin stood right in front of Spence almost willing him to believe. “Carrie isn’t going anywhere.”

				The longing in Austin’s eyes was so intense it almost hurt for Spence to look at him. He swallowed because whatever was stuck in his throat threatened to choke him. “Okay.”

				“When did this get so fucked up in your head? How could you take all those classes and not understand that every relationship is different?”

				“I know what I see.” Spence had watched and experienced and that told him more than any biology or anthropology class could.

				“Listen to me.” Austin shifted his weight and put a hand on Spence’s shoulder. “Carrie’s not our mom, or Carrie’s mom or any other woman who’s walked out or wanted to. She’s not going to wake up one day and move on.”

				Whatever had clogged Spence’s throat now lodged in his chest and picked away there. “How do you know that?”

				“Because Carrie and I talked all of this through before we got married. We worked it out. We built a life around what we both want and made plans for when the kids come and when our needs clash.”

				Spence tried to reason it out and only found more arguments. “She left you before.”

				“Because she wanted to try something else and because I was too pigheaded to understand she’d seen her mother ripped apart with wanting a different life and that Carrie needed more.”

				Spence looked over at Travis. He stood with his head bowed and his arms folded across his chest as he leaned against the sink. He didn’t say a word, didn’t join in, but it was clear he was with Austin on this.

				Spence asked the one question that had played in his mind even as he’d stood at the end of the aisle as Austin’s best man and waited for Carrie to walk into the church. Spence loved her and loved her for Austin, but none of this ended well. Not ever. Not that he could see. “What happens when she needs those things more than she needs you?”

				“That’s not going to happen.”

				Austin sounded so sure and Spence had no idea why. “But how do you know?”

				“I believe.”

				Austin’s quick answer and rock-solid faith shook Spence. Could it really be that easy? You decide and you believe? “So it comes down to some sort of relationship trust?”

				“It’s about knowing she’s the one. It’s about waking up without her and getting sick in my stomach because she’s not beside me. It’s about remembering how empty I was during all those months without her, an emptiness I tried to fill with alcohol, and vowing never to go back there again.”

				“I’m not like you when it comes to dealing with people.” The words ripped through Spence. They were true even though he tried for years to make them not be.

				When Spence looked away, Austin lowered his head and forced eye contact again. “A week from now or a month from now, or maybe even a year from now, when you decide you can’t have anything permanent with Lila and she leaves because she’s smart and she won’t wait for you to pull your head out of your ass, then what do you do?”

				Last week he would have said something about having good memories of great sex, but now he knew differently. He would break into a thousand pieces and putting it all back together again—the wall, the confidence, the not caring—might be impossible.

				Austin stepped back then. “She’ll date someone else, Spence. Sleep with him. Smile at him. Hold his hand and laugh at his jokes. Can you stand that?”

				The words sliced through him, leaving him cut and bleeding. “I’ll have to.”

				“No, that’s the point. You don’t. You’re leaving her before she can leave you.”

				Travis exhaled. “Open your eyes and realize you’ve found the one woman who makes sense with you.”

				Austin nodded. “Because, big brother, when it comes to making a commitment to a woman, believe it or not we are exactly alike. We both need it. Blame Mom for leaving or whatever you want, but the truth is we’re built for long-term.”

				Spence almost fell over. Every part of him ached as if he’d been pummeled for hours by men twice his size. Looking at two of the men he admired most in the world, hearing his father’s voice in his head, Spence wondered if it could be that easy. If he could walk off that cliff and just trust. If he did, he wasn’t walking alone.

				* * *

				An hour later Lila stood in front of the main cabin at the campground because she didn’t have anywhere else to go. Her hollowed-out stomach growled, but not from hunger. It was empty like every other raw and achy part of her.

				She crouched down and opened the toolbox she’d fished out of the cabin. She couldn’t do much but she needed to do something. The metal clanked together but couldn’t cover the hum of the engine from the approaching truck.

				She hoped for Travis but knew without looking it wasn’t him. From the slam of the door and crunch of the boots on gravel, she sensed Spence. It had come to that. She was so in tune with him that she recognized his damn walk. And he viewed her as nothing special.

				She rubbed her chest right above the area of the sharp pain. She didn’t bother to get up or even look at him. “Go away.”

				“This is my job site.”

				“It’s my property. I say who works here. You and your men can go. You’re fired. I’ll send a check as soon as I get this place up and running.”

				“You’re going to finish without me?”

				He loomed over her, his legs right next to her face. His scent wrapped around her until she had to stand up to break free. “Yes, Spence. As I said from the beginning, I don’t need you to rescue me.”

				She tried to move past him but he caught her arm. “Rescue?”

				“That’s what this was, right? You swoop in, save the girl, have a little sex then walk away clean.” She could see it all now. He saved people and here she arrived in town, all needy and pathetic. The combination of poverty and construction inexperience likely proved too great for him to walk away.

				The whole situation made her sick. She stared at his fingers on her arm, willing her mind not to roam to the memories of all he could do with them. “Remove your hand.”

				“Not until you tell me where you’re getting this rescue crap.”

				“From every single person in this town.” A sob rushed up on her from out of nowhere and she fought it back down. “Do you know what you used to be called?”

				“I don’t really care.”

				“The Wicked One, but news is The Wicked One grew up to be The Solid One and The Quiet One. The Dependable Savior.” Simple descriptions that failed to capture the essence of the man.

				He made a face like he’d tasted something rancid. “Since when do you listen to stupid gossip?”

				“Ever since I walked into town and people flocked to tell me about you.” She ticked the comments off on her fingers. “He doesn’t date. He’s never serious about a woman. His mother messed him up when she left and never looked back. He doesn’t stick with anyone for more than one night.”

				“You know at least that last one isn’t true.”

				Something inside her caved in because after all the talk he still didn’t get it. “Just because you’re standing still doesn’t mean you’re not running.”

				His face pinched tight. “What the hell does that mean?”

				Oh, if he wanted to have this out, to fight through it until there was nothing left of them, she would oblige. The pain pumping through her gave her all the energy she needed to push forward. “I thought you were afraid of commitment, but that’s not it. You commit all the time. To the job, to your friends, to your family. Hell, to this town. The problem is women. You run as fast as you can from us and anything deep.”

				“That’s not true.”

				“I’m not your mother.” Lila wanted to scream the phrase but said it in a soft whisper instead.

				“I know that. Believe me.”

				She’d expected fury and denial. Even now as the tenderness moved into his eyes, she waited for him to explode or change the subject. When it came to his mother and the way she left, abandoning two young boys for some fairytale life, Spence shut down. Lila ached for the boy who lost so much and the man who let it define him. Mostly, she wanted to find Mrs. Thomas and kick her sorry butt.

				Despite the calm, Lila refused to be deflected. “You want to have sex then tuck me away in a closet somewhere. Bring me out when it works for you and no one is watching. You know what? I’m done with crappy relationships that require me to do all the giving.”

				Damn if he didn’t smile. “Good.”

				“What?”

				His hands trailed down her arms until his fingers entwined with hers. “You deserve more.”

				Hope flickered to life and that fast she snuffed it out. She’d opened the door before and he’d slammed it shut.

				She tried to shake off his hold, but he didn’t let go. “If you give me some whacked out speech about how I deserve better with some other guy, I may dropkick you off one of these roofs.”

				One of his eyebrows rose, but he stood there and took it. “Interesting mental image.”

				“I don’t want anyone else, despite your idiocy.”

				His arms came around her this time, wrapping her in tight, warming every inch of her with the feel of his body and the heat in his eyes. “Again, good. Except the idiot part. I’ll work on that. People keep telling me I’m smart.”

				She’d never been as clear on the difference between being book smart and common-sense smart in her life. “Not when it comes to women. Not when it comes to relationships.”

				“True, I didn’t take any classes on that. When it comes to business and plants and conservation, I’ve got all the credentials and experience. Women are a mystery to me.”

				The last of her anger and hurt bubbled up and had her sputtering. She wanted to work up a good case of outrage but confusion ruled her mind as the wind blew her hair. “What game are you playing?”

				“The biggest one of my life. It’s all risk and no promise of reward.” He tucked her hair behind her ear. Caressed her cheek until she leaned into him. “It’s true I’ve viewed all male-female relationships as having an expiration date.”

				Doubts kicked to the surface again. The soft voice, the almost loving touches sent a light spiraling through her but his words brought the darkness. “What about Austin?”

				“Even his. Carrie left him before. Mitch’s fiancée, the one he knew long before he met Cassidy, left. My mom left. Carrie and Mitch’s mother wanted to leave but wasn’t strong enough.”

				The weight of all those confused women pushed down on Lila’s shoulders. “Admittedly your female role models need work, and I’m betting there’s more to Carrie’s story than you’re saying, but not all women leave. Stop relying on the book smarts and focus on real life. Look around you and you’ll see examples of commitment everywhere. You are one of the most committed guys I know and you’re too stubborn to see it.”

				“I can do better.”

				“I was starting to wonder.”

				“When your life is based on a premise, and when all you see around you mimics that messed-up belief, you entrench in the idea, wrong or not.” He traced the backs of his fingers down the side of her face. “You shift things around and make everything turn out the way you think it’s going to, so then you’re never disappointed. No woman can ever hurt you.”

				She cupped his face in her hands because she needed him to see her, to hear her. “I’m not the only one who deserves better. You do, too.”

				“Before you, I’d play, have fun then move on. It worked. It was easy and clean. Safe.”

				“Lonely.” She’d used the word before and he’d waved it off.

				This time he nodded. “Lonely and confused enough to drive to a hotel months ago with this unspoken need burning inside me, but not so desperate that I could ignore this hot brunette at the bar. But still I’d convinced myself those wild days amounted to nothing more than a great memory.”

				Her hands slid down until they landed on his shoulders. She wanted to push away from him before he said that one last sentence that would break her heart, just shred it to pieces. “I understand.”

				He pulled her in tighter. Their bodies met and his breath blew over her lips as his gaze searched her face.

				“No you don’t, because if you did, you’d get that I was wrong about the memory part. Being with you isn’t simple or clean. It’s messy. It clouds my head and makes me hard.” His forehead fell against hers. “I kept hoping we could burn hot enough to scorch you out of my system, but that never happened. The more time I spent with you, the more time I wanted, and that has never happened before. It knocked me on my ass and challenged all my views about people going in and out of my life and not sticking. It just took me a while to see it.”

				“Me too,” she whispered. “Well, about the knocking-over thing. I never expected you.”

				“The idea of you moving even a few miles away to the campground makes me want to rip down each one of those cabins with my bare hands.”

				Warmth rushed over her. She couldn’t feel the cold wind or the sting of the chill against her cheeks. She saw him and heard his pledge and all the pain washed away. The door to the past closed and the future stretched wide and beautiful in front of her.

				“That sounds a lot like caring.” She whispered the words against his lips.

				He kissed her then. His lips pressing for a second before his head lifted again. “We can call it whatever you want. Falling for you, caring about you, starting to love you, I can agree to it all.”

				Love. She was stupid with it, so blinded by it she was willing to risk everything to grab it. “Spence.”

				He rubbed his nose against hers. Spanned his hand against the small of her back. “I am guilty of a lot of things. I lied to you at the beginning and strong-armed you to let me help you at the campground. But the worst thing I’ve done—ever—is push you away because it was easier than admitting I care about you. Forget the starting part, that I’m in love with you. You want a true dick move, there you go.”

				“No.” Tears pushed at the back of her eyes. “You’re pigheaded and demanding and like to get your way, but you’re also funny and compassionate and decent and so desperate not to let people know who you really are that I ache for you.”

				He groaned and the sound vibrated through both of them. “Don’t pity me.”

				“I’m too busy loving you.” His head lifted and that sparkle she loved so much danced in his eyes. “It started at the hotel. I should have known when I couldn’t forget you or relegate you to a fun time. Your face played in my head until I couldn’t see anyone else.”

				He kissed her cheek and her chin. “That hotel might be my favorite place on earth.”

				“I was thinking the same thing.”

				“I wish I could promise you I won’t mess up again, but that would be a lie. I’ll be a jerk and say the wrong thing, probably shut down right when you want me to open up.” He grabbed her hand and pressed it against his heart. “But for you, I will do anything, be anything.”

				After all the pretty words and shower of hope, she needed him to know one last thing. “I want you, not some other guy. Not some better guy because there isn’t one.”

				Flurries danced on the wind as it rushed by them and he snuggled her in close. “I want you. No one else. You in my bed and my house. In my heart.”

				“Then let’s head home. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve, after all.”

				“You ready to meet the family? They can be overwhelming, all the talking and questions.”

				Her nerves jumped and bounced. She wanted so much to belong to a family again, but that tiny voice in her head that named her an outsider wouldn’t go away. “You sure you want to introduce me to all the people you love?”

				“It’s time for them to meet the woman who matters more than anything.”

				The last brick of fear and doubt crashed and shattered. With him, she could take on anything. “I like the sound of that.”

				His hands slipped up and down her back. “And you should know once I decide I want something, I don’t give up.”

				“Why do you think I picked you up in that bar?”

				He froze and his head snapped back. “You didn’t.”

				“Oh, I definitely did.”

				“I was the one—”

				“Whatever you need to think so long as you understand your bar-hopping days are over.” He answered her with a long, dragging kiss that had her boots leaving the ground and her heart expanding until she thought it might explode. “Let’s go celebrate our first Christmas.”

				“I know what I want this year.”

				“And she wants you right back.”

				* * * * *
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				Ask Her at Christmas
By Christi Barth

				Caitlin McIntyre’s heart stops when her best friend drops to one knee and proposes. Kyle Lockhart never once hinted over the years that he has any idea she’s in love with him. Not wanting to jeopardize their friendship, she’s never let it slip. Good thing, too, since it turns out he’s only practicing—he’s about to propose to someone else.

				A business merger might not be the most romantic reason to propose to a woman he barely knows, but Kyle’s determined to win the respect of the dying father who’s never seen him as quite good enough. Kyle’s always depended on Caitlin’s friendship, while trying to ignore the physical response she arouses. So he turns to her when it comes time to craft his proposal, not realizing his decision will affect their relationship, forever.

				This Christmas, Kyle and Caitlin get one last chance to admit their feelings for each other, and find a mutual happily ever after, before he commits his life to another woman and Caitlin leaves town and him…for good.

				24,000 words
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				Chapter One

				“Caitlin McIntyre, will you marry me?”

				Her heart didn’t pound, it slammed to a standstill. It probably left thick red skid marks all over her lungs from how fast it threw on the brakes. Kyle Lockhart, her best friend in the world, was down on one knee in front of her station at the gift-wrapping booth. Which meant it was okay her heart had stopped, because she had to be dreaming. Her heart didn’t need to pump in a dream, right?

				There was no other explanation for why Kyle would propose to her. Not that she objected in the least. He was super handsome, in a casually elegant yet decidedly sexy manner. His designer suits covered a body like those of the models in perfume ads, the toned and tanned men who dove into swimming pools shaped like a perfume bottle and came up glistening and wet. Thick black hair set off his blue eyes, and you could probably chisel a sculpture off his sharp cheekbones and jaw. Kyle was yummy from head to toe, and Caitlin had wanted him almost her entire life.

				Of course, he didn’t know about her massive crush. She’d never hinted, never let her hands linger for an extra second on his abs when they shared sunscreen at the tiny strip of sand along Lake Michigan they called a beach. She’d never leaned over after splitting a bottle of wine and trailed a finger across the lips she would kill to have touch hers. No, Caitlin played the part of the best-friend-and-nothing-more-than-a-friend to the hilt. Because it would absolutely devastate her if she revealed her longing and he didn’t feel the same way. In a perfect world, guys always made the first move. In Caitlin’s world, it was the only way not to jeopardize the most important relationship in her life.

				But how on earth did he leap from never once looking at her with a sexy gleam in his eye to going down on one knee in the middle of the Water Tower Place mall? If all the planets had magically aligned, all the gods smiled down on her and all her karmic balance suddenly tipped to one side, then Kyle might, just might finally see her as a woman and ask her out. Proposing marriage, though, was impossible. Which meant she was either fast asleep in her bed, or she’d slipped and hit her head getting off the El this morning. Ice coated the Chicago sidewalks from an early December sleet storm. A concussion would explain this. Or a hallucination from a brain hemorrhage. That would definitely explain the impossibility of Kyle’s proposal.

				So if it was nothing more than a dream, why not enjoy it? Caitlin looked around, but all the other volunteer wrappers were busy putting away their supplies for the night. The wrapping booth was a fundraiser to purchase art supplies for local high schools, so the volunteers ran the gamut from tweens to grandparents. Crowds had finally thinned once it hit eight o’clock. Closer to Christmas that wouldn’t be the case, but with eighteen shopping days left, people weren’t yet panicked. She put down her roll of wrapping paper and looked at Kyle’s beaming face.

				“This is so sudden.” She made a point of switching her gaze to his empty hands, folded on top of his knee. “How am I supposed to take your question seriously without a huge, shiny diamond ring to seal the deal?”

				The smile disappeared faster than the stack of cashmere sweaters she’d seen on sale at Macy’s this morning. “You are so right. I’m an idiot. Of course, I should’ve brought a ring. But I’ll get one. Pretend I have a ring. Will you marry me?”

				It sounded just as magical—and unbelievable—the second time he asked. If this was really a dream, wouldn’t her subconscious have made sure he brought along a one-carat, cushion-cut solitaire in a robin’s egg blue box? Now she leaned more toward concussion as an explanation. Clearly the drugs the hospital gave her must be interfering with her creative juices.

				“Kyle, you’re my favorite person in the world. You’re smart and funny and movie-star handsome. What girl in her right mind wouldn’t want to marry you?”

				“I agree.” He flashed her the smile that always turned her knees into pudding for a second and stood, brushing off his trousers. “But I’m worried that Monica might not be as cognizant of my charms as the two of us are. That’s why I need you to help me with my proposal. This was a test run.”

				Oh. Not a dream after all. Caitlin’s heart thudded back to work, but slowly. She couldn’t bear to look at him while the truth crashed through her, so she finished rolling her paper and clipping the end. Then she taped the loose end on three ribbon spools. Falling apart in front of him was simply not an option. He’d ask why she was so upset, she’d have to admit her feelings went way past the best friend level, and Kyle might feel too awkward to ever speak to her again. The tears and the shock could wait until the comfort, and dark, of huddling beneath her comforter tonight.

				“You’re going to ask Monica to marry you? Monica Selford? You barely know her.”

				“Come on, we’ve been dating for about six months. Dad says it’s the right time.”

				“You’re kidding.” Caitlin squared off the foil name tags into neat, color-coded piles. “There are so many things wrong with what you just said, I hardly know where to begin.”

				He whipped out the pad he always carried and scribbled a note. Such a juxtaposition between his underwear model looks and his big, nerdy brain. “You mean with how I asked? Should I go with will you be my wife instead?”

				“No. I mean, yes, you need to work on the actual proposal. It needs to be more than just a single sentence. It should take longer than ordering a burger at the drive-through.”

				More scribbling. Then he looked up and grinned at her. “See, that’s why I need your help. First of all, you’re brilliant. You helped me write all my papers in high school, and never steered me wrong. I wouldn’t have made it into Northwestern without your help. Not to mention once we were there, how you helped me through all my humanities classes.” Kyle shuddered. “Your flash cards saved me.”

				He acted as if he wasn’t always the smartest person in the class. As if he hadn’t graduated with honors, practically with one hand tied behind his back. As if he hadn’t just dropped the biggest bombshell of all time. How could he yammer on about flash cards when she’d lost all capacity for thought at the word proposal? Caitlin needed to stall while figuring out what to do. What on earth to say to him. How to resist pouting about the unfairness of his almost-proposal to her. “Studying together helped me, too. Besides, you made it all the way through grad school without any help from me.”

				“It was brutal. Sheer torture. I’m not sure if I’ll ever forgive you for abandoning me to the wilds of MIT.”

				Now it was her turn to shudder at the thought. They’d established long ago that Kyle did numbers, Caitlin did words. “Trust me, I’d have been lost. There wasn’t any place for an art history major at MIT.”

				“You’re right. They were a bunch of boring science types. Like me, but without the charm and sex appeal.” Kyle struck a weightlifter pose and flexed. In his suit, it came off as way more ridiculous than sexy, but Caitlin loved that about him. He took his allure to the opposite sex in stride, always happy to crack self-deprecating jokes. Did Monica love that about him? Did she even know? Kyle and Monica’s dating history ran more toward the gala-escort type of dates, not talking until two in the morning, sharing everything about each other. How much did you really learn at a gala besides whether your date prefers white or red?

				Kyle straightened, bumping his fist against her upper arm. “That’s why I was so happy to come home to Chicago. And you.”

				She’d been over the moon the day he came home. It was so easy for them to slip back into their roles. To call each other every night and rehash the day. To meet for coffee in the morning, and celebrate Fridays at their favorite Mexican restaurant.

				“Well, there wasn’t any place for you math geeks at my grad school, either. The Art Institute prescreens very carefully to weed them out.” Their comfortable banter didn’t distract Caitlin from the whole proposal discussion. In fact, she couldn’t think of anything short of a grenade going off in the fountain behind her that could possibly take up more space in her brain than Kyle’s announcement.

				“I know, I know. Art and science—never the twain shall meet. Except when they’re best friends. Which brings me back to the problem at hand.” Kyle rifled back through his pad. “Where was I? Oh, the reasons you should help me propose to Monica.”

				“You made a list to convince me?” The idea rankled her. Caitlin was supposed to be his go-to for, well, everything. Rain or shine. Rock or a hard place. “Since when have I ever said no to you?”

				Kyle held up his hands, palms up. “Hey, I didn’t make the list. My team at work came up with it. Over lunch today I mentioned my plan to ask you for help, and they called it a suicide mission. Insisted that I come prepared with cogent arguments.”

				“I’m shocked. Your team knows less about women than the pope.” Kyle led a group of programmers at his family’s security company. Nice guys, to be sure, but as geeky as a pocket protector stuffed into a tuxedo on prom night.

				“Which brings me to point number two. What with you being a woman, you’ve got natural instincts about this sort of thing.” He flashed another toothpaste ad smile and perched on the corner of her station.

				Caitlin slapped at his hand as he fiddled with a ribbon end. “Actually, the man usually proposes. Men are the ones with instinct.”

				“An instinct to claim our mate, sure. But dragging a woman off by her hair to my castle, would, at the very least, be termed politically incorrect. If not get me jailed for assault. I can do the deed. You, however, can tell me what a woman wants.”

				He had a point. Caitlin didn’t care for Monica. Cold, brittle and enamored equally of the bottom line and her own reflection. Kyle, however, did deserve a romantic memory to last a lifetime. And he definitely deserved an unhesitating yes. Under the right circumstances, even Monica’s sharp and pointy heart couldn’t resist squeezing out the requisite tender response.

				The carolers came back from their dinner break and gathered at the base of the giant poinsettia Christmas tree in the center of the mall’s atrium. Every night was a different group. Caitlin never knew when she showed up for her shift if they’d be adorable kids, earnest tweens, or amazing choristers from the Lyric Opera. Tonight’s group of adults wore period costumes—hats, muffs and lots of velvet. They must be in one of the myriad of Christmas shows. She adored getting to hear live holiday music while she volunteered at the gift-wrapping booth. Of course, who didn’t love listening to carols?

				“I’ve got it.” Caitlin jumped up from her seat. Her enthusiastic overhead fist pump almost knocked over one of the miniature decorated trees on the ledge behind her. Kyle caught it just before it sent the entire row crashing like tinsel-covered dominoes. “Oops. Nice catch. Your video game addiction is really fine-tuning those hand-eye reflexes.”

				“This better be one heck of an idea.”

				“Don’t worry, it is.” She gathered her coat, scarf and purse. “Follow me, and your proposal problem will be solved.”

				“I appreciate this, don’t get me wrong.” Kyle trailed behind her as she worked her way through bag-laden shoppers to the mall’s entrance. “And I’m not reneging on my early assertion about your brilliance.”

				“I should hope not.”

				“But when I asked for your help, I kind of thought you’d put some effort into it. A marriage proposal is a big deal.”

				“The biggest,” she agreed. And as soon as she figured out what to say, she planned to talk him out of it. She was still too much in shock from his announcement to put together a coherent argument. So until she pried out of him exactly why he’d decided to pull this crazy stunt, she’d play along.

				“Worthy of, oh, I don’t know, more than thirty seconds of thought? Perhaps you could’ve spared five whole minutes out of your day to ponder how to shape the make-or-break event that could change my life forever?”

				“When inspiration strikes, I never second-guess it. You’re too technical to appreciate the whimsical ebbs and flows of creativity.” Caitlin stopped a few steps through the door. The crisp winter night turned her breath into fog puffs. Jam-packed with bumper-to-bumper cars as always, Michigan Avenue looked especially festive with its blocks and blocks of lighted trees. To her native Chicago ears, the constant honking blurred into a sort of soothing white noise.

				Kyle looked around at the traffic, the parade of brightly colored hats and parkas strolling by, then spread his hands, palms up. “This is your big idea? What do you want me to do, stand on a sidewalk and hope a mugger doesn’t take the ring before I put it on her finger?”

				“You’re so literal.” Caitlin pointed across the street at the massive three-story high Christmas tree in front of the Water Tower. “That’s my idea. Ask her at Christmas.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Kyle yanked on his cashmere-lined leather gloves. When that didn’t do the trick, he crossed his arms and stuck his hands in his pits. “It’s freezing out here.”

				“Did you honestly expect a balmy ocean breeze in Chicago three weeks before Christmas?” Caitlin finished lacing her skates and pulled on orange mittens, a few shades brighter than her red hair. He’d given them to her for her birthday, after she complained about not being able to spot her coat in a pile of identical black ones at a party. Along with the matching scarf, she now stood out from the crowd like a fiery beacon.

				“Very funny.”

				“No, but I don’t see why we’re out here at night.” He looked around at the crowded Millennium Park ice rink, perfectly at home. Like many Midwestern boys, he’d gotten his first pair of hockey skates before he could walk. Kyle still played pickup games with some college kids up in Evanston when he needed to blow off stress. Nothing worked up a sweat and cleared out the mind like skating laps full out while being chased by five guys with sticks.

				“Because there’s nothing romantic about proposing during the day. High noon is the time for a shootout, not a declaration of eternal love.” Caitlin held out her open, fuzzy orange palm. “Let’s hit the ice.”

				Kyle ignored her hand and picked her up instead, fingers spread wide at her waist. She squealed and flung her arms around his neck, hanging on for dear life.

				“Don’t drop me!”

				He swung her in a wide circle as he skated onto the ice. He always got a kick out of how she pretended to be scared, but the sparkle in her cognac eyes told a different story. “You say that every time. We’ve come to this rink for how many years now? Have I ever dropped you?

				“You’d better not. I’d also recommend not doing any of your fancy lifts for Monica.” After he set her down on both feet, Caitlin grabbed for the anchor of his arm. “Sure, it shows off those slamming biceps you insist on hiding most of the time, but it scares the pants off your liftee.”

				“Quit complaining. We’ll skate a few slow and boring laps to get you comfortable.”

				“Perfect.” Caitlin pointed at the row of trees filled with twinkle lights bordering the rink. “See those? Romantic and holiday lighting, level one.” Then she pointed up at the dramatic illumination of the Chicago skyline. “There’s your second level of mood lighting.”

				God, he loved this city. The way it speared out of the nothingness of the prairie like the crystalline pillars of Krypton always thrilled his inner sci-fi nerd. “Okay, it’s a terrific view. Are we done?”

				“Are you sold on the idea of a Christmas-y proposal here yet?”

				Kyle looked around. He saw clumps of teenagers in puffy pastel parkas, the girls all holding hands in a long chain. At the other end of the rink boys were racing sprints to half court and back. Adults in sedate overcoats were sprinkled throughout the groups, mostly couples holding hands. It looked like any typical night at an ice rink. “Not really.” His reward for his honest response was a swift elbow to the ribs.

				“Then let me finish, and stop interrupting. Remember, you came to me for help.”

				True. If he was going to do this, he didn’t want to half-ass it. Channeling his father’s officious boardroom tone, he said, “Continue your presentation, Miss McIntyre.”

				“Gladly, Mr. Lockhart.” She gave a brisk nod, but couldn’t keep her lips from twitching. It was one of the things about her he loved. Caitlin couldn’t go five minutes without finding some reason to smile. No matter how bad a day either of them had, she always made sure in their late night phone calls to get them laughing. She claimed going to bed in a bad mood caused nightmares. True or not, Kyle felt better after chatting with her. It’s why they made a point of talking right before going to sleep most nights.

				“You’ve got the Christmas carols playing in the background, and a whole crowd—” she waved her arm at the couples slowly gliding in the same wide circle, “—assembled to clap and make her feel like you've just crowned her queen."

				Brilliant. Definitely a proposal tailor-made for his intended. “Now you’ve sold me. Monica loves being the center of attention. When we went to a show at the Shubert last month, she walked out during the bows. Said she didn’t want to sit through other people hogging the limelight. I called her self-centered, but she laughed and claimed to just be self-aware. Crazy, huh?”

				Caitlin shocked him by taking her stare of concentration off the ice and risking a sidelong glance at him. “Yikes. Isn’t that a rather critical comment, coming from a man who’s supposed to be head over heels in love?”

				Shit. Here it came. The interrogation he’d been dreading since he popped the popping-the-question idea on her. “Is there a test I don’t know about? You must be at least this much,” Kyle extended his palm at shoulder height, “in love before proposing?”

				“There ought to be a test,” she said seriously. “Our divorce rate would probably be a lot lower. And yes, you should be completely in love when you think about marriage. Not a little bit, not even a lot, but all the way, one hundred percent committed.”

				Why did his best friend have to be a die-hard romantic? Why couldn’t he have a best friend who just wanted to talk about the Blackhawks latest trade, or the hottest game on Xbox? In other words, a guy? Having a female best friend came with some serious drawbacks. The biggest being that Caitlin constantly forced him to talk things to death. “I’m committed to the idea of marrying Monica. Can’t that be enough?”

				“Are you kidding? Of course not!”

				“Why not?”

				“Seriously? Because it’s sort of obvious you don’t love her at all. Which isn’t fair to either of you. I’ll drop the whole thing if you can answer, honestly, one simple question. Why are you doing this?”

				“Dad laid down the law. Said it’s time I do my part for LTS Industries, and right now, that means I’ve got to marry Monica Brooks.”

				There was no warning tug on his arm. Caitlin didn’t yank at him. She simply let go and stopped skating. In the two seconds it took for him to cut a hard edge with his skates and turn back, her ankles caved in and she dropped to the ice.

				“You can’t be serious.” She sat with her legs splayed in front of her. Face upturned, he watched a couple of snowflakes dust her lashes until she blinked them away. “Your father ordered you to marry this woman to—what? Increase the profit margin at your family business?”

				“It’s more complicated than that.” He held out his hand, but she didn’t take it. Instead, she scissored her arms at her waist, shaking her head.

				“I don’t care. In fact, we’ll come back to the utter ridiculousness of that in a minute.” Now the fat snowflakes glistened on her hair. The lights gave her a halo effect, like she could be the decoration on top of a Christmas tree. “Bad enough your father even voiced this idea. But—I don’t get it—you said yes?”

				“Look, you can’t sit on the ice arguing with me for the rest of the night. Your pants will get soaked, you’ll get a cold, and then I’ll have to drive all the way to Greektown for your favorite chicken soup.” Kyle hauled her to her feet. “Hang on,” he ordered. She put her hands on his shoulders, and he dropped into a squat. Reaching around, he gently brushed off the backs of her legs. Caitlin shivered, and he pulled closer to steady her. Now her legs were tight to his chest, and as he slowly moved up her body, dusting ice along the way, he remembered one of the other huge drawbacks to a female best friend. The female part.

				All of her parts, to be specific, pressed right up against all of his male parts. It took every ounce of self-control not to linger over the sweet, round curve of her ass. The one he’d accidentally brushed against a thousand times over the years. Kyle had learned to immediately run lines of computer code in his head in order to prevent a very unfriend-like reaction from tenting the front of his pants. Because his best friend had one heck of a body. He never mentioned it, and tried like hell never even to acknowledge it to himself. But times like this, it was impossible to ignore.

				The cold and wet must’ve seeped through her jeans fast, because she shivered again. Kyle picked her up, her legs draping over one arm. It pulled his balance off center, but he didn’t need to skate with good form. He just needed to get her off the ice fast and get her warm.

				“This ice rink proposal idea of yours has merit, but you just proved it’s too risky. Monica can’t say yes if her teeth are chattering, or if she falls down and twists her ankle.” He clomped off the ice and set her on a bench directly beneath a heat lamp. “I’ll grab you a hot chocolate. Be right back.” Maybe half-freezing to death would distract her from the marriage issue.

				As Kyle stood in line at the coffee stand, he compiled a list of possible new topics. Next week they were going to a comedy show at Second City. Their latest alum had come back after a few successful months on SNL, and he and Caitlin were both looking forward to it. Or he could tell her about the new security protocol he’d been testing at LTS. Caitlin always urged him to discuss his work projects. Although she claimed to never understand a word, her comments and questions were a nice sounding board. And even when he bored her silly, she’d wrap things up with some kind of encouragement. Caitlin made one hell of a personal cheerleader.

				He trudged back through dirty slush piles. Thanks to the heat lamps, the ground around Caitlin was a miniature lake. “Here you go. One mocha chocolate swirl with extra chocolate syrup on top.”

				Caitlin whipped off her wet mittens and cradled the steaming cup between her hands. “I knew you weren’t in love with that woman. Why are you going along with something as archaic as an arranged marriage?”

				“Hey, I paid for that cocoa. Don’t I get a thank you?”

				“If I give you the slightest opening, you’ll change the topic.”

				Damn straight he would. Kyle sighed and sat down next to her. “Any chance you’ll let this drop?”

				“Sure.”

				That was easy. But why look a gift horse in the mouth? “Terrific.”

				“Just as soon as we discuss it to death right here, right now.”

				Pretty much what he’d expected her to say. If he wanted Caitlin to continue helping—and quit harassing—he’d have to suck it up and tell her everything. “You know that the hotel chain Monica’s family created has tripled in size over the past few years. People like to feel special, so they’re flocking to upscale boutique hotels instead of interchangeable mega hotels.”

				“Yes, but LTS Industries is an airplane and security conglomerate. Since when does your family company care about hotels?”

				Kyle blew across the top of his triple shot espresso. “We provide private jets to a select clientele. In addition, we provide a wide range of security services to the same subsection of the upper echelons of society. Those are the same clientele who stay in the Selford Chambers all across the country. Merging with them is a logical fit.”

				“The upper echelons of society?” Caitlin snorted and shook her head so hard her fuzzy cap slipped over one ear. “You don’t talk like that. Your father made this speech to you, didn’t he?”

				At least now she sounded worked up about business, instead of his love life. “Since I usually avoid the board meetings, yes, I got a private rehash from Dad of the new direction LTS is taking.”

				“What does this have to do with Monica?”

				What a one-track mind. Too bad Caitlin loved art so much. That sort of laser sharp focus would fit in great on his team. “Negotiations have been tough. We’re not the only one courting the Selfords. So my dad thinks the best way to finalize the merger is by cementing it with a marriage.”

				“This isn’t feudal Europe. So I’m going to keep repeating myself and ask again, why are you going along with this scheme?”

				He stalled for a minute, sipping his drink. The loudspeaker behind their heads blared out carols by the latest teen sensation. With Christmas only a few weeks away, he needed to carve out a weekday morning for shopping. It helped him avoid the hordes of overexcited children who took over the mall on weekends. Was it possible candy canes were laced with uppers? He couldn’t think of any other explanation for twenty-four straight days of manic behavior.

				Crap. Now he was mind-babbling. Caitlin would support him, because she always did. Just spit it out. “Monica and I, we’ve been dating for a while—”

				Caitlin held up a finger to stop him. “Casually. You’ve given me the play-by-play after every date, remember? She’s rarely in Chicago. A couple shows, a couple galas, always big snazzy events. Never a simple pizza at home on the couch.”

				Another problem with having a female best friend? Her mind was like a steel trap for every personal detail he every spilled. The guys he hung out with never remembered that crap. “Monica prefers to be out and about. And she only flies back here when she has social and business obligations. With such a full calendar, she needs an escort more than she needs movie night in sweatpants.”

				“You’ve seen her maybe a dozen times in six months. Wait a minute. Didn’t you meet her at some charity gala with your dad? Was this whole thing a setup from the start?”

				Maybe. Probably. That thought had bumped around his head for a few days now. It pissed him off to be treated like a pawn, but didn’t change the end result. “The point is, I know she’s not an axe murderer, or a raging alcoholic. She’s beautiful, and we enjoy spending evenings together. Monica travels so much for her family’s business I’ll barely notice we’re married. Nothing much will change.”

				“That isn’t a marriage. You practically sound like a gigolo.”

				Even though he sort of felt like one, Kyle didn’t like Caitlin drawing the comparison. “Hey, I haven’t done more than peck her on the cheek.” He didn’t think Monica was a prude. And he sure liked sex as much as the next guy. Her hotness was unquestionable. But they’d never clicked on that level. Probably because every date with her did feel more like a networking event.

				“And again, I ask why? Why do it?”

				He set down his coffee and scooped up a handful of snow. The art of packing the perfect snowball would distract him from all the churned-up mishmash of feelings that erupted whenever he thought about his decision to propose.

				“You know about Dad’s lung cancer diagnosis. Sure, he’s getting chemo and radiation, but it isn’t a cure. It means instead of dying in two months, we might get a whopping two years with him. He wants me to do this. He expects me to step up and finally do my part for LTS Industries.” The lump in his throat made it hard to talk, so he tossed back a burning gulp of coffee to wash it down. “It would finally make him proud of me.”

				Caitlin tipped her head sideways to rest against his. A few soft-as-a-cloud strands of hair brushed against his cheek. “Oh, Kyle.”

				So much empathy weighed down those two words he literally felt them press against his heart like a hug. She knew how he’d striven for his father’s approval for years, to no avail. So far, he’d had about as much luck in that department as he would trying to hold back the entire defensive line of the Chicago Bears with his pinkie.

				“Yeah. Think about it. For my entire life, he’s called me a disappointment. Even once I joined the company, he called me a brainiac desk jockey. And that was on a good day.”

				Righteous wrath popped her head back up and sparked her eyes. “For goodness’ sake, you are the brains. The security side of LTS practically folded before you came along and rejuvenated it. You head up the whole department.”

				The security division had come into LTS via his dad’s third marriage, or rather, thanks to the machinations of his dad’s divorce lawyer. Dad saw it as payment due for putting up with a wife who left him after only a year for her personal trainer. But it left a bad taste in Kyle’s mouth that continued to this day. “Yeah, well, ex-fighter pilots respect gumption and action. If a job doesn’t rev your adrenaline, it isn’t worth doing. Writing lines of computer code to make a security system unbreakable doesn’t impress Dad.”

				Caitlin sipped her cocoa. “So why not have Craig do it? Marry the favorite son off instead?”

				Craig was everything to their father that Kyle wasn’t. After graduating top of his flight school class at the Air Force Academy he became a combat pilot. Innumerable incursions later, as well as one memorable crash where he parachuted down behind enemy lines, Craig came back home a genuine military hero. If Kyle didn’t love him so much, he’d hate the guy.

				“I don’t know. Maybe because Craig’s too busy running the airplane division?” Or because Dad preferred to delegate the crappy jobs to Kyle. God knows he’d made no secret of playing favorites.

				“You’re just as busy.” Caitlin’s voice rose to an offended shriek that almost drowned out the carols. He loved how fiercely she leapt to his defense.

				“I’m not going to fight with you. Am I thrilled about a marriage on paper? Of course not. But Monica Selford is a perfectly nice woman. We like each other well enough. And though it may sound morbid, it doesn’t have to last forever. We’ll sign an ironclad pre-nup. If we aren’t happy together, once Dad is gone we can get a streamlined divorce.”

				Caitlin bent to unlace her skates, but had trouble through her mittens. “Is Monica in on this big plan you two have hatched?”

				Using his teeth, Kyle stripped off her gloves and took over. “No.”

				“I know you’re a big sexy stud, but why would she agree to marry you? Marriage is a big deal—well, to a woman, it is,” she said in an arch tone.

				“Her family’s pressuring her to settle down. Monica’s been in a bit of hot water lately.” Talk about an understatement. She’d been splashed across the covers of three magazines, and countless websites. It was weird reading about the girl you were dating, even casually, as a hashtag on Twitter. “Instead of being Selford’s public relations guru, she’s developed a reputation as a serious party girl. Their board of directors isn’t pleased.”

				“Why sugarcoat it? Monica has a man in every city where there’s a Selford hotel. Sometimes more than one. And weren’t the last three in high-profile marriages, which have all fallen apart, thanks to her?”

				Whoops. He’d forgotten about Caitlin’s cold last week. She’d spent a couple of days in bed catching up on gossip rags. Guess she’d run across the worst of the stories about Monica. Too bad, because he wanted them to get along. “Monica doesn’t have your romantic streak. Her entire life is caught up in promoting the Selford Chambers. She’ll do whatever it takes to keep their profit margin in the black.”

				“Really?” Caitlin drew out the word like a piece of saltwater taffy being pulled to its limits. “How did her affair with that congressman in California help Selford’s bottom line?”

				The last time she’d whisked through town, Monica had told him about it. Kyle admired her honesty. Many of the women he’d dated over the years played games, rattled off dating rules he neither knew nor cared about. Monica always played it straight with him. He never had to wonder what she was thinking. It made her easy to be around. Well, that and how easy she was on the eyes. The woman was a dead ringer for Marilyn Monroe.

				He didn’t care that men flocked to her. She’d always been upfront about dating other men. Monica saw the male smorgasbord as a perk of her whirlwind travel. A psychologist friend of his claimed she used the high-profile affairs to try and get her father’s attention. Well, if anyone could understand that motivation, it was Kyle. “Like I said, she’s being pressured to project a more wholesome image. What’s more wholesome than marrying a computer geek? At least, in theory. Which is why I need a kick-ass proposal to seal the deal.” He rubbed her foot, warming it between his palms.

				“You’re absolutely sure this is what you want?”

				“Marriage? No.” But it wasn’t a prison sentence. It was an opportunity, and one he refused to overlook. “What I want is to finally hear my dad say he’s proud of me.”

				Caitlin pulled up her feet and tucked them underneath her thighs. She didn’t say anything until Kyle unlaced his skates and threw back the rest of his coffee. “Okay. I promise I won’t run you through the ringer on this anymore. But your dad better mention me in the toast at your wedding, ’cause I’m the reason you’re going to pull off this proposal.”

				Relief rushed through him, both at the fact the interrogation was over, and that he and Caitlin were back on the same page. “Don’t I know it.”

				“Let’s go grab dinner and beers at Goose Island.”

				“See? Another brilliant suggestion already.” As long as Caitlin stuck by him, everything would work out.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Kyle wound his scarf more tightly as they left the parking garage and walked toward Macy’s. Caitlin had knitted it from yarn she’d searched for in five different stores to exactly match the deep Pacific blue of his eyes. She got a tingle of satisfaction every time he wore it. Plus a different kind of tingle from admiring how drop-dead handsome he looked in it. Caitlin didn’t allow herself to dwell on the secondary tingle for more than a second, though. Kyle had always been off-limits, but now he was doubly so.

				“If you dragged me here to point out what you want for Christmas, you’re too late. I bought your present yesterday morning.” Kyle put a light hand on her shoulder to pull her to a stop at the curb.

				“First of all, what makes you think I need only one present? And secondly, we’re here for another try at a Christmas proposal. It’s been two days since you vetoed my awesome ice-rink idea.” Her chocolate-a-day Advent calendar was a yummy—and painful—reminder of how little time she had left. “Have you noticed that the Christmas-themed commercials ramp up exponentially every day closer it gets? We need to nail down a plan, and soon.”

				“A store? You’re bypassing every romantic restaurant in Chicago, the lounge with the incredible view on the ninety-fifth floor of the Hancock Building, and that champagne-only nightclub a few blocks up,” he jerked his thumb at the street, “so that I can propose at a department store? Where people shop for underwear and blenders?”

				Yup, she’d known this idea might be a stretch for him. Which simply proved how desperately he needed her guidance. “Macy’s on State Street is the second largest department store in the world. Their Christmas tree in the Walnut Room is forty-five feet tall. It’s got twelve hundred ornaments and twenty-five thousand lights. Nothing succeeds like excess.”

				“I’ll keep that in mind when I’m ring shopping.”

				“Sure you don’t need my help with that?”

				He stroked his chin, pretending to consider. “Hmm. Yes, I’m sure I probably do need your help. However, I’m also sure there’s no way in hell I’m letting you loose in Tiffany’s with my credit card. That’ll be a solo mission.”

				Rats. Caitlin loved any excuse to roam the famous jewelry store. Kyle didn’t flash his wealth too often, but he’d probably spare no expense on an engagement ring. She’d hoped to use this opportunity to model something with multiple carats. “Whoa, where are you going?”

				Kyle stood at the entrance, one hand on the door and a bemused expression on his face. “Inside. Didn’t you just give me the whole spiel on Macy’s as a potential location?”

				“Glad to know you were listening, but popping the question inside the store is the backup plan.” She looped her arm through his, and tugged him into the sidewalk throngs inching forward.

				“Really? Outside again, in December, in Chicago? I don’t know how this escaped your notice, but it’s freakin’ cold out here.”

				“No, it feels like Christmas. The song’s called ‘Let It Snow,’ not ‘Let It Be Balmy and Seventy.’”

				“Smart ass.” He grinned.

				Good to know Kyle couldn’t see through the cheery façade she’d erected using every last shred of her willpower. Caitlin still believed the proposal to be an enormous mistake. Its ramifications would completely upend his life. What if being married to Monica prevented him from meeting the woman of his dreams? What if life in a loveless marriage sucked dry his warm, wonderful heart? But for years, she’d witnessed firsthand his father’s cold, dismissive attitude toward his son. If Kyle truly had a chance to make some sort of connection with the man, she couldn’t stand in his way. So she plastered on a teasing smile and tried to muster up her usual sassy attitude.

				“Name-calling won’t get you very far.” The crowd of bundled, be-hatted and scarved people of all ages surged forward an entire step. “Hey, we never discussed a fee for my proposal-planning services. Did you know there are event companies that charge oodles for the brilliant ideas I’m handing out for free? Consider listening to my witty commentary as payment in kind.”

				“I’d rather just buy you dinner. Want to grab a deep dish at Lou Malnatis after this?”

				As if she’d ever say no to pizza—or spending an evening with her best friend. Especially since a very un-Christmasy cold bug had squashed her planned girls’ night. Lisa, Brooke and Raquel had all left voice mails canceling, so stuffed up she could barely understand them. “Kyle, get real. You were always going to buy me dinner. There’s nobody else in the city who’ll let you put anchovies on a pizza.”

				“Good point.”

				“Speaking of dinner companions, when is your fiancée-to-be breezing back into town? I’ve got two tickets to The Santaland Diaries burning a hole in my calendar for Friday night, if you’re free.”

				Everything about him drooped—shoulders, eyebrows, lips. “Damn. I love that play. Makes me laugh so hard my abs are sore the next day.”

				God, his abs were a work of art. As sculpted and defined as his ribs. Last summer they spent a weekend sailing along the Michigan coast. She’d gotten to ogle her fill with him shirtless on deck the whole time, but almost got whiplash from snapping her head in the opposite direction so he wouldn’t notice. “Wimp. Let me introduce you to the concept of crunches.”

				Kyle jabbed two fingers into her side. Her coat provided less-than-decent protection against his tickling, and she jumped away, squealing and batting at his hand. “Thanks for the offer, but Monica will be in Chicago this weekend. In fact, she’s flying in just to come to the LTS holiday party with me on Saturday. Hey, did I tell you I tried to cancel it this year? I suggested we take the party money and give the staff bonuses instead.”

				A number of possible reactions from his father zipped to mind. None of them were good. If it didn’t directly pertain to the security division, Mr. Lockhart did his level best to both ignore and dismiss his youngest son. “How’d that go over?”

				Kyle jammed his hands in his pockets, hunching deeper into his long black coat. “His email back was a single word, in bold and underlined. No.”

				“You took a shot,” she commiserated. “I’m sure your employees would’ve appreciated a little extra Christmas cash.”

				“Yeah, but Dad likes to roll out the red carpet for this night and turn it into a networking event rather than a real party. He made it clear he expects me to get Monica there and introduce her around to everyone.”

				“Sounds fancy. Do you think it’ll be themed, with peppermint schnapps-spiked hot cocoa? A roast goose? Piles of Christmas cookies as table centerpieces?”

				“Hardly. Open bar. Carving stations. The only way anyone will know it’s a Christmas party and not a wedding is the single bowl of eggnog. Mostly it’ll be a bunch of guys in tuxedos showing off their latest trophy wives. God, am I one of them now?”

				“No.” Actually, yes, come to think of it. Monica more than qualified as the trophy Kyle planned to wave in front of his father. But he looked freaked out at the possibility, so Caitlin fell back on her well-established best-friend duty of reassurance. “Trophy wives are window dressing to hide a midlife crisis. You’re not even thirty yet. And while Monica’s beautiful, she’s neither vapid nor moneygrubbing.” Maybe that was why Caitlin had disliked her at first sight. Smart as a whip—well, except where men were concerned, given her string of affairs with married men—and built like a 1940s’ pinup girl, Monica made Caitlin very aware of her unfashionable red hair and lack of a degree from an Ivy League school. Or even a subscription to the New Yorker. If she tried, really tried to be fair, Caitlin couldn’t point to a single instance where Monica had treated Kyle with anything besides respect. Of course, she also couldn’t point to anything specific that set off alarm bells in her head about Monica. But they were there, ringing as loudly as a handbell chorus.

				They shuffled forward a few more steps, close enough to hear the festive carols jangling out of overhead speakers. Kyle gestured at the dozens of people ahead of them, pressed against the side of the building. “Are we in line for something, or just standing out here until we freeze to death? ’Cause I’m telling you right now, there’s no way I’m getting my picture taken with Santa.”

				Although Kyle could run the fashion gamut from being suave in suits and habañero hot in workout gear, Caitlin couldn’t imagine him looking anything but uncomfortable on Santa’s lap. “Interesting idea, but we’ll back burner that for now. This idea is much more...artistic.”

				“Ah. Your true colors are showing. Speaking of art, how did your interview go this morning? Which one was it? You’ve been awfully secretive about this whole process.”

				“Not secretive. Superstitious. I don’t want to jinx anything.” The direction of her entire life would be decided in the next two weeks. She’d made it to the final round of candidates at two very different companies. After college, Caitlin had gone straight to work in an art gallery. While fun and exciting, she soon realized the lack of a higher degree would allow her only to stagnate professionally. It took vats of coffee for her to successfully juggle work and the grad school program in Curatorial Studies for two years. Faced with the frantic final month of papers and critiques and the endless thesis, Caitlin had quit her job at the gallery. With school behind her now, she had free time to volunteer at the gift wrap booth while waiting to hear what her new job would be. As long as she didn’t fritter away her scant savings on all the amazing Christmas sales she encountered daily at Water Tower Place.

				“But you graduate in a week, right? Next Wednesday?”

				“Glad to know it’s on your calendar.” Even though she’d typed the date into his calendar herself, it gave Caitlin a warm, fuzzy feeling to know he remembered without any prompting. Kyle usually had too many theorems or computer code lines swirling in his head to remember birthdays, or dates of any sort.

				Kyle’s arm encircled her shoulders for a quick hug. “Are you kidding? You drove all the way to Massachusetts for my grad school ceremony. The least I can do is drive five miles down Lakeshore Drive to the Art Institute.”

				“I’ll save you a good seat, in the back, so you can work on your iPad except for the two minutes it’ll take me to walk across the stage,” she teased.

				“You know me so well. Besides, taking the iPad will keep me from embarrassing you by falling asleep while the speaker drones on and on about art.”

				“Philistine. I droned on and on about art at both my interviews, and nobody fell asleep. The Art Institute sat me down with a team of six people who hung on my every word.”

				A long, low whistle burst from his pursed lips. “Six? That’s more than the entire offensive line of the Bears. Were you intimidated?”

				“Nope. I’m a double threat, with real life experience and, oh, the shiny prize of graduating at the top of my class.” She’d been bursting with the news for two days. The temptation to wait and let him be surprised on graduation day buckled under the thrill of sharing it face to face.

				“Caitlin—that’s terrific!” Kyle threw both arms around her in a bear hug and lifted her high in the air. He swung her around until her legs flew out behind her. Caitlin barely registered the people in line around them leaping back to avoid being kicked, Happiness at her accomplishment bubbled through her veins. It almost managed to cloak the insidious happiness at being in his arms. What was wrong with her? Kyle was her best friend, period. End of story. She’d kept her panting lust for him under wraps for more than a decade. Why was it popping out now, as unwelcome as a pimple on prom night—and just as hard to ignore? “I’m so proud of you.”

				“I’m pretty proud of me, too. And it makes this slot as an associate curator at the Art Institute almost a lock. The best part about that job—” She stopped mid-thought when he squinted a duh—are you an idiot look right at her.

				“You mean besides working at one of the top museums in the entire world?”

				Kyle could squint all he wanted, but his comment was so obvious, it merited an eye roll right back. “Of course. The other best part would be that I’d get to stay in Chicago. With you.”

				His squint morphed into a grimace. “Uh oh. Does that mean you don’t want the job I pulled so many strings to get you shortlisted?”

				“Geez, don’t make it sound like I owe you a kidney. You asked Monica to look at my resume. Period. Actually, the best part about her job opening is the travel. Handling the artwork for all the Selford Chambers hotels would entail constant bopping around the country. I’ve never really gone anywhere. This could be a whole new, exciting life for me.”

				Kyle shifted his hands up and down, miming a scale. “So—which one do you want more?"

				In a perfect world, the decision would be taken out of Caitlin's hands entirely. She'd only be offered one of them. "I don't know. Really, I don't care. Either one would be amazing. The cache of working for the Art Institute is matched by the freedom, and frankly the better salary of the Selford Chambers."

				But her heart gave a little stutter every time she considered leaving Chicago, and Kyle, behind. The glamorous life of travel sounded more than a bit lonely. Or maybe not. Finally putting school behind her meant a fresh start, in every way. She'd dated college guys, artsy guys, and Board of Trade guys. Maybe it was time to dip her toe in the water in other states. Maybe do a whole national comparison thing, and date a guy in every state? Write a blog pointing out the pros and cons by region? Or at least email her findings to Brooke and Raquel. They'd get a kick out of it.

				"I've got a bottle of champagne on ice. The minute you hear, I'd better be your first call."

				"If you're bribing me with champagne, of course you'll be first." The carols increased in volume, as did the squeals from the children in front of them. "Great, we're almost there. Welcome to Christmas proposal, version 2.0."

				"Again, I say, why a department store?"

				"Because Macy's goes all out with their Christmas windows. As you're currently witnessing, people line up for the chance to see them. The windows stretch all the way around the building."

				"We're going to be moving a whole step an hour all the way around the building? I think an ant just passed us. Yup, he's thumbing his nose at me."

				"Stop that. I promise this is romantic."

				"Why do you keep harping on that? I told you, we're friends. The romance stuff isn't really our thing."

				It made her oh so sad. "Trust me, if you're not going to tell Monica the driving reason behind this proposal, you need all the romance you can get to sell it to her. You can't risk going back to your dad and admitting you couldn't seal the deal, right?"

				"God, no." Kyle shuddered, contorting his face into an expression of mock horror.

				"You'll hold hands and lean into each other, listening to the carols." Caitlin snuggled in close to demonstrate. Close enough to breathe in the forest scent of his cologne. The scent tingled in her nose. It made all her girl parts perk up and take notice. Get real. It made her want to rip off his shirt and burrow her face into the crook of his neck. “Every year the windows tell a different fairy-tale story. This year, it’s Cinderella.”

				“Even I know that one, and I’ll admit it’s romantic.”

				“It gets better. You’ll see when we hit the very last window.”

				Kyle tugged at his hair. “I don’t know if I can stand the suspense.”

				She loved his goofiness. “Quit it, you’ll scare the children. Okay, in the last window, the prince gets down on one knee and proposes. You know, after finding out the glass slipper fits Cinderella. Once Monica sees the window, oohs and ahhs—”

				His right eyebrow shot skyward. “She’s not really an ooh and aah kind of girl. Think more the polite clapping at a polo match.”

				No way. Nobody could resist a Macy’s window. Caitlin barreled on, “—because you’d have to be the Grinch not to be thrilled by this window—you’ll do the same thing. Drop to one knee and propose.”

				“I don’t have an enchanted glass slipper, or for that matter, a kingdom to offer her.”

				Men always got hung up on the practical details. Why couldn’t he embrace the romance factor of the plan? Good thing she knew Kyle so well, and was prepared for his objection. “I’ve already done the research online. You can get a stunning crystal slipper, small enough to hold in your hand. Resting inside it, on a tiny pillow, you’ll have the ring.” Caitlin flashed a cocky smile, sure he’d be pleased by her thoroughness. “How perfect is that?”

				“Not bad. Not bad at all.” He looked at the first window. The edges were frosted to give the illusion of snow. Foot-high figurines rich with color and detail depicted the lavish gowns of the wicked stepmother and stepsisters berating a kneeling Cinderella. “I’m not sure I can convince her to stand in line for an hour, though. Especially with those skyscraper heels she always wears.”

				“You’re grasping at straws. Why are you rejecting all of my ideas?” She’d given him two fantastic suggestions. Either one would melt any woman’s heart. Could it be he was having second thoughts about the whole thing? Or merely normal cold feet?

				“I’ve only rejected one. I’ll keep this one in the possible pile. Are you saying your idea well is dry already?” he teased.

				“So insulting.

				“We’re running out of time, you know.”

				“The obvious, easy answer is to give her the ring wrapped as a Christmas present.” Unless she decided to schuss off to Gstaad for a skiing holiday. Crap. “She’ll be in town for Christmas, right?”

				“Yeah. We’re having a big formal dinner on Christmas Eve. Again, more of a networking thing than carols and present exchanges. Ever since Mom died, you know Dad prefers to wrap the holidays in business. The Selfords are invited, along with a dozen of Dad’s most promising contacts.”

				Whew. “Then you’ll always have that to fall back on—but I’ll bet I come up with something better.” Caitlin would keep throwing ideas at him until something stuck. Whether her new job interfered, or his marriage did, she realized this could be their last chance to spend significant time together. And she didn’t intend to miss a single opportunity to do just that.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				The crowd swelled around the gift wrap booth like the eddies of an ocean. Ten shopping days until Christmas meant Caitlin had been besieged since the moment she’d walked in the doors of Water Tower Place. A true lover of all things snow-covered, tinseled and festively trimmed, she’d lost her holly-jolly spirit about an hour ago. Shoppers swarmed like sharks in a feeding frenzy. None of them wanted to wait in line, or come back in an hour to pick up their wrapped presents. She’d been snapped at, insulted, called various names relating to both Scrooge and Grinch, and had a toddler throw up on her shoe. Caitlin wanted to make a nametag that said I’m a volunteer—be nice to me!

				For what had to be the nine-thousandth time, she cinched a fake sprig of holly into the middle of a large red bow. Pushing the box down the assembly line, Caitlin reached over for the next one.

				“Oh, no you don’t. You haven’t taken a break all morning, and it’s almost two.” The shift leader shooed her away from the pile of boxes. “Go grab lunch at Foodlife. They do an amazing Pad Thai. In fact, will you bring me one when you come back?”

				She’d never been so happy at the thought of a food court, albeit a super-upscale version, as befitted the toniest shopping center in Chicago. And she really, really wished they served beer. After surviving what promised to be the afternoon’s madness, a couple or three tall, cold beers would be the only solution to her throbbing headache. “No problem. And I promise to be quick.”

				Before anyone could thrust another package in her face, Caitlin grabbed her purse and slipped away from the booth. The urge to stretch her back, roll her shoulders and goggle at the giant golden reindeer suspended six stories up was strong. But her empty stomach overruled it. Cold Pop-Tarts at dawn didn’t exactly keep a body going all day long. But she only made it two steps toward the escalator before someone grabbed her bicep.

				“Hello, Caitlin.” Monica Selford smiled coolly, as white and fluffy as a flocked Christmas tree. White leather pants tucked into white snow boots. A cowl-necked angora sweater dipped low, showcasing cleavage too ample and perfect to be anything but fake. Or was that just hunger-induced cattiness? Maybe feminine jealousy of the enormous diamond studs dragging down Monica’s earlobes?

				Whatever the cause, Caitlin needed to get over it. In a few weeks, Monica would be engaged to Kyle. That would make her...well, nothing official sprang to mind. A best-friend-in-law? Definitely an integral part of Kyle’s life. For his sake, Caitlin needed to make an effort. After all, the marriage might last. What woman in her right mind wouldn’t want to spend the rest of her life with Kyle Lockhart? No doubt the more time Monica spent with him, the more she’d realized the man’s amazing wonderfulness. Especially after they progressed from pecks on the cheek to sliding between the sheets. Kyle had all those rippling muscles. He probably had amazing moves in bed. The kind of talent that made a woman fall in love with him after just one night of passion.

				“Caitlin? Are you alright?” Monica’s grip on her arm tightened into real support. Enough to pull Caitlin out of her very wrong, very sexual reverie about her off-limits best friend.

				“No. Yes. I mean, I haven’t eaten all day. I’m sorry. Hello, Monica.” She stabbed out the words with all the eloquence of a crow banging on a typewriter with its beak.

				“You’ve got to take care of yourself, being a single woman. Nobody else is going to look after you.”

				Was that a dig? Had Kyle breached all normal codes of friendship and told her that Caitlin hadn’t been on a date in two months? Now Caitlin’s hunger-induced cattiness was spreading to others, like the flu. But in order to truly make a fresh start with Monica, she had to start right now. No excuses. Caitlin plastered on a what-a-delightful-surprise-to-see-you smile. Even kicked it up a notch by encircling Monica’s shoulders in a quick hug. Okay, the fastest hug ever. More like a twitch.

				“You are absolutely right. In fact, I’m on my way to grab a bite right now.” She and Monica had only met twice before today, and both times Kyle had been their buffer. This was the perfect opportunity to have some one-on-one time. Get to find out what made Monica tick. “Would you like to join me? Or you in the middle of scratching things off your Christmas list?”

				Monica bared her teeth in a smile so bright men all around them stared. And kept staring. All that focused attention made Caitlin uncomfortable. “I’ll sit with you.” Monica raised one finger. “Oh, and I’ll have a Pellegrino.”

				Was she placing her order? Or was it just that every single word out of her mouth rubbed Caitlin the wrong way? Fresh start. For Kyle. “Not a problem. Why don’t you find a table for us, and I’ll be back in a jiff?”

				The whole time Caitlin stood in line for her food, she watched Monica from across the vast open space. Not one, but two men offered up their tables for her. An older man walking by pulled out the chair for her. And in the eight minutes before Caitlin rejoined her, three men hit on Monica. She attracted young and old, all different types. The woman was a man magnet. How would Kyle deal with his wife receiving that sort of attention? The thought troubled Caitlin.

				Or, yet again, it could just be plain old jealousy. Under the stress of her final semester, her dating life had ground to a halt. She’d spent the last two months doing nothing but school and work. Well, and hanging out with Kyle in what little spare time could be carved out. Plus, she’d never had men kick chairs out of the way just to talk to her, like Monica’s current tablemate.

				She slammed down the tray a bit harder than was truly necessary. “Sorry I took so long. I didn’t expect you to start auditioning replacement lunch partners, though.”

				The slightly paunchy man shook his head from side to side. “Oh, no. I don’t waste a lady’s time with lunch.” He winked at Monica, and slid his business card across the table. “I’d like to take you to dinner at Blackbird.”

				“That is a very tempting offer, John. But I’m only in town for a few days, and my schedule is jam-packed. Will the offer still be good after the holidays?”

				“The offer’s always good. But I can’t promise that I’ll be,” he said, with a slower, meaningful wink.

				Ewww. Caitlin gave him a little shove with her hip as she slid into the chair. He continued to completely ignore her presence.

				“Well, I’ll keep that in mind. Next time I’m in Chicago, I just might give you a ring.” Monica gave him a three-finger wave. It looked flirty, and yet it also clearly gave him the signal to go away. Sure enough, he ambled off.

				Caitlin wrinkled her nose. “You wouldn’t really call that guy, would you? He’s such a player.”

				“He offered to take me to Blackbird. It’s one of the best restaurants in the country. Why would I pass that up?”

				“Umm, because you’re dating Kyle?”

				“We’re not exclusive. He knows it. Kyle certainly doesn’t sit home alone when I’m out of town.”

				Well, that was true. He’d racked up his fair share of hookups. Caitlin mentally pinched herself. Why did she judge Monica with a double standard? Why’d she keep thinking the worst of her? If Caitlin kept this up attitude, she’d deserve nothing but coal in her stocking.

				Monica grabbed her Pellegrino and uncapped it. “Besides, if this John can afford to take a total stranger to Blackbird, then he’s swimming in money. That’s the kind of client we need at the Selford Chambers. It would be more of a networking and/or advertising opportunity than a date.”

				So this was how the high-powered public relations people did it. Every new face was a chance to woo a client, or schmooze an advertiser. Yet another reason why curating art appealed to Caitlin. It wasn’t phony. Fresh start. For Kyle. “I’m just saying that you’re a beautiful woman, Monica. You could do a lot better than someone so sleazy. Come on—he tried to pick you up in a food court."

				"Good point." She still tucked the card inside her Louis Vuitton bag. "Yet again, the offer of dinner at Blackbird is an excellent counter to the whole food court thing. Look at me. I'm certainly not one to hang out with the masses. I prefer to do my shopping online. From the well-appointed confines of my private office. Ten minutes nets me as many gift certificates, and I'm done."

				"You can't see the festive holiday decorations from your office. Hear the carols, or see the people filled with seasonal cheer," Caitlin pointed out.

				"I also won't see the people spreading their seasonal cold germs near me. But it is Christmas. People who never go shopping are out today. The poor man might be tracking down something nice for his secretary." Leaning forward, Monica tilted her water bottle toward Caitlin for emphasis. "More important, there's every chance John might travel for business and stay in our hotels a dozen times next year. If I don't meet with him and impress upon him how luxurious and restful Selford Chambers are, then that is potential business lost."

				"Wow. You are always thinking about work, aren't you?" No matter how many things she didn't like about Monica, Caitlin had to admire her work ethic. The woman lived and breathed the Selford Chambers brand.

				"Of course. That's the hallmark of a true professional. You don't just hit your goals. You've always got to be looking ahead and setting new ones."

				As excited as she was by her two job prospects, Caitlin didn't want them to define her life. While she loved art, talking about it all day and all night would bore her silly. With school behind her now, she could create a whole new life—maybe in a new city, maybe not. But it had to be balanced. Friends, relationships, hobbies. She wanted to take a wine tasting class. Right now the vast extent of her wine knowledge was comprised of ordering by color. Or, more often, being overwhelmed by her ignorance, giving up and ordering a beer instead.

				Monica's 24/7 devotion to her job didn't appeal to Caitlin. Or seem like anything but a guaranteed recipe for an ulcer five years down the road. Nevertheless, her suggestion about goal setting did resonate. As soon as Caitlin landed one of these jobs, her to-do list would be blank for the first time in decades. Terrifyingly so. Except for the wine tasting class idea, which hardly seemed big enough to put on a ten-year plan. Or even a five. Approaching Monica with an open mind had already netted Caitlin an interesting tidbit. This whole fresh start plan would work.

				"That's really good advice. Thank you." She wolfed down a couple of bites of pad thai. Oddly enough, Monica didn't say a word while Caitlin ate. She sat there, watching her with a flat, squirm-inducing gaze. Might as well break the silence with a little digging about her job prospect. "I wanted to thank you again for getting me that interview. The Selford Chambers must have received an enormous stack of resumes for the curator position. It's such a wonderful and unusual opportunity."

				"You were qualified. Otherwise I wouldn't have brought you to Jack's attention." Monica leaned forward. She pushed her water out of the way and crossed her arms on the table. "I can do it again."

				"Do what?"

				"Tell him that you're the best candidate. I hear all three of you in the final round did an impressive job. Jack's having a difficult time making a choice. One word from me, and the job is yours."

				An unexpected offer. Kind of like a comet-crashing-into-the-Christmas-tree-behind-them unexpected. They weren't friends. They were barely acquaintances. Why would Monica do this? "Wow. Thank you, but no."

				The other woman's perfectly arched eyebrow shot straight up. "Don't be an idiot. Take the job."

				"Oh, don't get me wrong. I want the job." Probably. The whole leaving-Chicago angle of it worried her a bit. After living here her whole life, the city was like a well-worn-in sneaker. Comfortable, easy. On the other hand, she didn’t want to stay here and watch Kyle go through the motions in his loveless marriage. Or worse, fall in love right in front of her eyes. “I just don’t want it unless I earn it. But I appreciate your belief in me.”

				“Perhaps I wasn’t clear. I can make your life easy. A signing bonus, seven percent higher salary than what Jack offered you in the interview. Take the job, Caitlin. If you don’t,” Monica leaned back, and her eyes narrowed, “I can make your life very, very difficult.”

				“What?” Clearly she hadn’t eaten enough yet. Because there was no way her best friend’s almost fiancée who she barely knew would have just threatened her. Was there? It made no sense. Low blood sugar leading to lack of comprehension—now, that made sense. Caitlin took a large, purposeful bite. “I don’t understand.”

				“I suppose you know already that Kyle’s going to propose to me. He tells you everything, right?”

				This conversation was turning more surreal by the minute. How did Monica know? It wasn’t as if she and Kyle spent every minute together like a normal couple and had discussed an inevitable marriage. It should be the farthest thing from her mind, what with the whole not-sleeping-together-yet angle. “Yes. I mean, what makes you think he’s about to pop the question?”

				“Brian’s been dropping significant hints.”

				It took a minute for Caitlin’s brain to pull the random name into the correct context. “Do you mean Brian Lockhart? Kyle’s dad?”

				“Of course.”

				“He blew the surprise?” The jig was up. Caitlin saw no point in pretending otherwise. She couldn’t believe Mr. Lockhart went behind Kyle’s back. “Wait a minute. Why are you having conversations with Kyle’s dad in the first place?”

				“The merger, of course. Kyle must have mentioned LTS Industries is one of the companies courting us for a merger. He’s made up ridiculous excuses to skip every conference call and meeting on the subject so far, but I know he’s aware there’s a plan in the works.”

				“Oh, he’s aware, all right,” Caitlin murmured.

				“Kyle’s a typical computer geek. Brilliant, but with all the imagination and romance of a turnip. Since Brian intimated he won’t wait for Valentine’s Day, I anticipate he’ll ask me on New Year’s Eve. I’ve already rearranged my calendar to be back here.”

				“How very accommodating of you. Does this mean you plan to say yes?” Caitlin wasn’t sure what compelled her to ask such an obvious question. Kyle had smarts, charm, looks, wit—the total package. Who wouldn’t say yes to spending the rest of her life with him?

				“I do.” Monica smiled at her accidental turn of phrase. “LTS will make a strong partner for the Selford Chambers brand. This is a smart merger.”

				So not what she’d asked. “I don’t mean the merger. Do you plan to say yes to Kyle?”

				“You’ve got to start thinking with a brain for business. Kyle is the merger I was talking about. He’s an integral piece of LTS.” She ticked off points on her French-tipped fingers. “His wealth profile matches mine, and he accepts my independent streak. The marriage will seal the merger between Selford Chambers and LTS. Our board of directors will be pleased to see us align with another tight, family-based company. Last but not least, he’s an incredibly attractive piece of arm candy. I’d say I hit the jackpot.”

				Oh, it sounded like nothing more than a business deal. Monica’s voice held the same amount of warmth she’d use to discuss trading mutual funds. Maybe less. It was fine for her to tally up Kyle’s assets, but he was so much more than those superficial items. More than a walking balance sheet with an overabundance of brains. Kyle was a fiend about hockey. It brought out a wicked competitive streak he had to play down at work. He loved to sail, loved the absolute relaxation of pitting himself against nature. And he had such a kind heart he volunteered in a Big Brother program twice a month. Shouldn’t the woman about to become his wife know—and value—those things about him?

				Caitlin couldn’t help herself. The fateful words that could seal Kyle’s future came out in a desperate rush. “Do you love him at all?”

				“Aren’t you a naïve little thing.” Monica gave her an appraising look. The faint crease that appeared between her eyebrows said she found Caitlin to be less than expected. “I thought we were the same age. How can you still cling to such childish notions of romance?”

				“Believing in love, valuing it, doesn’t make me naïve,” she shot back. “I could just as easily say that your not striving for it makes you pessimistic and unambitious.”

				Monica toyed with the large pearl ring on her right hand. Its creamy luster was only a shade off from her sweater. “Have you seen the divorce rate recently? A marriage based on love or passion might burn hot for a while, but then it fizzles out, with all the staying power of a firecracker. Whereas a marriage based on mutual respect, for each other, for our work, has a solid foundation. I believe this marriage will be mutually beneficial.” She looked right at Caitlin with the barest hint of a smile. “As an added bonus, I genuinely like Kyle. Your head might be too muddled with hearts and flowers to believe me, but I want this marriage to work. There’s only one thing standing in the way.”

				“You live in two different cities? You barely know each other?”

				“None of that is relevant. No, the only real problem, the only thing that could prevent this marriage from getting off the ground, is you, Caitlin.”

				Talk about ridiculous. She was orchestrating the entire proposal. That’s about as far as you could get from standing in the way. “You’re mistaken. Kyle’s made it clear this is what he wants, and I support him.” Well, she supported his choice that led to the proposal. Caitlin wanted Mr. Lockhart to give Kyle the love and respect his dad had withheld for as long as Kyle could remember. This was the only way for him to get it, especially with his dad staring down death in a matter of months. In theory, at least.

				“If you honestly care about him, don’t you want to do everything possible to make this marriage work? I certainly do.” Once more, Monica leaned forward, with the grace of a cobra about to strike. “I’m not blind. I’ve seen the way you look at him. And I’ve seen the way he looks at you, without either of you realizing it. Every time we’re together, or on the phone, your name comes up. Constantly. No matter what the damn topic. You’re always there, in his head.”

				If only that were the case. “You’ve got the wrong idea. It’s true, we spend quite a bit of time together. We’re best friends, and have been for a long time. But we’re just friends, I assure you.”

				“I’m sure you each believe that to be true. But can you sit here and tell me you’ve never wished for anything more? That you wouldn’t go running to him the moment he so much as crooked a finger?” Monica’s voice dropped to a hiss. “I dare you to deny that you wouldn’t leap into his bed with a rose between your teeth given half a chance.”

				Caitlin ground her back teeth together. How did Monica know? They’d met only twice before today. How on earth had she picked up on Caitlin’s secret longing? Especially when Kyle and Caitlin had spent thousands of hours together without him suspecting a thing. For Kyle’s sake, to salvage his relationship with his father, she had to nip this notion in the bud. “Monica, he’s going to propose to you. All you have to do is say yes. I’m not going to be in the way.”

				“Exactly. You won’t be in the way because you’ll be too busy whisking your way around the country choosing art for the Selford Chambers. Like I said, the job is yours. All you have to do is say yes.” She mimicked Caitlin, making air quotes with her fingers. “Oh, and stay the hell away from Kyle. It’s the only way we’ll have the chance to be a real couple. The only way I’ll capture enough of his attention to turn this from a mere marriage of convenience to a marriage that lasts. Someone with your fixation on love should understand that desire. So once we’re married, I want you out of the picture for good.”

				No. Not a snowball’s chance in hell. “I don’t want you to give me the job for the wrong reasons. And I certainly won’t turn my back on my best friend.”

				“I think you will. Because I’m not giving you a choice in the matter.”

				Caitlin shoved away her barely eaten lunch. There was still a chance, although growing slimmer by the second, that she’d end up working for the Selford Chambers. Although she kind of wanted to upend her plate over Monica’s head, it wouldn’t be prudent. Spine as straight as steel, she rose to her feet. “I need to get back. Please don’t do me any so-called favors. I promise you I won’t accept a handout.”

				Pushing up into a half crouch with one hand on the table, Monica whipped out the other to encircle Caitlin’s wrist. “Listen carefully. You will take the job, you will leave Chicago, and you will cut Kyle out of your life.”

				Even the idea of it was so absurd as to be laughable. Except that nothing about the hard-edged stare facing Caitlin across the table allowed her to laugh. Now she knew the reason for the alarm bells that rang every time she thought about this woman. Somehow she must’ve sensed Monica’s cruel streak. “You can’t make me do that. You don’t have the power to decide another person’s entire—”

				Monica cut her off. “Wrong again. If you don’t do as I say, then I will blackball you in the art world. Museums, galleries, schools, even media outlets won’t touch you with a twenty-foot pole. By the time I’m finished, you won’t be able to get a job manning the cash register at a poster shop. You know my family, you know our connections in the business and society world. I have enough clout to ruin you in a day. So you should be fully aware this isn’t an idle threat.”

				The two-ton boulder of fear suddenly lodged in the pit of her stomach told Caitlin this was all-too-real a threat. Monica Selford was a mover and a shaker. Constantly in the newspapers, in magazines, tweeted about. The fact she had the power to make good on her threat was undeniable. But Caitlin did have one weapon in her arsenal. “Kyle won’t stand for this. He won’t let you bully me.”

				“Don’t you dare breathe a word of this to Kyle. If you do, and he decides not to go through with the proposal, I’ll still bury you. If you ever want to work as anything more than a burger flipper, you’ll keep your mouth shut. I told you, I want this marriage to work. In addition to a fancy wedding, and the press release about the merger. Those are nice trophies, but the gilt on them is a successful marriage to Kyle. And when I want something, I do whatever it takes to get it and keep it.” Monica released her grip and needlessly smoothed her impeccable hair. “Our HR department will call you next week with the offer details. I promise you’ll get a lovely signing bonus just in time to finish your shopping. Merry Christmas.”

				Caitlin watched her walk away. Without Monica saying a word, the crowd of bag-laden, irritable shoppers magically parted to let the beautiful woman pass by. Was it her striking looks, her poise? Or was it simply a fact of life that she really did get whatever she wanted? With her stomach, heart and mind all equally unsettled, Caitlin dumped the rest of her lunch in the trash. Apparently she’d have to make even more of a fresh start than she’d planned. For Kyle.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Kyle paced the sidewalk, watching his black patent dress shoes smoosh into the flurries of snow. It had been exactly seven minutes since he’d ducked out of the LTS Industries Christmas party, and he was positive his father had noticed his absence by now. Another tick in the minus column against his least-favorite son. He clamped the phone tighter to his ear to better hear over the howling wind.

				“Caitlin, what the hell is taking you so long?”

				The phone line practically crackled with her exasperation, practically as high as his. “In case you haven’t noticed, the snow’s kicked up to practically blizzard conditions. Chicago traffic sucks under the best conditions. You really think my taxi is going any more than a rocking five miles an hour right now?”

				Kyle didn’t care how unreasonable it might be. He needed Caitlin on his arm, and back up at the party as of, oh, twenty minutes ago. About to bark out another plea to hurry, he slid the phone into his pocket as a taxi double honked its arrival. Kyle thrust a handful of bills at the driver and yanked open the door. “The whole point of tonight is for me to have a date. Did you have to take so long getting ready? The party started half an hour...” his voice trailed off as Caitlin got out. Or had he actually swallowed his tongue? He’d looked at her so often over the years. Half the time he barely noticed what she looked like. Caitlin was always just there, like his three computers, iPod and Xbox. But then a night like this came along, and she blindsided him with her beauty.

				She’d done something fancy with her hair that clustered red curls on one side and left the other side of her neck bare. Bare and inviting. The deep green of a holly sprig, her dress pushed her breasts up onto a ruffled display shelf. Look, but don’t touch, he told himself. The strapless top was cinched in by a black velvet ribbon around her tiny waist, then poofed out into a wide skirt. Happily, it stopped at her knees. Caitlin’s legs looked a million miles long, ending in super-high black heels. Deep red nails peeped out of a cut out at the toe. Kyle would happily give up his iPad for an entire week just to glimpse the rest of her toes.

				He scrambled to find words that would do her justice. “You look amazing.” Yeah, he wasn’t any good with words. Now, if he could craft an equation that transformed her beauty into the simplicity of numbers, then he’d be eloquent. Except she wouldn’t understand it. And he’d win the prize for biggest nerd ever.

				“Good. Then stop sniping at me. You’re lucky I’m here at all.”

				“I know. I owe you big. I owe you...whatever you want. Sky’s the limit.” Truly. He’d freaking buy her a car for coming out tonight and saving his ass, if she asked for it.

				Caitlin gave him a veiled look. Weird. He could always tell what she was thinking. But right now, as she peered up at him from beneath thick black lashes, all he could sense was that for once, she didn’t want him to know anything. That didn’t sit well with him. Like the time his brother made him do five tequila shots in a row and then eat a plate of nachos bigger than a hubcap.

				“You don’t need to bribe me, Kyle,” she said in a quiet voice. “I’m your best friend. I’ll always have your back, whether we’re two or two thousand miles apart.”

				“Okay. Wait, is this a hint? Do you know which job you’re taking?”

				“No. No, I really don’t.”

				With a hand at the small of her back, Kyle pushed them through into the refined gray-and-black elegance of the Cavendish Grand hotel lobby. A soaring atrium rose three stories, with one entire wall of windows overlooking the hustle and bustle of Michigan Avenue. The walls were covered in dove-gray satin echoed in the chairs and sofas grouped around a cascade of water streaming from the ceiling into a mound of shiny black river stones. Sheets of glass formed the check-in desk, supported by columns of dark granite. He hustled them past, straight into the elevator.

				“I’m really glad you were free,” Kyle said.

				“Oh, me too. Single and dateless on a Saturday night.” She fist pumped the air as the doors swooshed shut. “I was just about to toast to my good fortune when I got your frantic text.”

				Huh. His normally sunny Caitlin was as bitter as the noxious cough syrup he’d gagged down during his bout with bronchitis last month. “What’s with the attitude?”

				She closed her eyes long enough for him to notice the sparkly green shadow on her lids. “Nothing. I’m sorry. Just harried from rushing around doing my Cinderella transformation.” With a deep breath, she opened her eyes and gave him a weak smile. “Now, do you want to tell me why you begged me to be your date with half an hour’s notice? I thought tonight was supposed to be Monica’s big reveal as your main squeeze.”

				“That was the plan. Or rather, my dad’s plan. Here, let me help you out of your coat.” The backs of his fingers brushed against her bare shoulders. All it took was that one soft touch to catapult his lust from everyday, ignorable levels to red hot and ready. Why tonight? He’d managed to keep thoughts of sex and Caitlin from intermingling for years. The same way as in the classic movie Ghostbusters, they couldn’t cross their proton streams, or all life could end. She was his best friend. No way would he muddy those waters with sex. He couldn’t begin to contemplate what his life would be like if she wasn’t in it anymore.

				The doors opened and a waiting attendant took their overcoats. The familiar clench in his gut told him dear old dad was nearby. “Okay, I worked the room when I got here. You shouldn’t have to sit through too much business talk. Lots of spouses here tonight, so the conversation’s staying pretty light. Just stick close and—”

				“Be your arm candy?”

				Kyle knew a trap when he heard one. He stopped right on the threshold of the ballroom. “Is it degrading and sexist if I say yes?”

				She pinched her thumb and first finger together until only a sliver of light shone through. “Little bit. But I get it.”

				“We’re a family company. We have an image to uphold. As Dad said to me a few hours ago, I’d project a pathetic, never-been-screwed, geek boy image by not having a beautiful woman on my arm.”

				“Doesn’t he know geeks are the hot commodity this decade? Did you tell him about that Bears cheerleader you hooked up with after they tanked their last game? What about the packs of women chasing after you, hoping you’ll be the next dot com zillionaire?”

				Kyle clapped a hand to his forehead. “Totally forgot. Guess once I’m engaged, I’ll have to take out a full-page ad in the Chicago Tribune, apologizing for disappointing all of them.”

				“That would be novel. Seeing how you’ve never apologized for disappointing me.”

				Brian Lockhart stepped in front of them. For Kyle, especially in their identical tuxes, it was like looking in a funhouse mirror that aged him by twenty years. “Good evening, Caitlin. You look quite lovely.”

				“Thanks, Mr. Lockhart.” She tucked her hands around Kyle’s elbow.

				“It was kind of you to take pity on Kyle and help him out tonight. People would’ve talked if he’d shown up without a date.”

				Caitlin pursed her lips to one side and nodded. “You’re right. The whole room probably would’ve placed bets on which lucky girl would bag him for the night.” Ah, there she was. His girl always came out swinging in his defense. It drove Dad crazy.

				His father pressed his lips together into a thin line. “Please keep in mind you’re representing LTS Industries tonight. You’re not here to be Kyle’s personal cheering section.”

				“I can do both. Grad school taught me to multitask.” Big eyes, open smile, she was the picture of innocence. But Kyle knew that with every double-edged word she gave his dad the finger.

				“Congratulations on your degree. Enjoy the evening,” he thrust a warning index finger in Kyle’s face, “but not too much.” He stalked away with the same furrow that always settled between his eyes after dealing with Caitlin and Kyle.

				Caitlin jabbed her elbow into his side. She’d done it so often over the years that he probably had a callous on his rib. “You sure know how to show a girl a good time. What’s the big idea of siccing your dad on me before I chug a couple of glasses of champagne?”

				“It was a stealth attack. Neither one of us saw him coming.” But at least now the worst part of the evening was over. “You definitely earned your champagne, though. I got the bartender to put aside a bottle of the really good stuff. As thanks for you showing up tonight.” Although a single bottle of Dom Perignon wouldn’t be enough to thank her for the staunch defense she’d mustered. And a case of the stuff wouldn’t come close to thanking her for the way she looked in that dress. He steered her toward the bar, and signaled the bartender.

				Caitlin tucked her tiny black purse under her arm. “Before the Lockhart family grinch interrupted us, you were going to tell me why I’m here. What happened to Monica?”

				“I don’t want to talk about it.” Actually, he did. Kyle wanted to yell and curse and throw things. But that didn’t really fit the festive holiday theme the Cavendish had going with their decorations. Every big round table had crystal bowls full of ornaments as centerpieces, surrounded by holly wreaths. Suspended from the ceiling every ten feet were kissing balls of mistletoe. Each of the four corners of the room held an enormous Christmas tree, decorated in the Cavendish signature gray and silver.

				Most of the women wore black dresses, and faded into the color scheme. But Caitlin stood out like a shimmering angel, with her green dress and bright red hair. She might not have the obvious, sex-kitten appeal of Monica, but Kyle knew every man in the room would notice his date tonight. And toast him as one lucky bastard. He grabbed the flutes and handed one to Caitlin. “Let’s just enjoy the party. Here’s to my best friend for saving my ass, once again.” They clinked glasses.

				“Do you have to schmooze with anyone?” Caitlin asked.

				Just about everyone in the room. But he’d already made one round, and talking to his dad had ratcheted up his irritability. Better to wait a half hour and calm down. “No.”

				“Do you want to dance?”

				God, yes. “No.” The thought of holding Caitlin tight in his arms, feeling her breasts brush against his chest, that cluster of red curls feathered against his cheek—no way would he be able to hide his reaction. Every man had his limits, and tonight Caitlin’s beauty pushed him to the breaking point. For the sake of their friendship, he had to touch her as little as possible. Kyle scrambled for an excuse. “Nobody else is on the dance floor yet.”

				“Do you want to hang out by the door to the kitchen and pounce on all the good appetizers?”

				“If Dad caught me doing that, there’d be hell to pay.”

				Caitlin drained her glass and handed it back to the bartender for a refill. “Damn it, Kyle, this is your party. You’re in a foul mood. What do you want to do? Go sulk in a corner?”

				As usual, his best friend knew exactly what he needed. He grabbed the champagne bottle and nodded. “Great idea. Come with me.” Hoping she’d follow, he made a beeline for the Christmas tree farthest from the door. In a shadowy corner lit only by the strings of tree lights, it was as close as he could come to leaving the party entirely.

				“Okay, when you distance us from the appetizers, I know something is wrong. We won’t have any fun until you get it off your chest.” She patted the starched pleats of his tux shirt. Kyle jerked back from her touch. To cover his reaction, he took a swig directly from the bottle. “Talk to me. Are you upset about Monica? Is she sick?”

				“No.” When her eyes narrowed, he realized he’d better stop the monosyllabic answers before she got fed up and stormed off. “Monica’s not sick. That would be the best case scenario. That would be an excuse I could live with. Monica is at the Exelon company party tonight. The mayor’s supposed to be there, along with the head of the Board of Trade. It’s a better party, according to her.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				Yeah. Those same three words had been flashing like neon beer signs in his head since Monica’s call. “Neither do I. Every time she comes into town, I clear my calendar for her. She’s always got some big gala or function, and needs an escort. I go, no questions asked. This is the one time I’ve asked her to be my date. To do me a favor.”

				“Did you tell her about your dad? How this is a command performance, how important it was that she be here?”

				“Over and over again. I even played the aren’t you supposed to be my girlfriend card.” Kyle was pretty sure his balls had shriveled to the size of his iPod earbuds when he used that phrase. Desperation made a man say crazy things. “She apologized, but said she’s the best promotional tool the Selford Chambers has, and it needed her to go where the prospective clients would be.”

				Caitlin crouched to slam her glass onto the floor so hard that bubbles sloshed over the side. Then she rose and fisted her hands on her hips. “The hotel needed her? It’s a hotel. Concrete floors, rebar, windows. It doesn’t have fucking needs. You needed her.”

				Once in a blue moon, Caitlin let slip the reins on her fierce redhead’s temper. It was an awesome thing to behold. As long as she didn’t direct it at him. The righteous wrath she let fly pumped his own outrage even hotter. “I’m trying to be reasonable. I’m not going into this marriage to make googly-eyes and quote poetry. Monica and her precious hotel chain get perks if we marry, and I get my dad’s respect. I can live without love, but holy hell—it’s not asking too much to expect a date to our family’s most important event of the year, is it?”

				He chugged straight from the bottle again, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The delicate flavor of the Dom was lost on him tonight. All Kyle could taste was the bitterness burning up his throat from his gut. “The only reason I agreed to go along with this proposal was to put an end to The Look. The one Dad always gives me that says I’ve let him down yet again. You know, right before he flat out tells me. Tonight, Monica was supposed to be my get-out-of-jail-free card from The Look. But she bailed. And he crushed me with The Look like a cannonball through a gnat.”

				“Oh, Kyle.” Caitlin’s soft voice broke through the anger roaring in his ears. Actually, it was probably his blood pressure pounding. What if he stroked out from being so pissed off at his almost-fiancée? It’d ruin the party and Dad would be mad at him—again. “I’m so sorry.” She rubbed his bicep in a soothing circle. Moisture glistened at the corner of her big brown eyes, and behind it he saw a bottomless well of sympathy, compassion and loyalty. The churning in his belly calmed at her touch. As a precaution, he took one more long swig to let the bubbles settle him the rest of they way.

				“Why can’t Monica ever look at me the way you do?” he wondered out loud. “Like I’m your whole world? Like I’m the sun and the moon, drizzled with chocolate sauce and wrapped up in a bow just for you. That look, Caitlin, it makes a man feel like a god.”

				* * *

				Her horrible, crazy day was turning into an even crazier night. The unceasing crowds at the mall topped off by Monica’s ultimatum had given Caitlin the humdinger of all headaches. Looking forward to a night of pasta, ice cream and a Julia Roberts marathon with Brooke, she’d almost refused when Kyle begged for her help. She didn’t have the slightest clue how to deal with Monica, and refused to deal with the idea of ending her friendship with Kyle. But he needed her, so really, what choice did she have?

				Now, with his father on his usual disapproving tear and Kyle slugging back two-hundred-dollar wine like it was lemonade, things were downright weird. She’d never heard such a tender tone in Kyle’s voice before. It melted her kneecaps to jelly, and she tightened her grasp on his arm for support. This could be her only chance to catch him off guard. If Monica had her way, it could be Caitlin’s last chance to be alone with him. She had to seize the moment.

				“Kyle, don’t do it.”

				“What?” He finished off the champagne and dropped the bottle soundlessly onto the gray carpet.

				She held her breath. In his current mood, how would he react? With her nerves already frayed, Caitlin wasn’t sure if she could take it if he verbally slapped at her. But he was so open right now. He’d already seen right through her to her true feelings. If his head wasn’t all caught up in the mess with his father, Kyle would’ve called her on it. Damn it, she loved him and wouldn’t give up without at least one good fight.

				“Don’t marry Monica.”

				He shrugged, hard enough to dislodge her hand. “Too late. It’s already in the works. You’re dreaming up a sleigh bell-and-holly-covered proposal for me, remember?”

				How could she forget? The image of him down on one knee in front of another woman kept her awake and staring at the ceiling every single night. “It isn’t too late. Until you’re both standing at an altar and say I do, it isn’t too late.”

				“Caitlin, don’t be naïve.” The tenderness in his voice disappeared. His mouth turned down at the corners, and his chin jutted out. Kyle jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Strip away the white dress, veil and four-tiered cake, and this is a simple business deal. One where we each profit. It might not be ideal, but few things in life are. Monica’s a nice woman. We get along fine, when she’s around. She’s great at parties. Dances like J. Lo after a couple of martinis. I’m not exactly getting the short end of the stick.”

				All the fight had drained out of him. And all the light was gone from those ocean-blue eyes, as if the moon had gone behind a cloud. It made her want to cry, but that wouldn’t be enough to change his mind. Caitlin grabbed his hands. “You deserve so much more. You deserve a real wife, one who’s your best friend in the whole world.”

				“Don’t need that. I’ve got you slotted in the best-friend-for-life role.” He tried to tug his hands back, but she held on tight.

				“What if I’m not always around?”

				“This is the twenty-first century. Skype, phones, texting—you don’t have to be next to me to be with me. We’ll still talk every night. Nothing will change.”

				If only she could believe that. But if he married Monica, Caitlin now knew that everything would change. “It might.”

				“It won’t.” He smiled, that smile that filled her heart like helium. “It’s always been you and me. I can’t live my life any other way.”

				She played one last, desperate card. “What about sex?”

				“What?”

				“You deserve a wife who belongs to you, body and soul. You deserve a lover in your marriage bed. Someone to be there in the middle of the night to chase the demons away. Someone who fires up your blood and stirs your passion. Someone who wants you, who needs you with every cell of her body.”

				Did she move? Did he move? Caitlin couldn’t tell. All she knew was that his hands cradled her face and his lips were on hers. It was the kiss she’d fantasized about for years, and yet it wasn’t. It was so much more. His warm lips tasted faintly sweet from the champagne, and she wanted to lap at him for days. Kyle moved, softly at first, tasting her, fitting himself to her. A cascade of sensation washed down her body. He moved his hands to her back and drew her close.

				They fitted together perfectly. Thanks to the extra four inches her stilettos added, all the interesting parts lined up. A bulge, hard and impressively large, pressed at the junction of her legs. Caitlin’s heart flipped over at the proof she’d already managed to arouse him. She laced her hands through his hair and took over the kiss, pulling him tighter. Her tongue darted into the warm cavern of his mouth, learning what he liked, and what she liked.

				Rocking back and forth slightly, just enough to rub his erection against her, Kyle lit up every nerve in her body like a Christmas tree. She poured all her pent-up feelings into that kiss. It changed from tender to white-hot in an eyeblink. Kyle matched her hunger, mouths fusing, tongues tangling, and an almighty heat growing.

				She couldn’t get close enough. She wanted this perfect moment to last forever. However, Caitlin also wanted to rip off the stiff tuxedo jacket, untuck the starched shirt and revel in his hot, smooth skin. She wanted to trace with her fingers all the taut muscles she’d traced and retraced with only her eyes for years. The Cavendish Grand was a hotel, after all. They could be upstairs in a bed in five minutes. Caitlin rubbed against him like a cat, loving the hard pushback of his pecs against her breasts. A sound she could swear was a growl came from deep in his throat, and he dipped down to the side of her neck, nipping and licking a trail of fire.

				Pin-sharp needles dug into her bare arm and poked into the thin satin of her dress. Kyle put a protective hand on the back of her head and looked up.

				“Sorry. Gotta love an open bar.” A man in a pale blue tuxedo tried to steady himself on the enormous Christmas tree he’d just pushed into Caitlin and Kyle. Silver ornaments tinkled against each other as they tumbled to the ground. “Oh, Kyle, hey there. Merry Christmas. Tell your old man this is a great party.”

				“Merry Christmas, Rob.” Kyle leaned back, putting a few inches of air between himself and Caitlin from the waist up. But from the waist down, they were still completely enmeshed, her skirt tangled between his legs.

				“Santa brought you a real babe for Christmas, huh?” Rob extended a hand toward Caitlin, but missed her by a couple of inches. Before he toppled over, she grabbed him by the wrist. “I’m on Kyle’s team here at LTS. Nice to meet you.”

				He pumped her hand with so much enthusiasm he almost lost his balance again. Caitlin thought about warning him to stay far away from Mr. Lockhart unless he mainlined an entire vat of coffee.

				Kyle cleared his throat. “You’ve heard me talk about Caitlin.”

				“Whoa. This is the legendary Caitlin? Your best friend?” Rob leaned in to stage whisper in the general direction of Caitlin’s ear. “My best friend’s named Suresh, outweighs me by fifty pounds and wears a windbreaker all the time.” He straightened back up and thumped Kyle on the arm. “If you ever want to do a best friend exchange, just let me know.”

				“Don’t hold your breath. Caitlin’s mine.”

				Her heart leapt into her throat at his words. It had to mean the proposal was off. They both watched Rob stagger away. Suddenly Kyle stiffened. His eyebrows pulled together into a straight line. Caitlin tracked back to see what caught his attention. Mr. Lockhart stood on the opposite side of the room, a glare cold enough to kick-start the next ice age aimed directly at his son. A second later, Kyle released her, and took a couple of steps back.

				No emotion showed through the implacable mask he’d donned. The mix of not-caring and being removed from the situation that hardened into a flat stare and thin lips around his father. Except this time he aimed that expressionless gaze at her. Slowly, he pointed up to the kissing ball directly above their heads.

				“Sorry. I got carried away beneath the mistletoe. You know I’m a sucker for Christmas.”

				This was the deciding moment. She could pitch a fit, demand to know where the passionate, lusty man who’d kissed her went. Tell him nobody kissed like that without a boatload of feelings to back it up. That obviously he couldn’t marry Monica, not when he wanted her so bad his cock almost ground a hole right through her dress. Or throw all her pride out the window and admit she’d always loved him.

				Caitlin looked back over her shoulder at the still-scowling Mr. Lockhart. Kyle’s mom had died years ago. He barely spoke to his brother. She loved him too much to ask him to give up this one chance at mending fences with his father. As his best friend in the world, she could never ask him to choose between her and his family. No matter who he chose, he’d always resent it, and come to resent her. Sucking in a breath, the scent of pine filled her nose and stung her eyes. From now on, she’d always equate the smell of a Christmas tree with the enormous, agonizing heartbreak of this moment.

				“Mistletoe’s pretty powerful,” she agreed. If Kyle wanted to sweep their whole, amazing kiss under the carpet, then she’d play along. “The druids called it sacred, even using it in human sacrifices.”

				He pretended to chuckle. She could tell because it was his fake-hearty work chuckle. The kind he never, ever used with her. “Sort of a morbid story. You should definitely strike mistletoe from the list of proposal possibilities.”

				“Got it. No poisonous plants at the proposal. Of course, that cuts out poinsettias and holly, too.”

				“Well, I guess I can’t have everything I want, can I?”

				Neither could she, apparently. Not even close.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Why did the women in his life insist on meeting him outside in the middle of winter? Kyle tightened the scarf around his neck and bent his head against the wind. The weekend storm had blown through, but another one nipped at its heels. Chicago was knee-deep in the white stuff, with no end in sight. Six days to Christmas, and he was the only idiot on the Magnificent Mile, Chicago’s most famous shopping destination. He checked the address on his phone one last time, then tucked it into his pocket.

				Monica had called in a lather, insisting he drop everything and meet her. Kyle almost hung up on her. After Saturday’s no-show for the LTS Christmas party, he wasn’t inclined to do her any favors. Not until he cooled off. But she swore it was an emergency. Well, this was his future wife, so he slammed shut his laptop and sprinted to the El. If he’d tried to drive in this snow, he’d have tacked on an extra half hour. His boots and parka kept him warm enough, but his pants were soaked from fighting his way through the drifts on the sidewalk. The city cleared the streets—sort of—by pushing most of the snow right up to the edge of the buildings.

				As he trudged past Water Tower Place, he thought of Caitlin. He knew she wasn’t inside at the gift-wrap booth, because today was her graduation day. They hadn’t spoken since the party. After the earth-shattering kiss they shared, she’d hung in there for an hour of awkward conversation with him. She charmed the pants off everyone else in the room. Her natural sunny disposition captivated all the stodgy bigwigs his father had invited. Dad even made a point of thanking Caitlin right before she left. Right before she pinned him with those eyes as dull as an old penny and slipped away without saying goodbye.

				Kyle didn’t blame her. No matter how he tried to come up with an explanation for what happened that night, his mind dumped him back at the same place every time. He was a first class prick. He had no right to give in to the feelings he’d spent years tamping down. Caitlin didn’t deserve to be toyed with like that.

				Sure, for those few minutes when he kissed her and time stopped, it had been heaven. If heaven came with enough firecrackers to light up the sky forever. He’d been a selfish bastard to give in to his lust. But something about the combination of the yearning in her eyes and his raw emotional state had melted the shields he maintained against her. All he’d seen was a beautiful woman who understood him. Who wanted to be with him. She’d been irresistible.

				But now everything was messed up. Without his daily dose of Caitlin, he’d been in a foul mood. After two days of this, his entire team had opted to work from home today. They hadn’t even bothered to fake a cough, or sniffle a couple of times. Kyle knew he’d been uncharacteristically sharp. Critical. A fucking jerk to a team of really great guys. One more thing he’d have to deal with before Christmas.

				His phone beeped, signaling he’d arrived at his destination. Wiping a layer of snowflakes from his lashes, he looked up. And immediately wanted to bang his head against the art-deco stone building in front of him. The elegant letters three stories above the door spelled out Tiffany & Co. Monica had an “emergency” at the most iconic jewelry store in town? About as likely as him riding shotgun with Santa. On the other hand, maybe she’d gotten sick while shopping. Monica wasn’t the type to take an ambulance unless spurting blood or unconscious. Hoping, oddly, for the worst, he pushed through into the store.

				Of course, carols filled the air. Pine garlands draped every display case. Just like outside, the crowds were nonexistent, with only two ladies shopping to his right. But he didn’t see Monica anywhere. Great. He’d have to search all four floors of the immense store. Kyle shook his head to get rid of the snow and unzipped his coat.

				“Mr. Lockhart?” An associate in a somber suit appeared at his elbow.

				“Yes.” Guess on a day as slow as this, he’d been easy to spot.

				“Ms. Selford is waiting for you upstairs. In the third-floor private viewing room.”

				Kyle took off for the stairs at a brisk lope. If she wasn’t trolling the cases, Monica must be sick. She must be tucked away, lying down. He called for a taxi, knowing it would take forever to show up. But how else would he get her to the doctor?

				He burst into the dark, hushed room. She sat at a small desk, hunched over and head down. “Monica, what’s wrong?”

				“I’m having trouble seeing...” Her voice trailed off.

				God, it was serious. Kyle practically leapt across the room to kneel beside her. “Are you dizzy? Headache?”

				She pushed the shimmering curtain of blond hair aside to look at him. “Of course not.” Monica waggled the jeweler’s loupe in her hand before setting it on the desk. “I’m having trouble seeing any flaws in this diamond. The clarity is impeccable. It is absolutely stunning.”

				Kyle stared at her while he pulled off his gloves. Perfect makeup. Bright red lips that matched her satin blouse. Ruby necklace nestled in her more-than-a-handful cleavage. She looked ready to pose for a magazine ad. Not at all mussed or frantic as though in the middle of a crisis. He ground the heels of his palms against his eyes, then stood.

				“What’s your emergency?”

				“Hello to you, too.” Arms outstretched, she beckoned for him to lean down. He gave her a quick embrace, and a dutiful peck on the cheek. “My, but you’re in a mood. Don’t you know it’s Christmas? Be of good cheer, and all that.”

				Walking five blocks through snow drifts had kind of killed his festive spirit. That, and missing the most important appointment of his entire month to answer her plea for help. “Monica, you told me to rush over here because you had an emergency. What is it?”

				She pursed her lips into a pseudo-pout. “Goodness, you’re in need of some champagne. Let me call for Henry. He’s helping me today, and he’ll set you right up.”

				The absolutely last thing Kyle wanted was champagne. It reminded him of Caitlin. It reminded him that her graduation ceremony started in ten minutes and he’d have to miss it for Monica’s stupid nonemergency. He gritted his back teeth together. “I’m going to give you one more chance to answer, and then I’m leaving. Why did you insist I come here? And why now?”

				She shoved away the black velvet tray covered with loose diamonds. “Fine. I know about the proposal.”

				No way. Caitlin never would’ve spilled his secret. “What proposal?”

				Monica rolled her eyes. “Don’t try to play coy. Men can’t pull that off. I know you’re going to propose to me. I brought you here so I could point out my ring of choice. I wanted to make it easy for you, darling.” She flashed him a smile as brilliant as the icy rocks in front of her.

				Kyle paced to the door. Then back to the desk, then another full circuit while he tried to figure out where to begin. He felt a little like a live grenade—pin popped, ready to explode at the slightest touch. Pushed to his limit, he decided to make her sweat a little. “First of all, this proposal’s still hypothetical right now. I haven’t decided whether or not to ask you.”

				“Please, your father told me everything. It’ll cement the merger, and it’ll quiet the rumor storm that’s got my stockholders in a snit. This marriage will be a great thing for both of our companies. I’m sorry to spoil your surprise, but meeting today is efficient. I won’t have to swing back to Chicago for a while just to exchange whatever invariably wrong ring you’d choose.” A smile softened her harsh words. “You’re a brilliant man, Kyle, but you’re still a man. Picking out the right diamond is something only a woman can do.”

				Which is exactly why Caitlin had offered to help him. Caitlin, currently robed and about to be hooded in a ceremony he was missing. “Monica, did you ever hear the story about the boy who cried wolf? You can’t claim an emergency unless, oh, I don’t know, you’re bleeding out, being mugged, or getting arrested.”

				“There’s a horrible storm outside. Our pilot tells me the airport will close in two hours, and I have a dinner meeting in Minneapolis tonight. This is the only time I’ve got. Ergo, an emergency.”

				He might as well be talking to a chalkboard. “Look, I’m not at your beck and call. There’s an entire department back at LTS who depends on me to lead them, not run out on shopping expeditions.” Kyle glanced at his watch again. Stupid, because he knew what it said. Unless Tiffany’s sold sterling-silver time machines, he’d miss all of Caitlin’s ceremony.

				“Plus, I’m missing a very, very important engagement right now. My best friend, who drove sixteen hours straight to come to my graduation, is in her cap and gown right now.” Dropping onto a blue loveseat, Kyle tipped his head back to stare at the ceiling. Disappointment ripped through him. “And I’m not there to see it.” Would she forgive him? Of course she would. But he didn’t know if he could forgive himself for missing that once-in-a-lifetime moment.

				“Get used to it.”

				“Excuse me?”

				Monica stalked across the room, her black, wide-legged pants swishing with every step. She crossed her arms and glared at him. “We’re getting married. The only names on the invitation will read Monica and Kyle. There’s no room for your school friend in our marriage.”

				He’d damn well draw a line in the sand right now. “Don’t. Just don’t say a word about Caitlin.”

				She changed tactics, and sat next to him, curling her hands around his arm. “Look, this might be starting out as a glorified business deal, but I truly enjoy your company. We suit each other. Our families suit each other. I’d like to take a shot at having a real relationship with you.”

				“Of course. I agree,” he stammered. He felt the same way, or thought he did. He’d said as much to Caitlin at the ice rink. But cozied up next Monica, her breasts pushing against his ribs, it became as real as a heart attack. And just as life changing. Could he do it? Even for this father, could he tie himself to this woman? She loved to travel, and loved Mexican food as much as he did. He could picture them on vacations together, poolside, sipping margaritas. She’d look fantastic spilling out of a bikini, and wouldn’t mind his being glued to a movie on his iPad, since she’d probably bring work along.

				That was the easy part. What he couldn’t picture was any sort of everyday life with her. Monica would probably move her base here to Chicago. Would they have dinner together, or would she be out with prospective clients every night? Would she ever come watch him in a pickup hockey game? Or learn how to talk him out of the very dark place he always spiraled into after an argument with his father? Try as he might, he just couldn’t see it.

				“Caitlin is a distraction,” Monica said. “When you’re not with her, you’re talking about her, or texting her, or figuring out what to do with her next. She is a black hole sucking away all of your energy. Our marriage won’t stand a chance unless you cut her out of your life. It only works with two of us, Kyle, not three.” Her cool fingers lightly stroked his jaw. “She’ll be fine. I happen to know she’s been offered the job at Selford Chambers. Caitlin will soon be too busy for you. Your special connection would fray after just a few weeks. Why go through that pain? Make it a clean break. Then you and I can focus with clear heads on building a new life, together.” One hand dropped lower, inside his coat to caress his chest.

				It made sense. A fresh start. Maybe easier than he thought, with Caitlin already not talking to him. Kyle didn’t take marriage lightly. Sure, he had a contingency plan. If things weren’t going well after his dad died, they’d get an amicable divorce. But ideally, he and Monica would commit to each other, learn to love each other and stay married. He believed in the sanctity of the vows, the promise to be there for each other, whatever it took. If she said yes to his proposal, didn’t he owe that to her? Give it his best shot?

				* * *

				Caitlin had dressed for the near-blizzard conditions in a wool sweater, turtleneck and long underwear. Great for outdoors, but layered beneath the wool-and-velvet graduation robe she dripped with sweat. Funny, since she’d been icy cold since the LTS Christmas party. No matter how many blankets she piled on, she just couldn’t get warm. Even today, with perspiration beading in the hollow between her breasts, on the inside she still felt a bone-deep chill.

				“I’m so happy for you!” her friend Beth squealed, jumping up and down until her long braids bounced. Then she threw her arms around Caitlin in a quick hug.

				“We’re both graduating, Beth. Why the special happiness for me?” Caitlin straightened Beth’s velvet beret.

				“I heard about the jobs. I can’t believe you got offers from both the Art Institute and the Selford Chambers. No wonder you’re graduating at the top of our class. You are a rock star.”

				Thanks to Monica’s interference, she couldn’t tell if the offer from the Selford was completely genuine. Generous, yes, and Caitlin knew she could handle it. But it felt tainted, like laundered money. The call from the Art Institute this morning had been a salve to her ego. They wanted her based solely on her resume and interview. The way it should be.

				Caitlin peeked through the heavy yellow stage curtains into Fullerton Hall. Despite the weather, the steep rows of seats were almost filled. Hazy light filtered through the magnificent gold-and-amber-stained glass dome. Yet no matter how many times her eyes scanned the crowd, she couldn’t see Kyle’s distinctive dark shock of hair.

				Ever since he’d brushed off their kiss as mere mistletoe madness, things had been weird. Off balance. She’d waited for his daily call, but it never came. And she had to give him space to figure out his new situation, if he needed it. Kyle was the one about to get married. Something he’d apparently forgotten for a few blissful moments at the Christmas party. After one look from his father, though, he’d gotten back on track. No matter how much it hurt, this was his new reality. In order to keep their friendship alive, Caitlin had to accept it.

				So in between crying and wallowing, she’d had another great idea for a proposal, involving the Joffrey Ballet’s Nutcracker at the Auditorium Theatre. What if the prince presented the ring to Monica during the curtain call? The ultimate mix of romance and Christmas. But Caitlin couldn’t clue Kyle in to her brainstorm unless he picked up the phone.

				Beth pushed her aside. “Don’t hog the gap. I want to spot my family, too. Gotta know where to wave when I cross the stage. Did you find your parents?”

				Taking up almost an entire row, along with Lisa, Raquel and Brooke. While she didn’t want her friends to be bored to tears with the ceremony, they’d insisted on coming. Said it was an inarguable friendship rule. So why wasn’t Kyle here? “Yep. I think they got here an hour ago to pick out prime seats. My dad bought a new video camera just for the occasion.” A tiny coil of warmth bloomed in her heart. Her family had always been her biggest support. Well, along with Kyle. She’d better shake off her gloom and project nothing but happiness for that video camera. After all, she didn’t want her dark pit of despair memorialized for all time.

				“I haven’t been as lucky as you with the job offers.” Beth let the curtains slide shut. “No rejections yet, but nothing solid, either. I really want that curator position in Santa Fe. Except I’m not sure if I’m ready to leave Chicago. A girl can’t live on chile peppers alone, you know. Do you think they know how to make decent pizza in New Mexico?”

				“Maybe. Or maybe you’ll just have to teach them.”

				Beth stroked the white satin of her ceremonial hood. “If you take the job at the Art Institute, would you put in a good word for me? I mean, if New Mexico is still deciding, a reference from an associate curator at the Art Institute would probably seal the deal.”

				“Sure,” she said absentmindedly. Beth’s almond-shaped eyes drooped at her lackluster response. “I mean, of course. You know how to put together one heck of an exhibit. They’d be lucky to have you. But I don’t know which job I’ll take.”

				“Are you kidding? You didn’t already have a favorite picked out?”

				“No.” Which was true. The glamorous life of travel with the Selford or the prestige of belonging to one of the world’s most renowned museums? On paper, both jobs were great. Would she let Monica run her out of town? Pride said no. On the other hand, pride didn’t come with a paycheck. If she stayed and Monica made good on her threat to blackball her, Caitlin’s career would be over before it even began. She didn’t have the resources or the contacts to put up a fight. Still, she hadn’t completely resigned herself to rolling over.

				“Is Kyle here yet? I bet he brought you a great present. At least a bouquet, but maybe something bigger. I swear, that smokin’ hot computer geek of yours is the best BFF a girl could ask for. Can you see if he’s got a bouquet on his lap?” Beth twitched the curtains open a little bit wider.

				Caitlin took another peek, but nothing had changed. Wishing that he’d appear in the back row, bent over his iPad so that a lock of dark hair drifted onto his forehead, didn’t make it happen. Apparently rubbing a graduation robe had none of the magical properties of an enchanted lamp. “Kyle’s not here.”

				“That’s weird. Didn’t you remind him? I know it’s a workday and all, but Kyle wouldn’t miss your graduation ceremony.”

				A week ago, Caitlin would’ve believed that to be true. If it was still just up to Kyle, no matter unsettled they might be since the kiss, she knew without a doubt he’d be there. No, his absence on this day of all days had to be Monica’s doing. By keeping him away, she was sending a message to Caitlin. A crystal clear message that now Kyle belonged to her.

				“Kyle’s not coming. He’s, ah, getting ready to propose to his girlfriend.”

				“Aw, that’s lousy, Caitlin. Still, I bet he definitely comes through with an awesome present to make up for it.”

				God, it rankled her to cave to Monica’s heavy-handed threats. But there was no way in hell she could stay in Chicago, cut off from Kyle. In that moment, Caitlin made up her mind. “Whatever it is, it better be small enough to fit in a carry-on. I’m taking the job with the Selford Chambers.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Kyle paced the twentieth floor hallway of LTS Industries. Sharp sunlight poured in through the open steel-and-glass framework. He squinted, wishing the blizzard had stuck around another few days. Then the overcast sky would match his black mood. His dress shoes clicked against the concrete floor. Like most IT professionals, his daily uniform consisted of jeans, tees and sneakers, unless he had a client meeting scheduled. But for today’s board meeting, he’d pulled out the power suit. Caitlin had picked it out for him, saying the navy pinstripes deepened his eyes. As if anyone in the security business gave a shit about his eye color. Except for when they used him to test their retina scanners.

				Since joining the company straight after grad school, he’d been to only one board meeting. His dad introduced him around, and then Kyle spent the next six hours trying not to let his eyes cross with boredom. He usually scheduled quarterly upgrades or training on board dates; whatever gave him a good enough excuse to skip the damn thing.

				Another set of heels tapped up behind him. “Mr. Lockhart, how may I help you?” His father’s assistant held a tray of pastries and looked harried. Dad had a habit of breaking in, and then flat out breaking the spirit of his assistants in a year or less. This one—Kyle didn’t bother to memorize their names anymore—had been here about eight months, and showed signs of wear around the edges. She smiled a little too brightly, jumped a little too fast when Dad barked at her. Her days were numbered.

				“I’m here for the board meeting.”

				“Really? It started more than an hour ago.”

				An hour ago he’d been tossing back his third espresso. Sleep hadn’t come for him until close to dawn. “I’m a last-minute addition to the agenda.”

				“Oh. Your father didn’t mention any changes. They’ve got a tightly packed schedule today, with the finalization of the merger this morning. All regular board business is in the afternoon. Perhaps you should come back after lunch?”

				Kyle couldn’t wait until afternoon. “I’m going in now.” Actually, he’d wanted to pace out here a while longer to work up his courage. Maybe zip down to the lobby for another coffee. It wouldn’t be good if his caffeine buzz wore off on the other side of the massive smoked-glass boardroom doors. But he couldn’t risk this woman alerting his father to his intentions.

				“Mr. Lockhart, you can’t barge into the middle of a meeting. You’ll have to wait until they break.”

				“That would be the polite, professional thing to do, wouldn’t it?” Her wobbly grin relaxed. He grabbed the pastry tray and set it on her desk. “Problem is, I feel downright dangerous this morning. Ready to hitch up my chaps, stomp through the swinging doors and shoot up the entire saloon.”

				She looked at him as if he’d spoken gibberish. So he’d tossed and turned through three straight John Wayne movies last night. The rough-and-tumble cowboy epitomized the calm strength he planned to project to the board. In the Wild West, a man stood up for what he believed in, against all odds. Today, Kyle would be a gunslinging cowboy, ready to fight to the death.

				“Look, I’m going in. Do me a favor and don’t interrupt us, despite whatever your agenda says.” Kyle smoothed his tie, shot his cuffs and walked through the doors. The room was quiet and dark, blinds drawn against the sun. Coffee cups and crumb-spattered plates filled most of the giant glass table. Close to twenty heads swiveled in his direction.

				Dear old dad didn’t waste any time looking surprised. Instead, he shot Kyle a glare that warned he’d better have a damn good excuse for intruding. “Gentlemen, pardon the interruption. My son Kyle heads up our security division. There must be some sort of a problem.” He motioned for Kyle to enter.

				Kyle held his ground at the head of the table. He didn’t want to venture any deeper into the lion’s den. “There’s definitely a problem. My father tells me that to finish off this merger, all of you expect me to marry Monica Selford. Well, that’s not going to happen.”

				Doug Drysdale, board president and a wrinkled prune of a man with about an eight-foot stick up his ass, sniffed his displeasure. “We’re at the end of some very delicate negotiations. Why don’t we save the discussion of your personal life for later?”

				“The way I hear it, my personal life has become the business of both LTS and the Selford Chambers.” Kyle raised his arm and pointed at each man in turn. Interesting how most of them wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Huh. Not one of you looks shocked that I’ve broached the topic. Clearly my impending marriage isn’t news to you. So I thought you should know it’s being taken off the table as a bargaining chip.”

				A young guy on the Selford side of the table spoke up. “Don’t be ridiculous. This merger is based on stock transfers, profit and loss statements, gross proceeds. We’re only interested in your talent in the security division and Monica’s capability to handle PR.”

				Huh. His father had a lot of bad points, but lying wasn’t one of them. Brian Lockhart had made it clear that both companies were behind the whole proposal idea. Kyle figured this guy was stalling to give one of the older, craftier men time to figure out how to railroad him right back into proposal mode. But he’d play along.

				“Good. Because this isn’t fourteenth century Europe, and a merger should be based solely on business. I’m happy to work with you on upgrading the security on your hotels.” Well, he’d mostly play along. While making sure his lack of marital intent came through loud and clear. “What I won’t do is tie up my future happiness to pad the bottom line in your annual report.”

				A guy in a green-and-red bow tie slammed his hand against the table. “Now listen here. We entered these negotiations in good faith. We were promised certain conditions. You can’t go changing things at the last damn second, Lockhart.”

				Kyle couldn’t tell if he or his dad was the intended target of that verbal arrow. A quick glance down the table showed his dad had taken a seat, and didn’t look at all ready to jump into the fray. Kyle jerked his chin at bow tie guy. “Who are you?”

				“I’m Richard Selford. Monica’s father.”

				Everybody said meeting prospective in-laws was hell. Dumping the guy’s daughter to his face took the situation to a world-record level of awkwardness. “Nice to meet you.” He figured it would be prudent to extend a small olive branch. “Look, your daughter is a lovely woman. She’s just not the right woman for me. Which means I’m probably not the right man for her, either.”

				Another hand slap on the table. “I don’t give a rat’s ass. Your last name’s Lockhart. That’s all it takes to make you the right man.”

				“Could I interest you in an upgrade to my brother, Craig?” Kyle joked. Nobody laughed. Good thing Craig wasn’t at the table to witness his being thrown under the bus.

				“Have you seen the headlines—any of ’em—in the past three months? That daughter of mine gets more column inches for her catting around than we pay for in straight advertising in a year. Makes us look weak. Like the company won’t survive after I’m gone. Stockholders are already sniffing around for a takeover.” Richard rose to his feet and stabbed a finger at Kyle. “I need a stable man with a good reputation, part of a strong family company. I need you.”

				“Well, if I may quote you, sir, I don’t give a rat’s ass.” Still, his father said nothing. Kyle didn’t know what to make of the atypical silence. He had a feeling it didn’t bode well. This might be a very un-merry Christmas around the Lockhart family tree. Of course, with Caitlin not speaking to him, the holiday season was already as dead to him as Marley’s ghost. “Monica and I are not pawns in this merger.”

				“You damn well are!” Richard roared. “Either you propose to my daughter by the end of the year, or, or—”

				“Or what? You’ll scuttle the merger? LTS will be fine without you.”

				Richard walked the length of the table to glower at Kyle, up close and personal. “Will you be fine without LTS?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Your father needs this deal to close as much as we do. It’s going forward. But we can’t have people on board who aren’t team players. If you don’t propose, I’ll demand Brian kick you out of the company entirely.”

				Kyle had brought his swagger to the showdown, but his opponent had brought something better—a loaded gun. And he honestly didn’t know whether or not his father would help Richard pull the trigger.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Caitlin hurried up the wide stone steps of the Museum of Science and Industry. Good thing the sun had come out and melted all the dangerous ice. She didn’t have any time to spare nursing a sprained ankle. While she had until after Christmas to officially accept the offer from the Selford, Caitlin had already begun packing. Might as well get it over with so she could start her new life as soon as possible. This text was an unwelcome interruption in her busy day of sorting, stacking and trashing.

				From the phone number, she knew the text she’d received was from Kyle. But all it said was this address, and the word emergency. She hoped it was Monica testing her with a false alarm. Caitlin had every intention of keeping her distance from Kyle from now on. So that he could make a fresh start, a new life with Monica. She’d even written him a letter, explaining that her new job would keep her far too busy for them to stay in touch, and wishing him a happy marriage. One of these days she planned to screw up the gumption to actually stick it in the mail.

				Despite her best intentions to stay away, the word emergency couldn’t be ignored. To keep panic at bay, she hadn’t allowed herself to even wonder what it meant. Caitlin checked her coat and entered the vast entry hall. All it took was two steps onto the marble floor for memories to lodge in her throat, making it almost impossible to breathe. She and Kyle loved to come here, gawk at the world’s largest pinball machine and explore the WWII German submarine. Then they’d go home and play Risk, divvying up the world with bloodthirsty glee between them.

				To clear her mind, she concentrated on the present. For seventy years now, the museum put on a Christmas Around the World exhibit, with fifty decorated trees filling every nook and cranny. With only three days until Christmas, wide-eyed children were everywhere, drinking in the twinkle of more than thirty thousand lights. It was a mob scene, albeit a festive and joy-filled one. Shrieks and laughter layered over the red-robed high school choir in one corner, singing “The First Noel.” If she wasn’t neck deep in misery and heartbreak, Caitlin would’ve enjoyed herself.

				Unsure of where to go, she turned into the main rotunda. In the center sat the forty-five-foot tall Great Tree, covered in blue-and-white balls barely visible beneath the strings of lights. The pedestal it sat on came up to the middle of her chest. And there, in front of it, stood Kyle.

				Hands in his pockets, dark hair mussed and a day of scruff on his cheeks, he looked wonderful. She’d missed him so much over the past few days. Seeing him again scraped open the raw wound on her heart. He appeared to be in one piece, not to mention dressed to kill in his power suit, so she almost turned to leave. The emergency was probably a final proposal idea for Monica. Right now, she didn’t have the strength to hear it. Not until she’d built up an emotional callous as big as Lake Michigan.

				“Caitlin, over here.” Kyle waved, and she had no choice but to go to him. She tugged at the bottom of her forest-green sweater and stopped more than an arm’s length away.

				“Hi.” Not hugging him felt weird. They always hugged. If she touched him, she’d begin to cry, and probably never let go. So, no hugs.

				“I’m so glad you came.”

				“Well, you did say it was an emergency. Even though I don’t see any obvious pools of blood or amputated limbs.”

				He grinned. “I recently learned the word emergency has a broader definition than we’re used to. It came in really handy today, for example. I needed you here.”

				“Why?”

				“Well, because I have something to say to you. And because it’s one of our special places. How many times have we crawled around on the submarine?”

				There it was. He’d brought her here to say goodbye. A sweet touch to do it at a place where they’d shared so many good times, but goodbye nonetheless. “Just enough, I guess.”

				“Not nearly.” His smile faded away, and an odd intensity smoldered to life in his eyes. “I can’t ever get enough of you.”

				It hurt more than she thought. His voice, low and husky, saying something so incredibly sweet, had tears burning, ready to drop. “Kyle, don’t.”

				“You’re right. I’m going about this all wrong. I need to start with an apology. Caitlin, I’m sorry. Sorry I kissed you—”

				She cut him off by putting a finger to his lips. “Please, just don’t say it.” She couldn’t let him sully her memory of their one perfect kiss with his regret.

				Kyle twisted away from her touch. “I’m sorry I kissed you and then stopped. I’m sorry I let my father ruin the best kiss of my entire life. I’m sorry I ruined the night.”

				Did he really say what she thought he said? It didn’t make sense. “I understand,” she said in a whisper.

				“Funny, because I don’t understand. I can’t understand how I missed seeing that side of you for all these years. What I really can’t get is how I didn’t realize I was head over heels in love with you.”

				“What?” It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t declare his love and then go off and marry another woman, would he?

				“I’ve been an idiot. A jackass. A blind jerk who took for granted the most wonderful woman in the world. That’s why I asked you to meet me here.”

				“I still don’t understand.” For a woman with a freshly minted master’s degree, it was shocking how her vocabulary had dwindled to so few words.

				“A very wise person once told me a Christmas proposal would be romantic.” He looked at his watch, then looked at the ceiling. Moments later, soft flakes of snow began to fall. Kyle reached behind to the Christmas tree. He pulled a red-and-green braided ribbon off the bottom bough and dropped to one knee.

				“Caitlin McIntyre, you are my entire world. I love you. I can’t be happy without you by my side. I used my highly scientific brain to deduce the best way to keep you there is to make you my wife.” He held up the ribbon braid so she could see the diamond ring dangling from its length. “Will you marry me?”

				Caitlin swallowed hard, fighting to speak while still holding back the deluge of tears threatening to unleash. How could he put her in such a difficult position? There could only be one answer. “No.”

				He blinked rapidly several times. “Okay, I get it. Just so you know, I plan on groveling for several months straight, as penance for asking you to help me propose to another woman. I’ll do the dishes. I’ll do the laundry. I’ll rub your feet. I’ll apologize till I’m blue in the face. And did I mention I’ve been an idiotic jerk?”

				She laced her fingers together to keep from reaching out, from touching him one last time. God, he was adorable and sweet and so, so hard to resist. But she loved him too much to let him make this big a mistake. “Kyle, I can’t marry you. I can’t let you destroy your family ties, or your career. You have to marry Monica.”

				“Actually, I don’t. Dad’s orders.”

				“I...don’t understand?”

				A cocky grin lifted the sides of the lips she now knew to be firm and talented. “I crashed the board meeting this morning. Told them flat out I refused to marry Monica. Didn’t know her father was in the room, or I would’ve phrased it a little differently. All hell broke loose there, for a while. But I stood my ground. And then the most amazing thing happened. Dad backed me up.”

				Caitlin could hardly believe it. “Backed you out of the room, you mean?”

				Kyle laughed. “Not this time. He said he was impressed that I’d finally stood up to him, stood up for myself. Said it showed true Lockhart backbone. Then he announced if the merger couldn’t happen without the marriage, it wouldn’t happen it all.”

				“So the merger’s off?” The crowds streaming past, the snow still falling—all of it blurred out of focus. Her senses narrowed to Kyle, his deep voice and his aquamarine eyes full of hope.

				“Yup. LTS will be fine. Dad’s always got more than one plan in the hopper. We lost a partner, but I finally got Dad’s respect. Which means there’s only one thing left I want for Christmas.”

				“What’s that?”

				“You.” He took her left hand and held the ring up to her finger. The carolers switched to “We Wish You a Merry Christmas.” “You’ve always been my best friend. Hell, maybe I’ve always been a little bit in love with you. But now I know I love you, and that I’ll always love you. Through light and dark, through laughter and tears, through passion and pain. My love will never dim, will never waver. It can’t, for the simple reason that you are my soul mate.” He slid the ring to her first knuckle. “Give me a merry Christmas. Give me your love.”

				Caitlin slid her finger the rest of the way through the ring. Even through her tears of joy she could see the large, shining diamond flanked by two emeralds. “I don’t know, Kyle. If you give me this ring now, how on earth will you top it on Christmas morning?”

				He stood and drew her into his arms. “Well, I’ll start by telling you that I love you.”

				“That’s the only present I need. I love you, Kyle. Yes, I’ll marry you.” She smiled up at the snow frosting his hair, and the tree lights shimmering behind him. Vaguely she registered the cheers and clapping from the other museum guests. “See, I told you. If you ask her at Christmas, then your girl will say yes.”

				* * * * *

			

		

	
		
			
				Plan on falling in love again with another story from author Christi Barth.

				Hopeless romantic Ivy Rhodes and anti-Cupid Bennett Westcott request the pleasure of your company for their disaster of a courtship

				Wedding planner Ivy Rhodes is the best in the business, and she’s not about to let a personal problem stop her from getting ahead. So when she’s asked to star in the reality TV show Planning for Love, it doesn’t matter that the show’s videographer, Bennett Westcott, happens to be a recent—and heartbreaking—one-night stand.

				The more time they spend together, the more Ben realizes Ivy isn’t the wedding-crazed bridezilla he’d imagined. But if he doesn’t trust himself to make a relationship last, how can he convince Ivy to give him another chance?

				Planning for Love

				[image: 274.jpg]

				Available now!

				Connect with us for info on our new releases, access to exclusive offers and much more!

				Visit CarinaPress.com

				We like you—why not like us on Facebook: Facebook.com/CarinaPress

				Follow us on Twitter: Twitter.com/CarinaPress

			

		

	
		
			
				About the Author

				Christi earned a master’s degree in vocal performance and embarked upon a career on stage. A love of romance then drew her to wedding planning. Ultimately she succumbed to her lifelong love of books and now writes contemporary romance. Christi lives in Maryland with her husband.

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: Carina_final.jpg]

				The Best Thing
By Jaci Burton

				A year ago, Tori let her guard down and Brody Kent slipped right in, planting one hot, unforgettable kiss on her in a dark corner at the company Christmas party. Though the kiss surpassed her wildest dreams, she can’t let it happen again. She loves Brody, but he’s got a reputation for loving and leaving. She’ll have to keep her heart—and her libido—in check.

				Brody can’t get the time of day from Tori—ever since that impulsive kiss, she’s avoided him with the same brutal efficiency she uses to manage his family’s construction company office. The company can’t afford to lose her, and Brody’s come to realize that he can’t live without her. But how can he convince Tori that he’s a changed man?

				It just might take a Christmas miracle.

				31,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				To Angie—Thanks so much for the opportunity 
to write this series. It’s been so much fun.

			

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				Chapter One

				Chapter Two

				Chapter Three

				Chapter Four

				Chapter Five

				Chapter Six

				Chapter Seven

				Chapter Eight

				Chapter Nine

				Chapter Ten

				Chapter Eleven

				Chapter Twelve

				Chapter Thirteen

				Chapter Fourteen

				About the Author

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				“You need to fix Tori. She’s broken.”

				Brody Kent frowned at his brother Wyatt. “What the hell are you talking about?”

				They had an early-morning meeting at Kent Construction Company, which meant their office manager, Tori Lewis, wasn’t there. Which was why they were talking about her. Because normally Tori had acute hearing, and you couldn’t whisper anything she couldn’t hear.

				“I’m talking about what you did at the company Christmas party a year ago,” Wyatt said, looking to their brother Ethan for confirmation.

				Ethan crossed his arms. “I didn’t see it, but I heard about it. You know—that kiss. The one that screwed up Tori and made her hate you. And apparently us by proxy. For the past year we’ve been walking on friggin’ eggshells around here.”

				“More like walking on fire,” Wyatt said. “And we’re all getting burned because she’s turned into a fire-breathing she-dragon. It’s unpleasant, Brody. Fix it. Fix her. Make her not hate you anymore so things can be normal again.”

				“She doesn’t hate me,” Brody defended, though it had seemed that way over the past year. Ever since that night at the Christmas party last year. They’d been having one of their usual arguments over—hell, he couldn’t even remember what they’d been arguing about. The only thing he could remember about that night was how beautiful Tori had looked with her fiery red hair pulled up, pieces of it spilling down her neck. He really liked her neck—there was a sprinkling of freckles there that had always caught his attention.

				Oh, now he remembered. She’d accused him of staring at her neck, and they’d argued about that. He was so damn tired of her always picking fights with him about the stupidest shit. And maybe he’d had a few beers and he’d wanted to shut her up, so he’d grabbed her, hauled her against him and had done what he’d wanted to do every time she opened her smart, sassy mouth—he’d kissed her.

				It had been an accident. Or maybe it hadn’t been. But that accident had been a two-way street, because she’d kissed him back. For a full minute. With tongue.

				Until she’d taken a step back, and she’d run like her dress had suddenly fallen off, which it hadn’t, because he would have definitely noticed if it had.

				She’d avoided him the rest of the night. Hell, the rest of the year. She hadn’t even come to his family’s house for Christmas that year, something she’d done ever since she’d joined Kent Construction four years ago.

				So maybe the guys were right, because ever since that night, things had been different. A lot different.

				Like she’d avoided eye contact. She’d gotten quiet, and Tori was never quiet. She was loud and brassy and kind of obnoxious in a lot of ways—all the things he liked about her. But it was a fun loud.

				That Tori was gone. The Tori of the past year did her job efficiently, as always, but it wasn’t the same Tori they’d all grown to—

				Well, the one they’d gotten used to.

				And when she wasn’t quiet, she was mean. Not fun and sarcastic, just downright bite-your-head-off mean.

				“If she doesn’t hate you, she sure doesn’t like you,” Wyatt said. “Things are tense now. I don’t like it tense. Nobody does. And you must have your head up your ass not to notice what’s going on.”

				Brody preferred denial to actually figuring out how to deal with Tori.

				“The only place my head is right now is on these bids. Can we get back to work?”

				Ethan pulled up a chair. “Are you going to fix Tori?”

				He didn’t want to talk about Tori, or think about Tori. He wanted to think about work, which was uncomplicated and not difficult and definitely not emotional or a woman. Or pissed at him. “There’s nothing wrong with her.”

				“There is. Even Mom and Dad have noticed and keep asking me what’s bothering her. She doesn’t come over to visit and hasn’t been to any of the family functions. They keep asking what they did to make her angry.” Wyatt gave him a pained expression. “And Calliope tells me about all the conversations she has with Tori, since they’re best friends. Though Tori isn’t really talking about you. All Calliope tells me is that Tori is unhappy. I have to hear all the time about how unhappy she is, and isn’t there something I can do to make this better. Come on, man, give me a break here.”

				Brody wasn’t going to fall into this trap. It wasn’t his fault Tori treated him like a pariah. It had been just a kiss, for God’s sake. Nothing life-altering, even if the kiss had been everything he’d expected it to be. And more.

				“What are we, a bunch of women here? How about those bids?” Brody gave both his brothers a stern look, and they finally dropped it and got back to work.

				At least until Tori swept in two hours later wearing her normal skintight jeans, sweater and boots, her shocking red hair a riotous mess on top of her head.

				She always looked good. More than good. Sexy without trying to be sexy. And she smelled good, like something exotic he wanted to taste, but he didn’t know what it was. Not that he noticed or fantasized about her or anything.

				What he did notice was the mood went from joking and friendly to instantly arctic. And dead quiet.

				“Morning, Tori,” Ethan said.

				“Morning, Ethan.” She set her bag down, went to the coffee pot and grabbed a cup before settling in at the conference room table, giving their spread-out mess a glacial once-over. “You started without me.”

				“We had bids to go over,” Wyatt said.

				Tori fixed them all with a cold stare. At least she gave Ethan and Wyatt a stare while glossing over the top of Brody’s head. “And what? I’m suddenly too stupid to sit through a bid meeting?”

				“Nobody said you were stupid,” Wyatt said. “We’re all due out on jobsites this morning so we wanted to discuss the bids before we headed out.”

				“Which didn’t really answer my question, did it?” Tori said. “Who do you think is going to be submitting these bids?”

				“Maybe we thought you might want to sleep in instead of attending a meeting at five-thirty in the morning.”

				She gave Brody the most cursory of glances before opening her laptop. “Maybe you should do less thinking and let me do my damn job.”

				Wyatt and Ethan gave him the Kent eat-shit-and-die look.

				Okay, so maybe she was broken. She’d always had a smart mouth, but she’d been fun, had joked around with them, teased them.

				This Tori wasn’t fun anymore.

				So maybe it was time he did something about that.

				He didn’t know exactly what that “something” was going to be, but he’d figure it out.

				* * *

				Midway into the day, Tori acknowledged she had turned into a raging bitch over the past several months. She’d nearly bitten Ethan’s head off this morning, had snarled at Wyatt and, as usual, pretended Brody didn’t exist.

				She sighed and packaged up the bid Ethan would deliver on a potential new building on the west side of their small town, then started to work on the numbers for Wyatt’s project. Business was flush at Kent Brothers’ Construction, all the guys were busy, and her job as office manager was secure. She should be happy.

				Instead, she’d been decidedly unhappy for almost a year now, ever since Brody had kissed her at the last company Christmas party. Everything had changed then, because that silent dance they’d done around each other for years, and all the look-but-don’t-touch fantasies she’d had about him had become a definite reality.

				She thought all her feelings had been one-sided, that she could simply adore him from afar and be content with that. And then they’d been in the middle of an argument and he’d kept staring at her mouth and suddenly his lips had been on hers and it had been all whoa—so incredibly amazing her world had turned upside down in the space of a heartbeat.

				His body had gone flush against hers, his hand had dove into her hair and his mouth—oh his mouth—had been everything she thought it would be—and more.

				Which was the worst thing that could ever happen, because she loved her job, adored his family, and getting involved with Brody Kent, who never met a girl he couldn’t date, sleep with and summarily dump, would be nothing short of the end of her security. There was no way she’d ever become a Brody Kent statistic, no way she’d jeopardize this job she held so dear or her relationship with the Kent family—the only family she knew.

				The problem was, that kiss still burned on her lips all these months later, the feel of his rock-hard body pressing against hers still lingered in her thoughts and her nightly fantasies, and she absolutely hated Brody for crossing that line and making her want him even more now than she did before.

				When the door to the office opened, she prayed it was either Wyatt or Ethan.

				It wasn’t. Brody came in. From the first day she’d hired on at Kent Construction—hell, even before that since she’d known the Kents in high school—she’d had a massive, soul-searing crush on Brody. He didn’t know it, of course. No one did. It had been a secret she’d been keeping for over ten years, and one she’d intended to take to her grave.

				Brody looked around, as horrified to find them alone as she was. “The others aren’t back yet?”

				She shook her head and firmly planted her gaze somewhere in the middle of the spreadsheets on her laptop.

				“Oh. Uh, I need to grab my blueprints for the Handy Market job.”

				She didn’t look up. “Not stopping you.”

				He made a wide berth around her desk as he headed to the other end of the office.

				She hated this tension between them. Before, they’d had easy banter. He teased her mercilessly and she shot him down with cruel barbs. It had been fun—usually the high point of her day.

				Now it was just miserable. She felt him behind her and she closed her eyes, wishing things between them could go back to the way they used to be.

				Before the kiss that had changed everything. Before she’d erected this wall of protection.

				“Tori.”

				She tensed. “Yeah.”

				“Turn around.”

				She swiveled in her chair to face him. “What?”

				“Let’s talk.”

				Uh-oh. “About what?”

				He leaned against his desk. “The Christmas party last year.”

				“We’re not talking about that. Ever.” She turned her chair around.

				He came over to the front of her desk. “It’s been ten months. Don’t you think you should tell me why you’re so pissed off at me about one little kiss?”

				He so didn’t get it. Typical guy. “I’m not pissed off at you about that kiss. It didn’t mean anything.”

				“Bullshit. You’ve practically stopped talking to me. Everything changed after that night.”

				Her stomach hurt. She needed to get out of here. She stood and grabbed her purse. “I’m hungry. I’m going to grab lunch. I’ll be back in an hour.”

				Instead of letting her by, he grasped her by the arms. But his voice was soft and low when he said, “Look at me.”

				It had started like this the night of the party. They’d argued. She’d yelled at him and he’d grabbed her. And then their lips had met. She stared at those lips now, hers still tingling at the memory of his mouth coming down hard on hers, the way his tongue had invaded, the hot rush of pleasure that had made her legs tremble.

				Maybe she should have just gone with it, indulged in the desire that had burned so all-consuming for him all these years. But she couldn’t. Not with so much on the line. She’d shoved him and run like hell.

				Just like now. She shoved him. “We’re at work, Brody.”

				He let her go. “I know where we are. But I’ve tried to talk to you. I’ve called you. I’ve texted you. You refuse to talk to me.”

				She edged around him and headed for the door. “That’s because there’s nothing to talk about.”

				“We kissed. And it changed everything between us.”

				She had her hand on the doorknob, ready to walk out. “It changed nothing. Do you hear me? Nothing is changed. Everything stays the same.”

				He cocked his head to the side and stared at her. “Tori, nothing ever stays the same. Sometimes things have to change. We all have to change.”

				Not her life. She liked it the way it had been. Safe. Predictable. “I can’t accept that. I have to have a certain order in my life, and you disrupted that.”

				“Well, you’re disrupting things at work.”

				Her stomach tightened. There it was. The change she didn’t want to happen. She finally met his gaze. “Are you saying my job’s in jeopardy?”

				He moved toward her and she inched close to the door, afraid if he touched her again she’d cave and spill her feelings to him.

				“No. Of course not. Whatever gave you that idea?”

				“Come on, Brody. You and your brothers own this company. I’m just an employee. If something goes down—something bad—you know I’ll be the first to go.”

				Brody gaped at Tori. That’s what she thought? That they’d fire her because of this? “Tori. That’s not going to happen. That’s never going to happen. You’re an invaluable resource to Kent Construction. You’re like—”

				He was about to say family, but hell, she wasn’t family. He felt no brotherly bond to her. From the first time she’d stepped foot into the offices of Kent Construction, there’d been an attraction between them. She’d been very young then, so he’d ignored it. Okay, maybe he’d tried to ignore it. There were always plenty of women around his social circle, but that didn’t mean he didn’t notice Tori’s beauty, her flaming red hair, mesmerizing green eyes and her cocky confidence and attitude that he found so sexy.

				They’d been playing this game for four years now and on impulse, he’d taken advantage at the last Christmas party. He just didn’t understand why it was such a big deal to her. Until now.

				“You think if you and I—that you’ll lose your job?”

				She shot him a look. “Come on. You think I won’t? Screwing one of the bosses doesn’t scream job security to me. Besides, you’re not exactly known for hanging on to a woman after she slides between your sheets. Once you’re done with me, do you really think you’re going to want to see me in the office day in and day out year after year? How freakin’ uncomfortable would that be? Furthermore, would I want to see you? Not that I’d have sex with you anyway.”

				His mind was in a tailspin as he tried to process what Tori had said. “Just what kind of reputation do you think I have?”

				“It’s not the reputation I think you have, Brody. It’s the one you do have. Everyone in town knows you sleep with any woman who’s available. And you don’t keep them. You get bored after a week or so—if they even get to hang around that long. Then it’s dumpsville, and on to the next one.”

				He frowned. “I do not.”

				“Uh yeah, you do. So, no thanks, not interested in being just another notch on the great big bedpost of the infamous Brody Kent. I like my job, I love your family, and I don’t want to lose either, no matter how allegedly awesome your reputation in the sack is, though I’m sure that rumor is highly exaggerated. I’m going to lunch.”

				She shut the door behind her. Brody stared at the closed door, dumbfounded.

				So that’s what everyone thought of him? That he was a womanizing douchebag who didn’t give a shit about women or their feelings?

				And what the hell did she mean by “allegedly awesome”? There were rumors about his performance?

				He dragged his fingers through his hair. Christ. He had no idea.

				Wyatt opened the door and came in, saw Brody and grinned. “Oh, good. You’re here. Ethan’s pulling in, too. I’m starving. Want to have lunch?”

				Brody lifted his head. “What do you know about my sex life?”

				Wyatt’s gaze went blank. “Uh. Nothing. Thankfully. And don’t start sharing now.”

				As Ethan walked in, Wyatt tossed his briefcase on his desk. “Hey, Ethan, what do you know about Brody’s sex life?”

				Ethan stopped dead, looked at Wyatt, then Brody. “What? Have you been drinking?”

				“No. But I think Brody has.”

				“I haven’t,” Brody said. “But I just had the oddest conversation with Tori.”

				Ethan rummaged through his desk, but stopped to shift his gaze to Brody. “You talked to Tori?”

				“Tried to.”

				Wyatt took a seat in his chair. “And you somehow got on the topic of your sex life?”

				“Yeah. Though I don’t know how.”

				“You probably brought it up,” Ethan said with a smirk.

				“I didn’t. I was talking to her about the Christmas party, and our lack of communication. I think I may have that part figured out. Or at least some of it. I don’t know, I’m still working on that. But did you know that I apparently have a reputation as some kind of manwhore who has sex with women and then dumps them?”

				“Oh, yeah, I’ve heard that about you,” Ethan said.

				“You are kind of a dick to women,” Wyatt said.

				Brody just stared at his brothers. “Seriously. You both think this.”

				“When was your last serious relationship, Brody?” Ethan asked.

				“You mean like a long-term girlfriend?”

				Ethan shot Wyatt a look. “Clearly the term is foreign to him.”

				Wyatt shook his head.

				“Okay, so I’ve never had one.”

				“And you’re what? Thirty now?”

				“So? I’ve been busy.”

				Wyatt snorted. “Yeah. Busy screwing a bunch of different women. No wonder they all think you’re an asshole. When was the last time you brought a woman home to meet Mom and Dad?”

				Brody thought about it. “Uh...high school, maybe?”

				Wyatt looked at Ethan. “Case closed. He’s a douche.”

				Ethan nodded. “Agreed. Let’s go have lunch. I’m hungry.”

				“Hey,” Brody said. “I’m not that bad.”

				Ethan and Wyatt headed for the door. “Keep telling yourself that, bro. You coming with us?”

				“No. I’ll eat something from the fridge here.”

				Wyatt wrinkled his nose. “The fridge of moldy mystery? Good luck with that, man. We’ll be back in an hour.”

				After they left, Brody leaned back in his chair and pondered what Tori had told him.

				So he had a lousy reputation with women. He could accept that. He’d been no Boy Scout, but he couldn’t recall any of the women he’d dated complaining about it, no late-night teary phone calls from women claiming they were brokenhearted over losing him. He never made promises to any of them, never wanted a relationship, not while he’d been busy with his brothers building the company.

				He’d had fun. He wouldn’t apologize for that. But maybe he’d led these women on somehow, led them to believe there’d be something more when he’d never had any intention of doing anything more than just let off some steam and have a great time.

				Then again, maybe none of the women were all that upset about being left by him. Maybe it was him that was lacking.

				Ah, hell. This was why he never did the whole romance and relationship thing. He had no idea how to do it or how to do it well. Short-term flings were more fun and more his style.

				But the way Tori looked at him, and the things she said...

				She’d looked horrified at the thought of losing everything that mattered to her just because they’d kissed. Getting involved with him was that big a risk? It had more to do with the possibility of losing her job—he knew it did. But in order to find out what was really bothering her, she’d actually have to talk to him.

				“Screw it. Why do I even care?” He dragged his fingers through his hair and went to scrounge through the fridge. Tori was just going to have to be someone else’s problem. He had enough issues to deal with.

				Except as he walked by her desk, that exotic perfume of hers lingered in the air, and he realized that she was one big damn problem that had been stuck in his head for a long time.

				She wasn’t going away, and she really was his problem to deal with.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				“I’m not kidding, Calliope. He cornered me in the office and wanted to talk about the Christmas party last year.”

				Tori’s best friend sipped on her margarita and feigned a look of horror. “Must have been awful for you. The bastard.”

				Tori narrowed her gaze at Calliope. “You are not being sincere. I can tell.”

				Calliope pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose, then leaned her head on her hand, the effects of two margaritas on an empty stomach obviously already taking their toll. “First, I’m glad it’s Friday night because I’m getting a little buzzed. Second, I think I’m getting a little buzzed. Did I say that?”

				Tori fought back a grin. “Yes.”

				“Okay. Third, eventually you and Brody are going to have to have ‘The Talk.’”

				“I don’t want to talk to him. I have nothing to say to him.”

				“Ignoring him isn’t going to make the problem—or your feelings for him—go away, you know.” She pulled the stirrer out of her glass and pointed it at Tori.

				“I don’t have any feelings for him.”

				“You lie. You’ve had feelings for him since you were fifteen years old and he was the hot quarterback senior at the high school.”

				Tori narrowed her gaze at Calliope. “See, this is what happens when I confide all my deep dark secrets to my best friend. You throw them back in my face.”

				Calliope shrugged. “No, I’m throwing your honest feelings back at you, my friend, just like you did for me when I was falling in love with Wyatt.”

				“It’s not at all the same thing.”

				“Isn’t it? You’ve been madly in love with Brody for years. Isn’t it time you acknowledged it and did something about it, like I did with Wyatt?”

				Tori shook her head. “Your situation with Wyatt is nothing like my situation with Brody. Wyatt was hurt over his divorce from your sister and you helped him heal from that and in the process he fell in love with you. I’m not going anywhere near Brody because he’s a manwhore with a notorious reputation for dumping every woman he gets naked with.”

				Calliope snorted and took another drink. “He does have a bad reputation. A bad reputation for being great in the sack. Wouldn’t you like to own that? Maybe you can redeem him and turn him into a one-woman man.”

				Now it was Tori’s turn to let out a decidedly unladylike snort. “Fat chance of that happening.”

				“Is that right? Has he been with anyone since that night of the Christmas party?”

				“How should I know? I don’t schedule his liaisons with women.”

				“Oh, please. This is a small town. Everyone knows who everyone is sleeping with. Gossip runs rampant. And with hot stuff like Brody, the rumor mill is on alert every time he’s seen around town with a new woman on his arm. Have you heard anything—anything at all about him hitting on a woman since the night of the Christmas party last year?”

				Tori chewed on her bottom lip and thought about it. “Well, actually...no.”

				Calliope pointed the stir stick at her again. “Aha! And that’s because he wants you.”

				“He does not. He never even asked me out.”

				“Because you’ve been such a mean bitch no one wants to get within twenty feet of you. Can you blame him?”

				Okay, maybe Calliope had a point about that. She couldn’t help her natural self-preservation instincts. But she still thought Calliope was crazy. Brody was a sought-after commodity. All the women flocked to him. Surely there’d been someone in all these months...

				Then again, maybe there hadn’t. There was a network of gossip—especially when it came to who Brody was sleeping with—that would rival network entertainment sites. Some of the women in this town had such finely honed stalking skills they could easily get jobs as paparazzi. If Brody had been sleeping around, or sleeping with anyone since last December, it would have made the rounds of the gossip mill and Tori would have heard about it.

				“You know what, Calliope, you might be right about that.”

				Calliope lifted one half-drunken brow in question. “I am? Right about what?”

				“Brody. Not having been with anyone since December.”

				“’Course I’m right, Tori. Told ya. You should jump him.”

				Tori laughed. “And I’m cutting you off margaritas. Let’s have some dinner.”

				Calliope frowned. “Buzz killer. I had a hard week. Children are evil, you know.”

				“You love those kids at the day care center. And you adore your job.”

				“I do.” Calliope grinned. “And I love Wyatt. And you. And my sister. And Wyatt’s whole family. And...”

				Tori rolled her eyes and signaled for the waitress. Definitely time to put some food into her inebriated best friend.

				After some food and several glasses of water, Calliope had sobered up—at least a little, though she did order a post-dinner margarita. And why not—it was Friday night, after all, Calliope had had a miserable week, and her friend deserved to let loose a little.

				Tori had thought a lot about what Calliope had said about Brody. Her job would be a lot easier if she and Brody could at least go back to the way things used to be. What had happened between them had been a fluke—a onetime kiss and nothing more. He’d obviously put no expectations on her, she hadn’t lost her job, so nothing had really changed. There was no reason to act as if the world was coming to an end just because they’d kissed, and he never needed to know how she felt about him.

				Men were easily clueless, since most of the time they didn’t want to know the truth that was right in front of them anyway.

				She decided she’d go back to being her normal self on Monday.

				By the end of dinner it was obvious Calliope was not going to be able to drive herself home. When she got back from the restroom, Tori said, “Since you picked me up, I’ll drive you home. Then I’ll bring your car back to your place tomorrow.”

				Calliope shook her head. “I already called for a ride home. I’m very smart and I know better than to drive myself home when I’ve been drinking.”

				“I’d have driven you home, Calliope.”

				“It’s okay. There’s my ride now.”

				Tori looked up and her stomach dropped.

				Brody. She’d called Brody to drive her home.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Brody hadn’t expected to run into Tori tonight, but when Calliope had called saying she’d had some cocktails and needed a ride, he had no problem giving it to her, especially since Wyatt was on an out-of-town job this weekend.

				What he hadn’t expected was for Tori to be with her, though that shouldn’t surprise him since Calliope and Tori were best friends.

				He pulled up a chair at their table. “Celebrating tonight, Calliope?”

				She nodded, her curls bouncing. “Yup. I’m celebrating an end to a hellish week. Parents are mean.”

				He laughed and tugged on one of her curls. “They can be sometimes. This is a good place to unwind though. Great margaritas.”

				Calliope grinned. “I had four.”

				“Awesome.” He looked over at Tori, who surprisingly wasn’t ignoring him, just studying him. “How about you?”

				“I figured I’d have to drive the lush home, so it was iced tea for me tonight.”

				“Hey. Not a lush. I was sober enough to give you love advice, wasn’t I?”

				Tori glared at Calliope. Brody gave her a quizzical look. “Love advice?”

				“Drunk talk. You ready to go? Calliope picked me up, so I can drive her car home and I’ll bring it back to her house tomorrow.”

				“It’s okay. Just follow me to her place and we’ll drop her car. Then I’ll drive you home. Save you a trip back over there tomorrow.”

				“It’s not a problem.”

				“I need my car early, Tori,” Calliope said. “I have a meeting.”

				She hesitated then nodded at Brody. “Okay, fine. I’ll meet you at Wyatt and Calliope’s house.”

				Brody scooped Calliope out of her chair and led her to the parking lot.

				“Calliope, do you want to ride with me in your car?” Tori asked.

				“Oh. No, I’ll ride with Brody. See you at the house.” Calliope gave Tori a wave.

				Tori gave them a worried look, then said, “Uh, okay. See you there.” She headed over to Calliope’s car and Brody put Calliope in his truck. She started to sing and he rolled his eyes. Wyatt owed him for this one. It was a good thing he adored his sister-in-law, because he’d left a warm house and a football game on TV for this.

				“You need to talk to Tori,” Calliope said as they made the turn down the highway toward Wyatt’s house.

				“Huh?”

				“Just...well, I can’t say more than that, other than you need to talk to her.”

				“Is this about the Christmas party again?”

				“Sort of, but it’s about a lot of things, Brody. Open your eyes.”

				“My eyes are wide open, Calliope.”

				While they sat at a stoplight, she looked over at him, her glasses askew on her face. She slid them up her nose and gave him a stern look. “Men’s eyes are very rarely wide open. You only see what you want to see, not what’s really there.”

				“What the hell are you talking about? See, this is the problem with women. You talk in metaphors instead of straight talk, then we’re supposed to figure out what the fuck that all means.”

				She laughed. “I know. But Tori’s my friend and I can’t say any more than that. But trust me, you want to talk to her.”

				“I’ve already talked to her. She won’t give me the goddamn time of day.”

				Calliope looked out the window. “Try again. She might know the time now.”

				“There you go again. Fucking metaphors.”

				They pulled into the driveway and he helped Calliope slide out of his truck. Brody walked her to the door and helped her find her keys in her purse. She giggled—a lot.

				“You really did have a good time tonight, didn’t you?”

				She tilted her head back. “Have I mentioned I had a shitty day today?”

				“Yup.”

				“Then yes. I had a good time tonight.”

				“Sounds like you needed it.”

				Her head bobbed up and down. “You have no idea.”

				He opened the door and turned on the lights, then made sure she got safely inside. By then Tori had pulled Calliope’s car into the garage, so she met them in the kitchen.

				“Thanks for picking me up,” Calliope said, giving Brody a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “You’re the best brother-in-law ever.”

				“Anytime. You know that.”

				Calliope threw her arms around Tori and hugged her, then whispered in her ear. Tori shifted her gaze to Brody, her eyes widening.

				“Okay. I’m done for. I’m going to bed. Love you both and lock the door on your way out.”

				Brody shook his head as he watched Calliope’s weaving form disappear down the hall. “Night, Calliope.”

				Tori gave him a look. “Give me just a second. I’m going to run upstairs and make sure she’s okay. If you don’t mind?”

				“I don’t mind. Go ahead.”

				He made himself at home by heading into the living room and turning on the television. The game wasn’t over yet, so when Tori came downstairs he asked her to wait as the last few minutes ticked down. When the game was over, he clicked off the remote and turned to her. She was perched on the edge of the leather sofa.

				“She okay?”

				“She’s out. Not much of a drinker anyway, so when she decides to put one on, it generally throws her for a loop. I just wanted to make sure she wasn’t going to end up sick. She got into her pajamas and she’s already snoring.”

				He laughed. “Good. Everyone needs to cut loose every now and then.”

				“True. She had some snooty parents at the day care center to deal with this week who decided to inform her how they thought she should run things. Real know-it-all types and just relentless perfectionists who think their kids don’t ever poop or have boogers.”

				Brody snorted. “Yeah, I know the type. In every business there are customers like that. You just have to grin and bear it, when all you want to do is smash a fist in their smug faces.”

				“Exactly. And you know Calliope—she’s as sweet as they come, but even she folds under the pressure every now and then. And with Wyatt being out of town, I could tell by her tone of voice at the end of the day today she was ready to explode, so I suggested we go out tonight.”

				They closed the front door and Brody made sure everything was locked up before making their way to his truck. “I’m glad you could be there for her so she could let off some steam and vent it out.”

				“That’s what friends are for. We’re there for each other.”

				They got into the truck and he backed down the driveway to make his way back to town. “I guess she’s always there for you, too.”

				Tori stared out the window. “Always.”

				“Yeah. Like she gave you love advice tonight?”

				Her gaze shot to his. “No she didn’t.”

				“She said she did.”

				“She was drunk.”

				He was silent for a while as he drove toward town. So was Tori, who stared out the window.

				“I didn’t know you were seeing someone,” he finally said.

				“I’m not seeing anyone.”

				“So she gave you advice on how to ask someone out?”

				She sighed. “Let it go, Brody.”

				He heard the subtle pleading in her voice and decided he should probably let it go. But something twisted in his gut at the thought of Tori dating some random guy. Or any guy, for that matter. She hardly ever went out, and when she did, it didn’t last. She was pretty selective with guys she dated. He wondered why.

				“You haven’t had a boyfriend in...hell, Tori, I don’t remember you ever dating anyone seriously.”

				She shot him a look. “Why? Do you have a friend you’re thinking of setting me up with?”

				He frowned at her. “Hell, no.”

				Her lips curved in a hint of a smile.

				“Is that funny?”

				“No. Not at all.”

				“I have great friends.”

				“I know you do.”

				He thought about all the guys he called friends, the times they’d all gotten together, and which ones had given Tori a second look. Probably all of them, considering she was gorgeous. “Is there one of my friends you want to go out with?”

				“Nope.”

				That relieved him a little. But only for a second, because he knew damn well that what Calliope had said about the love advice hadn’t been made up, and usually people who’d had too much to drink spilled a little too much of the truth.

				When he pulled into Tori’s apartment complex, he got out of the truck and opened her door.

				“Thanks for the ride.”

				“It’s late. I’ll walk you up.”

				“That’s not necessary.”

				“I’ll walk you to your door, Tori.”

				She blew out a breath. “Fine.”

				As they walked up the back stairs, he frowned. “Lots of foliage around here. And you’re on the second floor.”

				She fished into her purse for her keys. “And?”

				He waited while she unlocked her door, surveying the remoteness of the area. “How long have you lived here?”

				“About a year.”

				“I don’t like it.”

				“Gee, Brody, thanks.”

				“I mean it doesn’t look safe. You should move.”

				She rolled her eyes and stepped inside. “Thanks for the ride home. I appreciate it. Good night.”

				He put his hand on the door. “Seriously, Tori. This isn’t the best neighborhood in town. And this apartment is at the end of a remote corridor. Not the best location.”

				“It’s the best I can do, you know?”

				He looked down at her. Always so tough, with that “I can take care of myself” attitude. He knew she had no one to take care of her.

				Hell, she probably didn’t need anyone to take care of her, but right now maybe he needed it.

				He braced his hands on either side of the doorway. “Ask me to come in.”

				Her eyes widened. “What?”

				“Let me come in, Tori.”

				“Why?”

				“I want to see your place.”

				“Why?”

				“Quit asking why and ask me to come in, Tori.”

				She shook her head. “That is so not a good idea, Brody.”

				“I know. In fact, it’s a really bad idea. Ask me to come in, anyway.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Tori’s heart beat so fast she could feel the pounding in her chest.

				Brody wanted in her apartment. What could that mean? A huge mistake, was what it could mean. She should say no. Then again, maybe he was just being chivalrous and wanted to see if the boogeyman was in there. One quick check and then he’d leave.

				But the way he looked at her, his sexy gaze giving her a look that said they had a lot to talk about—or maybe that there’d be no talking at all once she invited him past her threshold—definitely gave her pause.

				She’d kissed him once and all these months later she couldn’t forget the taste of him. She couldn’t afford to mess with Brody, couldn’t handle letting him take her to bed and then deal with the repercussions of that.

				Ridiculous. She was overthinking this, which happened every time she got anywhere near Brody. Then again, this was part of his modus operandi. He messed with your head, and before you knew what was happening, you were naked.

				And then he dumped you.

				“No.”

				He cocked a brow. “What?”

				“You can’t come in.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because...I’m tired.”

				He inched a little closer and she breathed in the scent of him. Cool and crisp and ever so male, she wanted to reach out, grab his jacket and haul his mouth against hers, then kiss him until neither one of them could breathe. Oh, why couldn’t she have what she wanted, damn the consequences?

				“Tori...you don’t look tired. You look...really good tonight.” He reached out and tugged on one of the curls that always seemed to be falling out of the top knot where she twisted her hair up. “Have I ever told you how much I like your hair?”

				“Um...no, you haven’t.” See, there went her brain cells. Everything that screamed intelligent, logical woman had traveled somewhere south, which was now throbbing and screaming his name and begging him to take her and undress her and do wicked things to her.

				He took a step closer. “I really like your hair. It’s soft and sexy and God, that red makes me crazy.”

				She swallowed, or tried to, but there was currently a boulder in her throat making it impossible. “Brody, what are you doing?”

				“Invite me in. You always have such careful control over your life. Tonight, let go. I just want to see if that kiss last Christmas was really as explosive as I thought it was. Did you think it was?”

				“Yes.”

				“So that was a yes.” He crossed her doorway and pushed the door shut behind him, gathered her in his arms and put his mouth on hers.

				Oh, God. He was right. It was an explosion as his fingers dove in her hair and his lips claimed hers and she suddenly couldn’t breathe as everything in her body ignited. She could do nothing but grab on to him, because Brody was a force to be reckoned with. He turned her around and pushed her up against the door, then fit his body against hers while he explored her mouth with his lips and tongue until she was dizzy with the delight and wonder and realization that this—this was what it was like to be thoroughly kissed and manhandled in the absolute best way.

				And his body, pressed full up against hers, was a thing of beauty. She snaked her hands along the firm ridges of muscle that lined his biceps, and let out a soft moan that caused him to deepen the kiss until she was certain she’d have dropped to a heap on the floor if his body hadn’t been wedging her against the door.

				It wasn’t fair, this mastery Brody had over women, the way he tangled his fingers in her hair and released the clip holding her hair up. His hand dove into her scalp and further enflamed her senses as he rocked his pelvis against hers.

				It was too much—all too much, just like that first kiss last winter. He overloaded her senses and made her want him, made her body weep with joy and need and all the things that were dangerous and bad.

				She pressed her palms against his chest and he groaned and God, she didn’t want to stop, wanted to see where this would go. She already knew where it would go—straight to her bedroom, where the two of them would end up naked and entwined. She’d entertained that fantasy so many times it was embarrassing.

				But it wasn’t going to become a reality.

				She tore her lips from his. “Brody. Stop.”

				To his credit, he did. He pulled his head back and looked at her with heavy-lidded eyes that melted her and made her wonder why she hesitated.

				She knew why. In some part of her sex-addled brain, she knew why.

				He dragged his thumb over her bottom lip. “Yeah, this kiss was just as good as the first one, Tori. Don’t you think so?”

				God, yes. Even better, in fact. So much so she knew it could never happen again. She couldn’t lose everything that meant so much to her. Her job, Brody’s family, her friends. Him.

				“You should go,” she finally managed to say.

				“You should talk to me about why you’re hesitating.”

				“No, it’s the last thing we should talk about.”

				He took a deep breath and a step back, the evidence of his passion for her deliciously visible against the zipper of his jeans. Her fingers flexed. She wanted to snake her hands down his body and touch him, spend all night mapping his body with her hands, her mouth, her tongue.

				Dammit, she wished she didn’t care so much about all those things that she really did care about. Because right now all she craved was one night with Brody, just one night to explore those epic fantasies that had fueled her for so many years.

				Instead, she opened the front door, the blast of cool air doing nothing to ice down her raging libido.

				Brody looked at the open door, then back at her.

				“At some point, Tori, we’re going to talk about what’s holding you back.”

				She laid her head against the door and didn’t say anything.

				So Brody leaned in and brushed his lips across hers. “I think you’ll be surprised what a good listener I am. Night, Tori.”

				She watched him walk down the stairs. When he disappeared from sight, she shut the door and locked it.

				As she headed to the bedroom, every part of her body throbbed with unfulfilled sexual desire.

				No, there’d be no conversation with Brody. He could never know her fears.

				Or how crazy in love she was with him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				“Heard you drove my wife home the other night,” Wyatt said as they sat in a morning staff meeting.

				“Yup. She was well and truly wasted, man.”

				Wyatt grinned at Brody. “She said she had a great time with Tori—thanks for that, by the way,” he said to Tori. “She needed it after a shitty day.”

				Tori smiled. “It was my pleasure. She had the mother of all hangovers the next day.”

				“She told me that, too. She said it was well worth it.”

				“Sometimes you just need to tie one on,” Tori said. “Especially after a crappy week at work.”

				“Surely you’re not saying you’ve ever had a bad week here.” Ethan handed her a file. “We treat you like the queen you are.”

				Tori snorted. “You’re all a giant pain in my butt. I have to drink heavily on the weekends just to survive this job.”

				Wyatt rolled his eyes. “Yeah, you’re so mistreated around here. I don’t know how you bear it.”

				“It’s true,” she said. “The things I must suffer for a pittance of a paycheck.”

				“Speaking of that pittance,” Wyatt said. “It’s time for your annual review. I guess one of us will have to do that.”

				“I was going to mention it.” She looked at her laptop. “Ethan did it last year.”

				“We usually rotate. I did it the year before,” Wyatt said. “So that means Brody’s up.”

				Brody had been busy going through safety guidelines for his current job and had only been paying half attention. “I’m up for what?”

				“Tori’s annual review,” Wyatt told him.

				“Oh.” He looked over at Tori, whose smile suddenly died.

				“If you don’t have time, I’m sure one of the other guys can handle it,” she said, looking hopeful.

				“I have time.” He scanned his schedule on his laptop. “Let’s do it Friday. That’ll give me a few days to go over things with Wyatt and Ethan, and if your performance sucks, it’s a good day to fire you.”

				Ethan snickered. “Great idea. Friday’s always perfect for a pink slip. We could even take you out for drinks.”

				“Oh. Margaritas. I’ll alert Calliope,” Wyatt added. “You know, just in case things don’t go well for you.”

				Tori glared at him. “You are so not funny. None of you are. In fact, you all suck.”

				Brody laughed. “Now you’re going to be nervous all week long, aren’t you?”

				“Not at all. The ones who should be nervous are the three of you. I’m half tempted to go find another job. And then what would you all do? Why should I put up with this abuse every day?”

				“Because we’re your family?” Ethan asked. “Because we’re like your annoying brothers who you can’t help but love?”

				Her gaze shot to Brody. “You are definitely not my brothers.”

				“Definitely not,” Brody said. He knew their parents had taken her under their wing and unofficially adopted her as family when she’d hired on at Kent Construction four years ago, barely twenty-two years old at the time and with no family to speak of. She’d been quiet but efficient, and as soon as she’d grown comfortable with the family she’d become brassy and opinionated and they’d all fallen crazy in love with her.

				Well, not in love, love. Just...

				Hell, he didn’t even know what he was thinking anymore where Tori was concerned. And that kiss the other night still hung on his lips, unforgettable as hell.

				He wanted more. He wanted her.

				At least she was semi-sort-of talking to him again, though it was only about work-related stuff. But still, that was a breakthrough. Now if he could just get her to talk to him about important issues, like why she’d stopped the kiss when he’d thought it was going so well. There was serious heat between them, they got along well, he teased her, she shot back with some barb. It was a great relationship. He had no idea why she wouldn’t want to take it to the next level.

				He understood that he was her boss, but she had to understand he’d never jeopardize her job. She’d always have that. Hell, they’d be lost without her.

				Maybe that was the holding point for her. He’d have to talk to her about that. Maybe after they did her review on Friday, he’d take her out for drinks, in a non-work environment and they could discuss her reservations about the two of them.

				* * *

				Tori pushed aside the thought of sitting with Brody for her review the entire week. In fact, by Friday, she’d totally forgotten about it. Being busy always helped with forgetting things she liked to forget, like that kiss they’d shared.

				Okay, maybe she hadn’t forgotten that. Maybe she thought about it every night as she lay in bed, when it was quiet and dark and all she had were her thoughts. Then she couldn’t shove him aside like she could during the day when the phone was ringing and paperwork piled up on her desk and she had a million things to do to fill her brain, so it was easy to forget about Brody.

				At bedtime, though, he wouldn’t go away. Not virtually, anyway. Resulting in a lot of restless nights spent watching reruns of her favorite television shows while eating ice cream, which kept her up all night. Which meant one cranky Tori the next day. Frankly, she didn’t know how the guys put up with her.

				It should make for an interesting annual review, which brought her back on topic of Brody.

				Oh, why did it have to be his turn to give the review? She could sit through it if Ethan or Wyatt was giving it to her. But not Brody. Their day-to-day interactions were brief, and she could deal with that. A review was intense, going over her work performance for the entire year. It would last at least an hour and would be one on one, just the two of them. Eye to eye, shoulder to shoulder.

				Gah. She should just tell him she was sick and going home early.

				Except she wasn’t a coward and putting it off wouldn’t do any good. They’d have to do this eventually. Besides, she was kind of hoping for a raise, which she needed so she could get out of that hellhole apartment. She’d blown off Brody’s suggestion that she move immediately because the area wasn’t safe, but he wasn’t too far off in his assessment of her current neighborhood. Her neighbors to the right fought all the time, and not just loud arguing, but knock-down, drag-out, throw-the-furniturevkind of fighting. The two dudes who lived on her left had people coming and going all the time. Despite Deer Lake being a small town, drugs still crept in, and she could swear those two guys were dealers. Either that or they were very popular.

				She’d settle for a nice, quiet place. Maybe she could finagle her way into a senior citizen’s center. Or maybe Brody’s parents would let her bunk at their house. She loved Roger and Stacy Kent. When she’d first gone to work for Kent Construction, she’d been closed up, emotionally as well as physically. But Ethan, Wyatt and Brody—and especially Stacy Kent, the guys’ mother—had changed all that, had given her the bond of a family she’d so desperately craved her whole life and never had. Her own family had certainly been lacking. Cold and remote, her father had never been a presence in her life, and had taken off permanently after her parents had divorced. Not only had he not wanted her mother, he’d clearly had no use for his daughter, either. Her mother, on the other hand, had leaned heavily on Tori after the divorce, her emotional upheavals a burden that had been difficult for a young Tori to bear.

				Tori hadn’t regretted leaving that suffocating atmosphere as soon as she’d been old enough. Her mother had latched on to a new guy and she and Tori rarely spoke anymore, which suited Tori just fine.

				Stacy’d been more the parent than her mother had been. So getting close to the Kents, especially Stacy, had been like grabbing on to a desperately needed lifeline.

				She loved the Kents. They were the normal family she craved. She really did think of Wyatt and Ethan as her brothers.

				Changing the status quo in any way could put her out in the cold again, leaving her all alone.

				She’d had plenty of alone and it sucked. She’d rather not do that again, especially not for someone like Brody, who changed women as often as he changed his underwear. It was too bad she was crazy about him and thought about him constantly. Why couldn’t she be immune?

				Then again, was any woman in Deer Lake immune? Judging from his past interactions with the women in this town, it didn’t appear so. And she had no interest in becoming another statistic. Likely the only reason Brody appeared interested in her was because she kept shutting him down. Once she let him in, he’d no doubt drop her in a hurry.

				The door opened and Brody walked in. She’d spent the day by herself since all the guys were out on jobs.

				“Sorry I’m a little late,” he said, taking off his coat and slinging it on the chair. “I had to drop Ethan and Zoey off at the airport.”

				“No problem. They get off okay?”

				He cracked a smile. “Yeah. Zoey’s all kinds of excited to go see her mom in concert in Nashville this weekend.”

				Tori leaned back in the chair and grinned. “I’m sure she is. I talked to Riley on the phone earlier this week. She really misses Zoey and Ethan when she’s on the road. She’s thrilled this is the last road trip she’ll be on for a while.”

				He nodded. “Ethan said he’s pretty happy she’s closing out her tour in Nashville. Now that she’s pregnant, she’ll be able to settle back for a while and concentrate on the baby. Ethan’s been nervous as hell with Riley insisting on finishing her tour while she’s pregnant.”

				Tori laughed. “Well, she is in her eighth month, but she’s been super healthy and the doctor’s been monitoring her regularly. But you’re right. She’s finishing up now and she can rest and start nesting.”

				“I’m glad it’s all worked out for them, considering their rocky start. Zoey loves Riley like she’s the only mother she ever had.”

				“The only one she remembers now. And you can’t tell Riley that Zoey isn’t hers. It’s a good fit for all of them. With the new baby almost here, I can’t think of a happier couple, or a happier family.”

				This was a new side to Brody, seeing him all mellowed out and grinning about his brother’s contented family life. “You’d think all that wedded bliss and family life would make you twitchy. Your younger brother is married with a baby on the way, and your older brother just got married this year to his ex-wife’s sister. So much...settling down going on around you. Doesn’t it freak you out?”

				He cocked a brow. “I have nothing against marriage and family, you know.”

				“Of course you don’t.” She couldn’t resist the smirk. “All your relationships with women lasting so long and all.”

				“Hey. I just haven’t found the right one.”

				“Uh huh.” She took a long sip of her giant soda she’d bought earlier. “You are the king of denial, aren’t you?”

				“I can do a relationship.”

				“Careful, you might break out in hives. Or maybe your nose will start to grow. I should get out my tape measure and check it out.”

				“You wanna check out something with a tape measure...”

				She shook her head. “So inappropriate for the office. And you being my boss and all. I should report you to your brothers.”

				“Whatever. Let’s go.”

				“What? Where?” Somewhere she could measure him? The thought both appalled her and flamed her senses.

				“Out of here.”

				“What about my review?”

				“You’re doing a kickass job, like you have been since we first hired you. We’re jacking up your pay twenty percent. I’ve got a write-up about your glowing skills in my file as well as a goals sheet for the next year. I’ll email it to you and copy my brothers. Any questions?”

				Her eyes widened. A twenty percent pay raise? Hell no she wasn’t going to question that. “Uh, no. No questions.”

				“Good. Let’s go.”

				She grabbed her purse and her coat, curious about where he was taking her. He locked the door behind her, but when she headed toward her car, he grasped her arm.

				“We’ll take my truck.”

				Shrugging, she climbed into his truck and he drove off. He was quiet as he drove down Central and turned onto the highway.

				“You’re brooding,” she said as she studied his profile.

				“No, I’m not.”

				“It’s because I insulted you, isn’t it?”

				“Doubtful, since you’re always insulting me. You really can’t hurt my feelings, Tori.”

				“Oh, I’m sure I could if I tried harder.”

				That at least got a curve of a smile. God, he was devastating when he gave that sexy half smile. She’d love to see that smile close up, like when he was hovering over her, both of them naked...

				Stop that. Hadn’t she spent the time before he came into the office reminding herself of all the reasons why they couldn’t be together? Fantasizing about making love with him was the wrong direction for her thoughts to go.

				It was a while before she realized he’d hit the highway, that they were leaving Deer Lake.

				“Brody, where are we going?”

				“Out of town.”

				“So you’re kidnapping me?”

				“Not exactly.”

				It took about fifteen minutes to get to Botswell, the next town over. He pulled into a one-story—shack, was the only way she could think of to describe it. She supposed it was a bar, with the headache-inducing half-blinking neon sign proclaiming it as Ed’s Bar and Grill. Though the grill part was suspect, since the place resembled an oversized shed. She’d come into Botswell on occasion, mainly to do some shopping, never to hit the bars.

				This one seemed—interesting, in a she’d-never-stop-here-without-a-guy kind of way. Or even with a guy, for that matter. She half expected a brawl to tumble out the front door any second.

				When she climbed out of his truck and met him around the front, she cocked her head and looked at him. “Seriously?”

				“Best beer and burgers I’ve ever had.”

				“I hope this isn’t a date, Brody, because if this is where you bring your women, your taste is sorely lacking.”

				He cracked a smile and grabbed her hand. “You have such little faith in me, Tori. Just trust me.”

				She snorted. Trust him? Borrowing a line from one of her favorite movies ever—as if.

				The inside didn’t look much better than the outside. Old, worn tables were scratched with wear and tear. There were a few pool tables scattered around, and those were taken up by people who must be regulars. A couple older-model televisions sat above the bar that several people who’d bellied up were watching.

				A couple food tables were full, but Brody had spied one in the corner, so he grabbed her hand and, despite her dragging her heels the whole way, tugged her along. She feared for her life as she took a seat in a rickety chair.

				“Come on,” he said. “It’s not that bad.”

				She wasn’t exactly a prima donna as far as the places she hung out, but Ed’s was as low on the dive bar food chain as she’d ever gotten.

				A waitress hustled over. She was older, in her fifties maybe, with faded-out blond hair that she’d over-teased, over-bleached and gathered up in a haphazard ponytail. And she didn’t look happy to see them, because she didn’t smile as she grabbed a pencil from her hair and pulled the pad out of her apron. “What can I get you to drink?”

				Brody ordered the specialty beer. Tori looked at him.

				“Try it. It’s great.”

				Tori nodded. “Okay, I’ll have one of those. And can we see a menu?”

				The waitress, whose nametag said “Pat”, snickered. “Honey, we have cheeseburgers, or cheeseburgers without cheese on them. If you’re feeling adventurous you can have a hot dog. That comes with or without chili and the works. I’ll be back with your drinks and you can let me know what you want.”

				Tori shifted her gaze to Brody. “Limited menu.”

				“People come here for the beer and the burgers. The hot dogs kind of suck.”

				“Thanks for the warning. I guess I’ll have a burger, then.”

				“Good call.”

				When Pat came back with the beer, Brody said, “We’ll both have the cheeseburgers.”

				“Smart idea. Everything on them?”

				Brody looked at her. Tori said, “Sure. Why not?”

				Pat finally shocked her by patting her hand and grinning. “You’re gonna love these burgers, honey. And once you eat them, you’re gonna come back again and again. Enjoy your beer.”

				After Pat hustled away, Tori looked at Brody. “Oh, my God. She seemed almost human there.”

				He laughed. “Pat has tons of attitude. She and Ed have owned this place since they were in their twenties. He brews the beer himself, along with his sons now. Taste it.”

				She took a drink of the beer. It was mellow, with a honey flavor. “Oh, it’s good.”

				“Told you. They’re a small operation, but this place is never empty. I stop by for lunch a lot when I’m driving through town on a job.”

				“For the beer?” she asked with a smirk.

				“For the burgers, smartass. Though after a shitty day, I can pound down a few beers.”

				She preferred margaritas with Calliope after a bad day. She wondered who Brody unloaded on when he had problems. His brothers? Or was the familial bond too close, the fact that they all worked together too much to share troubles. Who did he tell his problems to?

				“So when you have a bad day at work and you want to let off some steam and have a few drinks, do you grab your brothers and go out for beers to talk it out?”

				He looked horrified. “Hell, no. It’s bad enough I grew up with them, and now I work with them. Half the time it’s them I’m pissed off at. The last thing I’d want to do is unload my problems on them.”

				She swirled her finger over the top of the glass. “So...who do you talk to?”

				He shrugged. “Nobody.”

				“Surely you have friends to talk to.”

				“I have friends, yeah. But we aren’t like girls, Tori. We don’t have to have...chat sessions or whatever you women call them where we discuss every problem we have.”

				“You hold it all inside.”

				“I didn’t say that.”

				“You didn’t have to. You don’t talk to your brothers or your friends, and you being a man and all are obviously not going to talk to your parents when you have a problem.”

				He let out a laugh at that one.

				“Okay, so that means you keep all your problems bottled up inside and don’t talk to anyone about them, right?”

				He finished off his beer and set the mug to the side of the table so Pat could refill it for him. “I don’t have a lot of problems. I’m generally a pretty content guy.”

				“Please. Everyone has problems. Even if it’s just a bad day at work, a job doesn’t go right. Someone pisses you off—like your brothers. You have to let off steam. How do you do that?”

				“I have ways of letting off steam.”

				He gave her a look that melted her to the chair. “Well, yes, there is that. But I mean talking.”

				“Oh, I like talking. Verbalizing is good.”

				This was not helping to cool her off.

				Fortunately, their food arrived and Brody dragged his very direct gaze away from her to offer his trademark grin to Pat. After that, she dug into her cheeseburger and tried to shift her thoughts away from one very sexy man to the incredibly delicious burger. She ate every bite, had another beer to wash it down and wasn’t even embarrassed about picking the last crumb off her plate with her fingers.

				“You were right. This is the best cheeseburger I’ve ever had.”

				Brody crumpled his paper napkin and laid it on his empty plate. “Told you it was awesome. I wouldn’t let you down, Tori.”

				The way he said it made her cock her head to the side, as if he’d meant something else entirely, and wasn’t talking about burgers anymore.

				Probably her imagination. “You’re right. It was a great meal. Good beer and good burgers. Thank you.”

				“I actually brought you here to talk to you.”

				She laughed. “We have been talking.”

				“I meant I brought you here to talk about something else.”

				“About what?”

				“Us.”

				Uh-oh. “What about us?”

				The words had spilled out before she could correct herself, correct him and tell him there was no “us.”

				“Why did you stop that kiss the other night? What are you so afraid of?”

				She looked around, but televisions were blaring, people were playing pool and engaged in their own conversations. There were no people around them listening in. Still, she leaned forward. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

				He leaned in, too, and grasped her hands. “I do. And it’s time you stop running from it. From what the two of us could have.”

				Her eyes widened and she tried to tug her hands away, but he held firm. “Brody, I don’t want to do this.”

				“I think you do, Tori, but something’s scaring you off. Talk to me. Tell me what’s bothering you. Is it something I’ve done in the past? Some way I’m not measuring up? I think you and I could have something, if you’ll just give me a chance.”

				Oh, God. Smartass Brody she could handle. Funny, jokester Brody she could deal with. Teasing Brody she knew well. But earnest, honest Brody wanting to have a heartfelt conversation with her about having a relationship? She’d never known this side of him and she couldn’t handle it.

				He was handing her everything she wanted, everything she’d always dreamed of. All she had to do was meet him half way.

				But she didn’t trust it, didn’t trust herself.

				She didn’t trust him.

				Because she had so much to lose.

				Everything to lose.

				She finally freed her hands and pushed back. “I need some air. I’m sorry.”

				She grabbed her purse and made a beeline for the front door.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				That went well.

				Nothing like opening yourself up to a woman and seeing a look of horror on her face, followed by a world-record dash for the door.

				Brody had never thought of himself as repulsive. Women were always attracted to him. He had a pretty healthy ego, but seeing Tori run for her life when he offered to have a relationship with her had given his self-esteem a severe hit tonight.

				Something was up, and he wasn’t about to give up on her. He needed to figure out what the hell was going on.

				He signaled Pat, paid the bill and left a generous tip, then made his way out the door. Tori was leaning against his truck, arms folded in front of her like a protective shield. When she saw him approach, she lifted her head and cast him a miserable gaze.

				Okay, so maybe out in the parking lot of Ed’s wasn’t the place to have a talk about this. He unlocked the truck, helped her inside and got in. They made the drive back to Deer Lake in silence. Tori huddled on her side, looking out the side window, as far away from him as she could get.

				Great. How was he supposed to handle this one? He was no expert on women, except in the bedroom. He was really damn good at pleasing them there. At seduction he was a pro, and he could read sexual signals like a master. But emotion and conversation about feelings and all that shit? Not his area.

				But there was no way in hell he was dropping her off at her car and leaving things the way they were. This past year had been hell, and he wasn’t about to make things worse by letting her run on him again.

				So instead of taking her back to work to fetch her car, he went with instinct and drove her to his place, where she wouldn’t be able to run.

				When he pulled into the driveway of his house, she finally straightened.

				“What are we doing here?”

				Instead of answering her, he came around to her side of the truck and opened the door. “Come on, Tori. We’re going to talk.”

				She cast him a wary look.

				“It’s time. And there are things that have to be said. You can’t run from it forever.”

				He held out his hand. If she refused to come in, he wouldn’t force her. He wasn’t that kind of guy.

				The call was hers to make.

				With a shaky sigh, she slid her hands in his and he helped her down from the truck. He slid his key in the lock and opened the door, hoping like hell he hadn’t left his place a mess.

				He switched on the light, relieved as he remembered his cleaning lady had been in today. Thank God.

				“I don’t think I’ve ever been in your house before,” she said, her voice low, almost a whisper as she took in his living room.

				He turned to her. “I don’t entertain much here.”

				She shot him a look. “Yeah. I’ll bet you don’t.”

				“Okay. I meant parties and that kind of thing. It’s just where I crash.”

				She walked around, then turned to him. “It’s a nice place, Brody. Lots of room. You should throw a party or two here.”

				He dragged his fingers through his hair. “I got a great deal on it, and hated living in an apartment. I like open space.”

				He took in the expansive living room, with its two couches that faced each other and the chair flanking them, all the furniture kind of cozy with the stone fireplace and all. He’d loved the place when the Realtor had shown it to him. It had seemed so...big, especially after living in that cramped apartment. Plus, with four bedrooms, he knew he could make it home for a long time.

				“You want to see the rest?”

				For the first time, she smiled. “I’d love to.”

				He showed her the kitchen, and she gasped. “This is amazing. Do you cook in here?”

				“I can do breakfast and I cook on the outside grill.”

				She laughed. “That’s it? This kitchen is going to waste.” She ran her fingers over the granite countertop and started making some noises about state-of-the-art appliances. He knew a woman would like this kitchen, though he hadn’t thought about it when he’d bought the place. He’d just wanted big and spacious in everything, because where he’d lived before had been so damn claustrophobic.

				Same thing with the bedrooms. All of them were big. One of them was set up as his office, the other two were vacant, and the master was enormous, something else he liked because he’d bought a king-sized bed.

				He flipped the light on in there and Tori’s eyes widened. “Wow. How many people sleep in that thing?”

				He slid his hand along the nape of her neck and whispered in her ear, “Just me. I like a lot of room. I had a double bed in my old apartment and it sucked. My feet hung off the end and I couldn’t sleep. So when I bought this place I found the biggest damn bed I could and bought it.”

				He heard the rumble of her laugh, which made his dick twitch.

				“I understand that,” she said. “My apartment is tiny.”

				She walked into his bathroom and she made a murmur of approval. “I love the tub, especially the window over it.” She turned to him. “It needs some flowers or something. You can tell a guy lives here.”

				His stomach tightened as he thought about Tori being here, and all the feminine touches she’d bring. Like flowers in the bathroom window. “Yeah. Or something.”

				They finished downstairs. She turned to face him, her features much less tense than they’d been when she’d walked in. “It’s a spectacular home, Brody.”

				“Thanks. Would you like something to drink?”

				Tori swallowed. The tour of Brody’s house had delayed the talk he insisted on having with her, the one she’d avoided by embarrassing herself and running like hell out of the restaurant.

				“Sure. A drink sounds great.”

				They made their way back into the kitchen, where he opened that incredible refrigerator. She hated to admit to being jealous of his appliances, but she was.

				“I have beer...uh, beer, and water. Oh, and soda.”

				Needing the bolster of courage, she said, “I’ll have a beer, thanks.”

				He popped the tops off the bottles and handed her one. She took a couple long swallows, then followed him into the living room, taking a seat on one of the ultra-comfortable sofas. She liked the big double windows in the living room, could already picture a giant Christmas tree there, covered with lights and ornaments.

				“Do you cut a real tree to put in that window?”

				He followed her gaze. “Huh?”

				“For Christmas. You have such high ceilings, and that window is perfect for your Christmas tree.”

				“Oh. No, I don’t put a tree up.”

				She frowned. “Why not?”

				“Who’s going to see it, Tori? It’s just me here.”

				“So?”

				“Do you put a tree up in your apartment?”

				“Yes. It’s only a foot tall since I don’t have any room, but of course. It’s Christmas. You have to have a tree.”

				“No, I don’t.”

				“Scrooge.”

				He laughed.

				“Seriously, Brody, you need a tree. This place is begging for a tree. It would look beautiful there.”

				“And again, no one would see it.”

				An idea formed in her head. “Your house is so big. We should have the company Christmas party here.”

				He gave her a blank look, then shook his head. “No.”

				“Why not? There’s plenty of room here. I haven’t booked the venue yet. That was on my schedule for next week.” She shifted, looking around the room. “The kitchen is enormous, you have that game room off the garage with the pool table and arcade games. People would love it. I’ve often thought we should make our parties a little less stuffy and a lot more fun.”

				“Not a good idea. At all. I don’t want all those people here.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because...”

				She waited for his good reason why not. It didn’t come.

				“See? It’s a great opportunity for you and your brothers to start inviting your clients into your homes. It makes your relationships with them more personal. Wyatt has a perfect home for it, too. There’s plenty of room there, too. And with Ethan and Riley building that big new house, he can take a turn, too, though I think you and Wyatt should go first, since they’re going to be busy the next couple years with the new baby.”

				He leaned back on the sofa. “Just planning our lives away, aren’t you?”

				She lifted her chin. “No. I’m planning the company Christmas party. You and your brothers make the final decision on that. If you absolutely hate the idea, just shoot it down.”

				“I didn’t say I hated the idea. I need to think about it. We’ll discuss it at the meeting on Monday. And I don’t want to talk about work.” He swept his knuckles across her cheek. “I want to talk about that Olympic dash you did out of the restaurant.”

				She looked down, studying her jeans. She was hoping he wouldn’t bring that up, but how could he not? “Yeah. About that. Sorry.”

				“It’s okay. I didn’t pick the right place to have that conversation. It was my fault.”

				She tipped her gaze to his. It was nice of him to take the blame, when she knew it fell squarely on her. “No. It wasn’t. You were trying to figure out what the hell was wrong with me. It was all me. Trust me, I know this.”

				He let out a soft laugh. His touch was gentle as he swept a stray hair behind her ear. “Tori, there’s nothing wrong with you.”

				If only he knew. It was best he didn’t. She liked things the way they were, but as they sat here, she knew—one way or the other—things were going to change, starting tonight.

				But which way? She could either talk to him, tell him everything, or she could choose another way. She could stop fighting what she’d wanted all along.

				She shifted, leaned into him and laid her hand on what was a spectacularly solid thigh. His face registered surprise for a fraction of a second, but then he pulled her closer, his hand coming around to cup her neck.

				“You sure?”

				“Yes. I’m tired of fighting it.”

				He traced her bottom lip with the pad of his thumb, making her shudder, her senses alive with need for him.

				“It shouldn’t be a fight, Tori.”

				She took a deep breath. “Just shut up and kiss me.”

				Fortunately, Brody was a man of action. He kissed her, and everything inside her went instantly hot. And damp. It was just like the Christmas party last year, just like that night in her apartment. Brain cells began to burst, she lost all sense of time and place, and she focused only on the way his lips took command of hers, the way his tongue wound around hers. He wrapped an arm around her and dragged her onto his lap, the feel of all that solid muscle underneath her shocking her.

				And when he began to move his hand over her ribcage, her heart stuttered, then raced. He paused, no doubt waiting for her to push him away and make a run for the front door. But she covered his hand with hers and brought it over her breast. He molded his hand there, teased her by brushing his thumb over her, making her nipple harden and tingle, promising what she could have if she surrendered.

				She’d surrendered the minute she walked through his front door. She didn’t have the energy to fight this anymore. Not when it was what she’d wanted for so many years.

				With a low growl, he brought her closer to him, cradling her against his chest as he deepened the kiss. He was everything she wanted, knew she shouldn’t have, and tonight, she just didn’t care anymore.

				And when he made a swift move and slid her underneath him, his big body covering hers, she wrapped her legs around his thighs, aching at the intimate contact. He rocked against her and she wanted to weep. It felt so good, and she needed release desperately. She’d denied herself for so long—stupidly, foolishly holding on to the notion that if she kept herself from having what she wanted, time would stand still and nothing would change.

				But the world did change. She’d changed, and tomorrow, so would her life, which she wasn’t going to worry about tonight, because the only thing she was going to concentrate on tonight was having Brody.

				He lifted, giving her the opportunity to finally be close enough to look her fill of him, to touch him in all the ways she’d denied herself for so long. She laid her hands on his thighs, swept them inward, biting her lip as she zeroed in on one very sizeable erection.

				Her gaze swept to his and he cocked one of his famous grins at her, then laid his hands on either side of her head and bent to give her a smoldering kiss that rocketed her senses. He lifted her shirt, his hands big and warm on her belly as he snaked them upward.

				“Too many clothes,” he said, raising her shirt over her head. For some ridiculous reason, she blushed, likely because she’d allowed very few guys to see the goods. She was damn picky about who she slept with, and of course there was the ridiculous torch she’d carried for Brody all these years.

				But him looking at her? Yeah, she’d fantasized about this moment. She had a rockin’ body and she knew it. She worked out so she could eat whatever she wanted. She was curvy in all the right places and she loved her curves. Obviously, Brody liked what he saw, because his eyes darkened and he traced a finger around the swell of her breast, dipping his fingertip inside the cup of her bra.

				She suddenly found it hard to breathe as his touch sent wild sensation rocketing throughout her nerve endings.

				“God, you’re beautiful, Tori.”

				He bent, kissed the swell of her breast, and she was afraid her heart would burst. She breathed heavily and she knew he could hear her but there was honestly nothing she could do to stop the dizzying heights the touch of his lips to her breasts took her to.

				He dropped down beside her and she was ever so grateful for this oversized couch, because Brody wasn’t a small guy. She heard his boots drop to the floor—he must have toed them off, so she kicked off her shoes, and suddenly their feet were entwined. That made her smile, because there was something both playful and yet so intimate about it.

				He didn’t seem to be in any hurry to get to the good stuff, another thing that surprised her. He lazily drew circles over the swell of her breasts with his fingertips, while he played with her feet. He still had all his clothes on and she still wore her bra and jeans. Somehow, she had expected this explosion, with clothes flying everywhere, the two of them falling to bed and having a quickie. Yet here they were, lying on his sofa side by side while he mapped her breasts.

				Brody constantly surprised her.

				“You’re quiet,” he said.

				“I’m...shocked.”

				He lifted up on his arm. “Yeah? Why?”

				“I don’t know. I thought this would go...faster.”

				He laughed. “You have an appointment later that you need to get to, or a curfew?”

				She smacked his shoulder. “No.”

				“Then we have all night, don’t we?”

				“I guess we do.”

				He kissed her shoulder. “I’ve thought about you—about this—for a long time, Tori. I want to get to know your body. I’m not in any hurry.”

				She let out a sigh. He was just too damn perfect, which ratcheted up her anxiety level to the nth degree. Why couldn’t he be a jerkwad who dragged her to the bedroom, screwed her brains out and dumped her back at her car with a pat on the butt and a transparent promise to call her tomorrow? It would make this so much easier.

				Instead, he was putting slow seduction moves on her that were shattering her from the inside out.

				He reached behind her and undid the clasp of her bra. Her breath caught as he drew it down, his gaze on hers as he grabbed the other strap and pulled her bra off, baring her breasts.

				He cupped one, lazily brushing his thumb over an aching nipple, then bent to take it between his lips. She arched into him, a part of her unable to believe that she was here, that he was touching her, had his mouth on her. She tangled her fingers in his hair and held him there, hoping this moment would never end. The pleasure was unbearable, and when he lifted and smiled that devilish smile at her, every female part of her tightened.

				He smoothed his hand down her stomach, popping the button on her jeans with ease. He eased the zipper down and she reached for his wrist to stop him.

				“I’m not going to be the only one with no clothes on,” she said.

				He grinned, and rose up on his arms to climb over her. “I can fix that.”

				He held out his hand and drew her off the sofa. “Let’s go play on that big bed.”

				With a shaky sigh, she let him lead her into the bedroom. He flipped the light on and pulled her into his arms, kissing her so thoroughly she was lightheaded, before depositing her on the edge of the bed.

				He drew his shirt over his head, and she sucked in a breath at his wide shoulders, expansive chest and those abs—oh, dear God his stomach. She always ogled the male fashion models and their six-pack abs, figuring they were an anomaly. Apparently not, because Brody had a stacked eight-pack going on. She reached out to smooth her hand over his rippled muscles.

				“Damn,” she said.

				He grinned. “Thanks. You have a pretty hot body yourself, though I can’t wait to get you naked so I can put my hands and mouth all over you.”

				She shuddered at the thought. “Let’s get you naked so we can get me naked and move on to the fun stuff, then.”

				She loved that he was in no hurry to get to her body. And when he unzipped his jeans and dropped them to the floor, leaving him in just his boxer briefs, she wondered what the hell he was doing in construction, when his gorgeous face and body could be blazing the billboards just like those athletes and models. With no sense of modesty he shucked the briefs, and she sent up a short prayer of thanks that she was going to have sex with this amazing man tonight.

				She unashamedly looked her fill, then her gaze drifted up to his face where he quirked a smile.

				“Now it’s your turn,” he said.

				She reached for her jeans, but he pushed her back on the bed.

				“It’s more fun if I get to do that.”

				He peeled her jeans down her hips and over her legs, then draped her clothes over the chair next to the bed.

				“These are nice,” he said, smoothing his hand over her peach-colored silk-and-lace panties. He drew her legs over the edge of the bed and cupped her sex, then dropped down to his knees between her legs.

				He pressed a kiss to her hip bone, slowly dragging one side of her panties down. Then he moved to the other side, kissed her hip bone again, drew her panties over her hips and pulled them down her legs. He flung them over his shoulder and spread her legs. Tori breathed deeply as he looked up at her.

				“Has anyone told you how beautiful you are?” he asked.

				“Not lately.”

				“I’ve always thought you were beautiful,” he said, smoothing his hand over her thigh and down her leg. He pressed a kiss to her knee. “But, Tori, you’re beautiful everywhere.”

				She couldn’t breathe as he pressed kisses to her inner thighs. And when he put his mouth on her sex, she nearly died from the pleasure. She arched her hips upward, lost in the sensations as he played a masterful game with his tongue that took her right to the very edge of oblivion.

				He gripped her hips and she reached for him, holding on to his hands as his expert mouth brought her so close to orgasm she bit her lip to keep from coming. Because this was pleasure she’d waited seemingly a lifetime for, had fantasized about, and now that it was real, she wanted to hold on, to savor the moment. But oh, he was so good, and she couldn’t stop the rollercoaster of her climax as it plummeted her right over the cliff.

				She cried out as she came, and Brody stayed right there with her, clasping her hands and using his mouth to heighten her pleasure until the pulses died down and she lowered her hips to the bed.

				Brody raised up and scooted her further onto the bed as he climbed up her body, his mouth coming down on hers in a blistering kiss that stole what few senses she had left.

				He let go of her only long enough to grab a condom and put it on, and then he rolled her underneath him and slid inside her. She gasped as he filled her.

				He stilled, and she held on to his arms, watching him, feeling him expanding inside her.

				“Fucking perfect,” he whispered as he brushed his lips against hers.

				Emotion swelled and she pushed it aside. This wasn’t emotional. It was sex and nothing more. And as he moved against her, nearly shattering her again, she shielded her heart and closed her eyes, focusing only on the incredible sensations every stroke he made evoked.

				“Tori.”

				Her heart clenched at the soft timbre of Brody’s voice, like a caress, licking at the core of her soul.

				“Tori, look at me.”

				She opened her eyes and he moved inside her.

				“Stay with me.”

				He surged within her and grabbed one of her hands, lifting it above her head. He ground against her, slow and easy, the movement so intimate as he locked gazes with her. She felt each stroke all the way to her toes. What this man did to her tore her apart. Somehow she knew it was going to be like this—consuming every part of her and beyond just the physical. And as he brushed his lips across hers, the searing tenderness of it was her undoing. A cry tore from her and she shattered, tightening around him as she came.

				With a low growl, he thrust into her in rapid succession, clenching her hip as he buried himself deep and shuddered with his own climax. She wrapped her legs around him and held him, lost in the sensations—lost in Brody.

				She’d long ago lost her heart to him. Making love with him had only cemented the love she had felt for him all these years. And as he rolled her over to her side and wrapped her tightly against him, she wondered how she was going to survive this with her heart intact.

				Brody had expected great sex. Tori was fiery and passionate in everything she did, and he knew that would extend to the bedroom. What he hadn’t expected was the lightning bolt of emotion that had hit him when she’d turned those emerald-green eyes on him, the connection he’d feel to her when he was inside her.

				He liked sex—a lot. It released endorphins and hey, it was fun. What wasn’t to like about it for both parties? But he’d never connected emotionally to it, because he’d never been attached to anyone before.

				Until now.

				And as he held Tori and stroked the softness of her skin, he wondered what the hell he was going to do about everything he was feeling right now, because this was new territory. Normally he’d cut and run, because he liked to keep things light and easy and non-complicated.

				But this was Tori, whose middle name was complicated.

				Which left things between them—where, exactly?

				He tipped her chin and brushed his lips across hers. She smiled up at him, her eyes half lidded and sleepy. She snuggled up against his chest and pressed her body against his, where she fit perfectly.

				Typically when a woman insinuated herself into his bed for the night, he’d start to think about how fast he could get her out of his house in the morning.

				With Tori, he didn’t feel that way. He felt...comfortable with her here. In his bed, and in his house.

				And maybe in his life.

				He should go to sleep before he started to think too much about what the hell that meant. There was already too much going on in his head as it was.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				When Tori woke the next morning, she had a few seconds of disorientation. First, she was in a very comfortable, oversized monstrosity of a bed, so it definitely wasn’t hers.

				Second, underused muscles were sore, and then she remembered last night.

				And Brody, which reminded her where she was.

				In Brody’s bed, with no Brody in sight. But she smelled bacon. And coffee. And her stomach growled in response.

				She started to throw the covers off to get dressed, but Brody came through the door right then with a tray.

				“Don’t get dressed,” he said. “I have coffee and breakfast.”

				“In bed? I can come into the kitchen.”

				“No.” He set the tray down and poured a cup of coffee that he filled with two dollops of cream, then added a spoonful of sugar, just the way she made hers. He handed her the cup. “I want us to eat in bed.”

				She inhaled the brew, then took a sip. “Mmmm. Decadent.”

				While he poured his coffee, she admired his lean physique in his low-slung sweat pants and no shirt. He was barefoot, too.

				“Aren’t your feet cold?”

				He looked down at his feet. “Uh, no. I don’t get cold. I’m used to working outside in the winter and it’s plenty warm in here. Are you cold? I could turn the heat up.”

				She raised her knees. “I’m plenty warm.” And heating up fast as she ogled him.

				“Good. I made pancakes and eggs—scrambled—plus bacon and sausage and hash browns.”

				She arched a brow at the smorgasbord he presented her. “You lied last night. You can cook.”

				“I’m no master chef, but I do have to eat to survive, so there are a few things I know how to fix. What would you like?”

				“Pancakes sound great. And bacon. I love bacon.”

				He grabbed a piece of bacon and held it in front of her lips. “Bite.”

				She took a taste. It was crispy. “Perfect,” she said after she’d swallowed.

				He took the next bite, then her. Sharing the meal together was intimate, and she had to admit, fun to eat in bed. Naked. Though she was the only one naked, a fact she was reminded of every time Brody glanced at her breasts. It made breakfast an interesting experience.

				“Lots of syrup or only a little?” he asked after they polished off the bacon and eggs, which he’d also shared with her by feeding her.

				“Lots.”

				He poured syrup on the pancakes, then scooped some onto the fork and slid it into her mouth.

				“Oh, that’s delicious.”

				“Thanks. It’s my own recipe.”

				“Not a box mix?”

				He looked horrified. “Bite your tongue. Pancakes are sacred.”

				She laughed, and when he hovered near her lips for the next bite, syrup dripped over her breasts.

				She looked down. “Oops. Did you bring napkins?”

				“Yeah, but I’ll get that.” He laid the fork on the plate and bent down to lick the drops of syrup from her breast, then ended by capturing her nipple between his lips and sucking.

				She gasped, then held his head there while he tasted her. When he lifted his head, he said, “You taste much better than the pancakes.”

				He grabbed the bottle of syrup and poured another few drops over both breasts, letting some dip between the valley and over her nipples. Breakfast forgotten, Tori leaned back against the pillows and Brody dropped his sweats, his erection a much better appetizer than the bacon.

				He climbed onto the bed and licked along the valley between her breasts, moved to one nipple, then the other, cleaning the trail of syrup he’d mapped. By the time she was clean, she was hot, and more than wet in another strategic area.

				“Brody,” she said, capturing his head between her hands. He moved up her body to kiss her, his lips and tongue sweet like the syrup.

				He cupped her butt and shifted her sideways on the bed, laying her flat under him, grabbing a condom from the nightstand. She was throbbing and ready for him when he entered her. He rolled to his side and she lifted a leg over his hip, giving him deeper access as he thrust into her with quick, fierce movements that made her rake her nails down his back.

				She was so close so fast, his syrup foreplay driving her to the brink in a maddening instant. And when she came, he went with her, his loud groan eclipsed by her shattering cries.

				He rolled again, this time pulling her on top of him so he could stroke her back and butt. She loved his hands on her, loved the feel of his body underneath her.

				She was afraid she was never going to get enough of Brody, that there would never be enough time to get him out of her system.

				“I think we’re stuck together,” he finally said.

				She lifted, and he was right. The syrup had made both their chests sticky. She laughed. “I guess a shower is in order.”

				She climbed off and he led her into the shower, where he showed her another trick or two about his lovemaking prowess. And to prove how utterly decadent she could be on a weekend with Brody, after that they climbed back into bed and made love again, then took a nap.

				She decided as he played with her breast and she drifted off into a lazy slumber that she might live in this fantasy forever and never come back to reality.

				Because in this fantasy, Brody belonged to her.

				And she belonged to him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Monday was an ugly reality, especially since Brody had to bring her to work.

				Time had escaped her and she’d lost all track of it in Brody’s arms and in his bed. He’d driven her to her apartment on Saturday so she could grab some fresh clothes. They’d hung out at his house all weekend watching movies, cooking, eating, playing video games, and mostly having the most amazing sex of her life. It was like the dam had burst and she’d let go of everything she’d held back all these years.

				She’d never had more fun.

				Until his alarm had gone off at five-thirty Monday morning.

				What had she been thinking? Her car was still parked at Kent Construction’s office. What if Wyatt or Ethan got there first? She should have had Brody take her back to her car Sunday night. Then she could have gone home and no one would ever know except the two of them.

				Even worse, they’d spent the entire weekend so lost in each other, they hadn’t once had a serious conversation about what this had meant, or what it would mean come Monday, when reality set in and they went back to working together.

				Obviously, it meant nothing. It was a fantasy weekend, and now everything would go back to the way it had been before. But she’d been in such a sex-induced haze of pleasure and giddiness she’d forgotten to set ground rules, the first and most important being, Don’t Tell Anyone In Deer Lake That We Slept Together.

				Now she was in his truck and she was exhausted—though happily exhausted—and Brody wasn’t saying anything and neither was she. Though he didn’t seem tense or nervous as he casually drank his to-go cup of coffee. Apparently she was the only one about to implode.

				“You sure you don’t want me to drop you by your apartment for more clothes?” he asked as they drove down Central toward the office.

				“No. I’m fine. I grabbed extra when you brought me by my place over the weekend.”

				He laid his coffee in the cup holder and took her hand. “I had a good time this weekend.”

				She tried not to look out the window, half expecting to see someone peering in at them. “I did, too.”

				“You want to stop somewhere for breakfast?”

				Was he out of his mind? Someone might see them together and...assume things. “Oh, no. I’m good.”

				“How about I drive through Marjorie’s for donuts, then? We can buy a bunch for the staff meeting.”

				He was acting so...normal. “Sure. That sounds great.”

				Maybe she could hop out and hide in the bed of the truck so no one noticed her.

				He pulled into Marjorie’s, her favorite coffee and donut store. They waited in line, since Monday mornings were Marjorie’s busiest time.

				It was early and the sun wasn’t out yet, but she dragged on her sunglasses.

				“Are you okay?” he asked.

				She pulled her gaze away from other cars and looked at him. “I’m fine. Why?”

				“You seem tense.” Then he grinned at her. “I thought we worked all that tension out of you this weekend.”

				She smiled back at him. “I’m not tense. I’m just trying to get back into work mode.”

				“Okay.”

				It was their turn at the window. Marjorie was the worst gossip ever. This was going to be an epic disaster.

				“Morning, Brody,” Marjorie said, her raven-and-gray hair pulled back into a bun as usual. “Hey, Tori.”

				So much for the sunglasses as a disguise.

				“Mornin’, Marjorie,” Brody said. “We’ll take a dozen mixed.” He turned to Tori. “You want a coffee?”

				She’d need it to get through this day. “Yes. An extra large, please, Marjorie.”

				She waited for the winks, knowing looks, or the questions. Instead, Marjorie said, “Coming right up.”

				Nothing. She’d gotten nothing at all. No sly looks, no questions, just the box of donuts and her coffee and then they were on their way.

				Huh.

				Which didn’t mean Marjorie wouldn’t be calling or texting everyone she knew about the fact she and Brody had been seen together in Brody’s truck at six-thirty in the morning.

				They pulled up to the office and she breathed a sigh of relief. Neither Ethan nor Wyatt had arrived yet. She nearly bolted out of the truck, her keys in one hand, coffee in the other, to open the front door.

				“I’d have come around to open your side,” Brody said as he met her at the door.

				“Sorry. I, uh, need to pee.”

				“Oh. Okay. Go right ahead.”

				She didn’t have to go, but she fled to the privacy of the ladies’ room for a few minutes to catch her breath. Okay, so far so good. She checked her face in the mirror. It was flushed.

				Calm down, Tori. You might just make it through this day.

				She booted up her laptop and set the donuts on the conference room table, then started a pot of coffee while Brody gathered up paperwork. They worked efficiently side by side as Brody asked her to pull some files and blueprints they’d talk about at the morning staff meeting.

				Everything was back to normal, which made her ache with loss. She wanted to slide her arms around him and hold him close, feel his heart beating against her as it had the past few nights. She wanted to kiss him, to feel his lips touch hers. She wanted his hands on her again.

				But that was over. He’d had his fill of her and they were done now, just as she’d suspected.

				And when Wyatt came in, followed shortly thereafter by Ethan, it was like the final nail had been driven in the coffin.

				“Morning,” she said, lifting her chin and pasting on her brightest smile. She wouldn’t give in to her emotions. She’d known what she was doing the other night, knew what it was going to cost her. If she was heartbroken, she had no one to blame but herself. She knew what kind of guy Brody was. He was a serial woman chaser, and once he caught a woman and had her, he was done and on to the next one.

				She couldn’t blame him for what he was.

				Once the guys had all had some coffee and shared some mundane chit chat, they all gathered in the conference room for the staff meeting. Tori made notes and discussed financials for an upcoming project that Brody would be heading, which was gutting and rebuilding one of the town’s major supermarkets.

				“It should be set to gear up after the holidays,” Brody said.

				“I’m damn glad we won that bid,” Ethan said. “If the Johnson brothers had taken that one out from under us, I might have had to resort to violence.”

				“I’d have been right behind you on that one,” Wyatt said. “But it’s ours and it’s a big project. We’re going to need to add to our labor force.”

				Brody nodded. “Already on it.” He motioned to Tori, who passed out a sheet she’d prepared.

				“We estimate we’re going to need to add about fifteen to this project. I’m already in contact with some of our labor force people about the people we’ll need, and have contacted the local union for the steel portion of the project. They’ve got a meeting set up with Brody next week.”

				“Good,” Wyatt said then turned to Brody. “How about the Hansen Sporting Goods job over in Mission City?”

				“It’ll be finished before this one starts up.”

				“Great. Any other business?”

				“The Christmas party,” Tori said. “It’s time to start planning for that again.”

				Wyatt groaned. “I assume you’ll be handling it. Do we even need to participate in discussions?”

				“Actually, I was thinking since you and Brody have such big houses, and Ethan is building a big place, all three of you have plenty of room to start hosting these events at your homes. I thought this year we’d start at Brody’s, then next year at Wyatt’s, giving Ethan and Riley time to first finish their place and second, with their baby on the way, they won’t need to have a turn for a couple years.”

				Ethan cocked a brow. “Why at our houses?”

				“First, it’s more economical. Second, it’s more intimate and it’ll bring you closer to your customers. Third, having it at your homes gives us more flexibility on dates to have the party since we’re not at the mercy of a hotel or restaurant and their busy holiday schedules.”

				Ethan looked over at Wyatt and Brody and shrugged. “I don’t have a problem with it. I doubt Riley will, either. What do you guys think?”

				“I guess it’s all right with me,” Brody said. “Wyatt?”

				“I’ll have to discuss it with Calliope, but that woman loves a good party, so I can’t imagine she’ll say no. And she’ll help you with the planning, especially when it’s at our house. Hell, she’ll help you this year at Brody’s.”

				Wyatt looked over at Brody. “You’re the single guy. You sure you’re fine with this?”

				Brody’s gaze leveled on Tori and he quirked a smile. “Yeah, I’m fine with it.”

				She tried to tamp down the emotions battering at her. She dragged her gaze away from Brody and instead focused on his brothers. “Great. I’ll start planning. I’ll email all of you with potential dates for the party. Get back to me as soon as you can.”

				They went on to a few more last-minute topics, then wrapped up the meeting so the guys could get out to their jobsites for the day. Ethan and Wyatt were on the phones while simultaneously packing up their gear.

				Brody stopped at her desk. “You sure about this Christmas party thing at the house? That there’ll be enough space?”

				She tilted her head to look up at him. “Definitely. I wouldn’t have suggested it otherwise. But I think, depending on the weather, we rent a fire pit and heaters for the back deck. If it’s warm enough, people might want to spill outside.”

				“You order whatever you think we’ll need. I trust your judgment on this.”

				“And you’ll need a Christmas tree for that front window.”

				He cocked a brow. “This was all a ploy to get me to put a tree up.”

				She laughed. “Hardly. But it’s a perfect spot for one. And you can’t have Christmas at your house without a tree, Brody.”

				“Fine. But you’ll have to come over and help me decorate it. I don’t even have ornaments.”

				He was inviting her over again? She didn’t know what to make of that. Was it in a professional capacity, or something more personal? “Okay. Sure. I’ll be happy to help you set up the place. Trust me, I’m not going to leave it for you to handle.”

				He bent over and whispered in her ear, “I’m not talking about just the Christmas party, Tori.”

				She leaned back, her gaze shooting across the room to a gaping Wyatt and Ethan. “Brody. Your brothers are watching.”

				“Let them watch.” He brushed his lips across hers, a long slow kiss that melted her to the chair. She clutched his shirt and soon forgot where they were. She might have even forgotten her own name.

				“Get a room,” Wyatt said.

				“Jesus, is it hot in here or what? I need to go outside, where it’s cold,” Ethan said.

				Brody pulled his lips from hers, his smile and sparkling eyes as devilish as always. “Screw you guys,” he said without looking at them. “I’ll call you later,” he said to her.

				“Okay.” She released the death grip she had on his shirt and watched him as he grabbed his coat and his bag and walked out the door, his brothers following behind. They both gave her a knowing grin as they left her.

				She finally exhaled.

				Well. That was unexpected. And she supposed she should stop worrying about all the things she’d worried about this morning. Like whether anyone in town would find out. From their trip to the donut shop to Brody kissing her in front of her brothers, that cat was most definitely out of the bag.

				As far as the weekend spent with Brody being a one-time-only thing? From the kiss he just gave her, she’d guess probably not.

				Brody had changed everything.

				She just didn’t know what to make of it all.

				* * *

				“What the hell was that about?” Ethan asked as they walked out to their trucks.

				Brody clicked the remote on his key ring. “What was what about?”

				“You might look dumb, but we know you’re not,” Wyatt said. “That kiss with Tori in there.”

				“Now who’s dumb?” Brody threw his briefcase in the passenger seat and turned to look at his brothers.

				“So what’s going on?” Ethan asked.

				“None of your business.”

				“If it’s Tori, it’s definitely our business.” Wyatt laid his briefcase down and folded his arms. “So, spill.”

				“Whatever’s going on with Tori and me doesn’t concern the two of you, so butt out.” He climbed into his truck, but before he could shut the door, Wyatt grabbed it.

				“She’s family, Brody. Don’t screw this up.”

				“And don’t hurt her,” Ethan said.

				Brody rolled his eyes. “Don’t you two have jobsites to get to?”

				“I’m serious,” Ethan said. “She means something to us.”

				“She means something to me, too, so leave it alone, okay?”

				He finally pulled the door shut and his brothers walked away. As he drove off, he shook his head.

				First they wanted him to make peace between him and Tori. Now that he had, it was like they wanted him to back the hell off.

				Christ. He raked his fingers through his hair as he made the turn onto the highway.

				First he pissed her off and he was the bad guy. Now he brought her in close and he was still the bad guy.

				It was a no-win scenario, and no matter what he did he was going to be skewered.

				He and Tori had had a great weekend, even better than he could have imagined. He wanted more time with her, because a few days of her sweet smile, her genuine laughter, her smartass wit and her gorgeous body just wasn’t enough.

				He had no idea where it was going to lead, and he didn’t waste time imagining the future. He preferred to live in the present and let things roll out how they were going to roll out. There was no sense in trying to predict how a relationship was going to go.

				Hell, he never even had relationships, so this was uncharted territory for him. Hopefully he and Tori could just take it a day at a time, without anyone butting their nose in and offering unwanted opinions.

				He eased into the fast lane and hit the gas, switching his mind over to business, where it belonged.

				Though a certain redhead kept popping into his head, making him smile as he worked throughout the day.

				That was a first, because once he settled on business, that’s usually where his mind stayed. But stray thoughts of Tori kept filtering through. Her laugh, the way she looked naked, her competitive nature when they’d played video games, or the soft way she snored when she’d fallen asleep while watching movies.

				He’d never realized how alone he had been until he had her with him all weekend, or how much he’d enjoyed spending time with her.

				Usually he was all about getting women out of his house.

				Now all he could think about was when he could get Tori back there.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Mondays were always busy, so by the time Tori got home, she was exhausted, not only from work, but from her nonstop ringing and texting cell phone.

				Word was out that she had been with Brody, and there had been more calls and texts from Calliope than anyone.

				She knew Calliope had her hands full at the day care center, so for her to take the time to send her approximately seven million texts meant that it was urgent. And for Tori to send only one back, which said “We’ll talk after work tonight,” meant that Tori was being a big fat coward.

				She couldn’t face anyone, didn’t want to talk about this thing with her and Brody.

				Whatever this thing might be, which was probably no thing at all, which was why she didn’t want to talk about it.

				She hadn’t been home more than a half hour when her phone buzzed.

				She looked at it, saw that it was Calliope again and pressed the button.

				“Hey.”

				“You might be the queen of avoidance, but I’m the queen of I-will-stalk-you-until-you-talk-to-me-because-we’re-best-friends-dammit.”

				Tori smiled at that. It was true. “I’m sorry, Calliope. It was a hellish day at work.”

				“I’m sure it was. Now answer your door.”

				She frowned. “There’s no one at my door.”

				“There is now. Me.”

				Tori went to the door and looked through the peephole, laughing when Calliope stuck her tongue out. She opened the door. “Oh, my God, you really are a stalker.”

				“Told you. I was afraid you were going to ignore my calls again.” Calliope came in and Tori shut the door.

				“I did not ignore your calls.”

				“Of course you did.” She threw her purse on the chair and flopped down on the sofa, her curls bouncing as she did. “Trying to process your hot, sex-filled weekend with Brody and couldn’t come to terms with it enough to talk about it yet?”

				Tori laid her phone down and fell into the nearby chair. There was no sense lying anymore to Calliope. Her best friend knew her facial expressions and body language better than anyone. “Yes.”

				She propped her feet on Tori’s coffee table. “Spill. And I mean everything. Well, you can spare the intimate sex details because that’s between you and hot stuff. But how did it happen?”

				“I don’t know. He took me out to dinner. We were supposed to go over my annual review. We talked. I bolted from the restaurant when it got personal and he wanted to talk about the two of us.”

				“Coward.”

				“I know. But then he took me back to his place and gave me the option of coming in or not.”

				“And you took option I-want-to-sleep-with-you.”

				“I don’t know that I consciously took that option, but I knew the two of us had to talk and clear the air.”

				“Bet you didn’t do much talking, did you?”

				She laid her head in her hands. “Not particularly.”

				Calliope clapped her hands together. “Well, it’s about time. You should have jumped Brody’s bones years ago.”

				She lifted her head. “No, I shouldn’t have done it at all. This only made things worse.”

				“Yeah? How so?”

				“We work together. You know how entrenched I am with his family. When things end between us—and they will, because you know how he is—I’ll lose my job and my connection to his family.”

				“Oh, aren’t you Miss Negative today? What if things don’t end badly, or God forbid you think positively, what if they don’t end at all? What if you two end up together, like forever and ever?”

				Tori snorted out a laugh. “Brody doesn’t do forever and ever. He doesn’t even do two weeks.”

				“Brody’s grown up now. He’s not the same guy he was before.”

				“Before what?”

				Calliope gave her a smug smile. “Before you, honey.”

				She didn’t want to think positively. She didn’t want to hope that things would work out between her and Brody, because the crushing fall would be unbearable.

				“We just had a weekend, Calliope. Nothing more.”

				“And then he kissed you in the office this morning. In front of his brothers, no less.”

				“You know about that?”

				“I’m married to one of said brothers, you know. You think he wouldn’t tell me?”

				“Okay, right. Forgot about that.”

				Calliope laughed. “Wyatt called me from the truck with one of those ‘You’re not gonna believe this shit’ kind of phone calls. I figured it would be a jobsite thing, and nearly fell off my chair when he told me Brody planted a hot one on you right in front of Wyatt and Ethan. What was your reaction when he did that?”

				“Honestly? I was so focused on Brody kissing me, it was like no one else was in the room. I didn’t even think about it until after.”

				Calliope gave her a nod and a smug smile. “Oh, you’re in deep.”

				“I know.” It was already too late to guard her heart against the break. “And I don’t think I can handle it.”

				Calliope came over to her and shoved herself into the chair next to Tori. “You can handle this. Love is scary business, Tori, but it’s worth fighting for. I think you and Brody could have something special.”

				Tori looked at her. “I’m scared.”

				“I know you are. And I know you think you have a lot to lose, but at some point you have to either close yourself off to him, or throw yourself headlong into this and trust Brody not to hurt you.”

				She shuddered at the thought. Could she do that? Could she trust him, given his past track record with women?

				It was a huge leap of faith.

				She didn’t know what to do.

				Calliope’s pocket buzzed. She shifted. “Hang on a sec.” She looked at her phone and then at Tori. “Oh, it’s Brody’s mom.”

				“Hey, Mom...” She looked at Tori. “Really? That sounds fun. I’m actually at Tori’s right now and I know she’d love to help.”

				Tori’s eyes widened and she shook her head.

				Calliope grinned. “Yes, tomorrow night is perfect. We’ll be there. Love you.”

				She hung up and Tori asked, “What did you just volunteer me for?”

				“Mom wants to have a baby shower for Riley since she’s epically pregnant. She wants us to help her with the planning and execution.”

				“Oh.” It warmed Tori’s heart to be asked to help. “Sure, I’ll be happy to do that.”

				“Great. We’re going over tomorrow night to help Mom with the planning.” Calliope climbed out of the chair. “I need to go home and fix dinner.”

				She led Calliope to the door. “Thanks for coming over and beating me up about Brody.”

				Calliope hugged her. “It’s for your own good.” She grabbed her arms. “Trust in yourself, Tori. And in Brody. I don’t think he’ll let you down.”

				She nodded and closed the door after Calliope left. She fixed dinner, took a hot, relaxing bath, then climbed into her pajamas and into bed. She hadn’t had much sleep over the weekend and she was beat. Not that she was complaining.

				As she stared up at the ceiling, she realized she ached for Brody. He was out of town the next three days on a job. She wondered if he would have asked her out tonight if he’d been home.

				Probably not. They’d spent three nights together, which likely exceeded his spend-time-with-a-woman rules anyway.

				But then there’d been that kiss this morning, which had blown her away.

				She sat up and punched her pillow into submission, suddenly not as tired as she’d thought. She rolled over and stared out the window, hoping the passing clouds would lull her into sleep.

				When the phone rang, she startled. It was only nine o’clock, though. She grabbed the phone, her stomach doing a mad leap when she saw Brody’s name come up on the display.

				“Hey,” she said as she punched the button.

				“Hey, yourself. What are you doing?”

				“Lying in bed, actually.”

				“Oh. Were you asleep?”

				“No. I was tired earlier so I went to bed, but now I can’t sleep.”

				He laughed. “I guess we didn’t get much sleep the past few nights, did we?”

				Her toes curled just thinking about it. “No, we didn’t.” She shifted onto her back. “What are you doing?”

				“Going over some paperwork for tomorrow’s build. Boring stuff. My mind was wandering and I thought about you, so I wanted to give you a call to tell you I wish I was home. In bed. With you.”

				If he kept talking to her like that she was going to have to throw open a window to let some icy cold air in. “I wish you were here, too. How did your day go today?”

				He told her about the project, complained a bit about some delays, and made her laugh about a meeting he’d had with some of the other contractors. She realized he was sharing his day with her, which made her smile, especially when he asked her how her day had been.

				“Has your phone been blowing up with people asking about the two of us?” he asked.

				“Sort of. Calliope stalked my door as soon as I came home from work.”

				“Figured Wyatt would blab to her.”

				“Also, I’m going to your mom’s tomorrow night. She asked me to help plan Riley’s baby shower.”

				“That’ll be fun for you. I guess.”

				She laughed. “I’m looking forward to it. Girl stuff, you know.”

				“Yeah, I know. Well, I’ll let you get some sleep. I’m about to hit it, too. I’ve got an early morning.”

				“Okay.”

				They both went silent.

				“Brody?”

				“Yeah?”

				“Thanks for calling.”

				“You’re welcome.”

				Another silence.

				“Tori?”

				“Yes?”

				“I missed you today.”

				She sucked in a deep breath, her heart tightening. “I missed you too.”

				“Night.”

				“Good night.”

				She clicked the phone off and laid it on her nightstand, then curled under her covers, wishing she was in Brody’s bed right now so she could inhale his scent.

				God, she had it bad.

				She was deeply in love with Brody and this was going to wreck her completely.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				The past few weeks had been spent in a whirlwind of work, prepping for the Christmas party, and nights spent with Brody. The best part of those few weeks had been the time Tori had spent with Brody.

				Now she looked forward to days at the office, because he’d make time for the two of them to have lunch together. And when he was in town, they’d go out to a movie or to dinner.

				It was like they were dating. A real couple. She was having a hard time getting used to him actually being fully in a relationship, expecting the other shoe to drop any moment and for him to say that he was tired of her. But that hadn’t happened yet.

				And it was probably a good thing she stayed busy with other things, like Riley’s baby shower. The house was decorated in the most adorable shade of baby blues to welcome the new Kent baby into the family.

				It had only taken a couple weeks to plan the shower, and Tori was convinced that nearly everyone in town had RSVP’d saying they were coming.

				Okay, maybe not everyone in town, but Tori was glad when Calliope suggested they have the shower at her and Wyatt’s house instead of at Stacy’s, because Calliope’s house was much bigger, affording them the opportunity to broaden the guest list.

				And it was much less stress on Stacy, though she was throwing herself into the new grandchild bit with as much enthusiasm as any grandmother-to-be. And with Ethan’s eight-year-old daughter Zoey assisting Stacy, Tori and Calliope, it was a joy to behold the finished product.

				Zoey proudly sported her I’m The Big Sister T-shirt today, which of course was a baby blue shirt.

				“Hey, Zoey, can you come here a second? I need your help.”

				“Sure! What can I do?”

				“Hold the end of this paper so I can hang it above the fireplace.”

				Zoey carefully climbed on the stepladder, with her daddy’s ever-present help, and held the sign they’d had made that said Welcome Baby Boy Kent.

				“Put the tape on that end.”

				Ethan helped her, but Zoey grinned when she saw it up there. “That’s for our baby,” she said to Ethan.

				He kissed the top of Zoey’s head. “It sure is.”

				Riley waddled into the room. “Ugh. How can my ankles be swollen in December?”

				“You should sit down, Mommy,” Zoey said. “You look like you’re about to bust a giant alien out of your belly.”

				Riley snorted out a laugh. “You’re right, Zoey.” She carefully eased herself into a comfortable chair in the living room. “Come sit with me and we’ll read a book before the guests start to arrive.”

				While Zoey ran to her backpack to get a book, Tori sat next to her. “How can you be thirty-seven weeks pregnant and still look so gorgeous?”

				Riley took her hand. “Ethan paid you to say that, didn’t he?”

				She laughed. “He did not. It’s true. Your hair is luscious and beautiful and you still have a great body.”

				“Minus the huge stomach.”

				“Tori’s right,” Ethan said, grabbing a seat on the other side of her. He laid a hand on her stomach. “You’re beautiful.”

				“He tells me this every day. God, I love this man.”

				Zoey returned with a book, so Tori excused herself and let the family have a few minutes of quiet time together before the madness. As she shifted away, she turned and admired the love they had for each other.

				“I’m so happy for them,” Stacy said from behind her. She put her arms around Tori. “They’ve worked so hard for their happiness.”

				She wrapped her arms around Stacy’s. “I know. It warms my heart to see them become a family, to know they’re adding a baby.” She turned around. “You can just feel the love pour from them. Sappy, I know.”

				Stacy’s eyes filled with tears. She grabbed Tori’s hand and pulled her into the kitchen. “It’s not sappy at all. I love seeing my children happy and fulfilled, and Riley has always been like one of my own. Just like you.”

				Tori took a deep breath. “Thank you, Stacy.”

				“Now sit. Let’s have a glass of wine together before the craziness ensues.”

				Stacy poured a glass for each of them. Tori lifted hers. “To Ethan, Riley, Zoey, and as-yet-unnamed baby boy Kent.”

				Stacy raised her glass. “Salute!”

				Tori took a sip. “Good wine.”

				“It is good. I put Brody in charge of choosing the wine.”

				Tori arched a brow. “Really? I had no idea he even knew anything about wine.”

				“Well, you two are still learning about each other now that you’re dating, aren’t you?”

				Uh-oh. “I...guess so.”

				Stacy patted her hand. “Relax. I’m not going to meddle. Much.” She smiled behind the rim of the glass.”

				Tori didn’t know what to say to that. “Stacy, I—”

				“Is my mother giving you the third degree?”

				Thank God for Brody’s timely arrival, because she would have had no idea how to talk about Brody with his mother.

				“I was not,” Stacy said, giving Brody a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

				He leaned against the counter. “Tell me again what I’m doing at a baby shower?”

				“You were invited,” Stacy said. “Riley wanted a couples shower. And since you and Tori are now a couple...”

				“I’m sure I heard Wyatt calling me,” Brody said, winking at Tori before he dashed out of the room.

				“Coward,” Stacy said. “I’ll corner you yet today.”

				Tori laughed. “I don’t think he’s comfortable yet thinking about the two of us together.”

				“Well, the only thing I’m going to say about it is that it’s about time.”

				“A lot of people seem to be saying that.”

				“And you aren’t?”

				She shrugged. “I’m just...taking it day by day.”

				“Look, Tori. I have no rose-colored glasses on when it comes to my son. I know all about his notorious reputation with women.”

				Good lord. She did not want to have this conversation. She prayed Calliope would come in soon. “Uh, reputation?”

				“Don’t play dumb with me. I know what a womanizer he’s been in the past. But I also know he would never intentionally hurt you. There are too many people in this family who care about you. I think he’s changed, Tori.”

				“He and I are getting along great.” So far.

				“Good. And I’m sure it’ll stay that way. He might not have always been the best when it comes to relationships, but he’s not stupid. He knows a great thing when he sees it. And you’re the best thing to happen to him in a long time, Tori.”

				Her eyes stung as tears welled up. “Thank you, Stacy. I’m glad you think so.”

				“Aww, come here, honey. “ Stacy folded her into her arms and hugged her tight. “I know you had a crappy family. You know no matter what happens, we’ll always be here for you.”

				She squeezed Stacy and hoped what she said was true, because losing Brody would be devastating enough. Losing the whole Kent family would destroy her.

				* * *

				Baby showers were okay, if you liked blue shirts and blue outfits and blue hats and blue booties and blue everything and women oooh-ing and aaah-ing for an hour as every package was opened.

				Thank God for beer or Brody would have never survived this. But Tori seemed to enjoy the present-opening part, and even his brothers had gotten into it, though he had no idea why Wyatt seemed so interested.

				He smirked when Riley and Ethan opened his gift, a miniature construction bench with wooden hammer, wrench and the like.

				“Oh, Brody, this is awesome,” Riley said. She patted her belly. “My little construction worker, just like his daddy.”

				“Yeah, should be fun when he’s bangin’ on it while you’re trying to sleep.”

				“Gee, thanks, Brody,” Ethan said.

				“You’re welcome, bro.”

				Tori nudged him. “Such a cute gift.”

				“I did it to annoy my brother.”

				“It doesn’t matter. It’s adorable.”

				“You think every gift is adorable.” But he grasped her hand and squeezed it, and she laid her head on his shoulder while the rest of the gifts were opened.

				After that there was food, which he had to admit was his favorite part. He stuffed himself, then went into the kitchen to toss his plate.

				“Hey,” his mom said, laying her head on his chest and wrapping her arms around him.

				His family was demonstrative, and rampant huggers. He kind of liked that about them, so he held her close. “Good party, Mom.”

				“It was, wasn’t it?” She tilted her head back. “Riley and Ethan seem to be having a great time and they received some lovely gifts.”

				“Yeah, if you like that baby stuff.”

				“Oh, you.” She pushed at him and he let her go. “Maybe it’s time you started thinking about that baby stuff.”

				“I don’t have the right equipment, Mom.”

				She rolled her eyes and climbed up to sit on a stool at the center island to sip her wine while he grabbed another beer out of the fridge.

				“You know what I’m talking about. A wife. A family of your own.”

				“Don’t you have your hands full with the new grandson on the way?”

				“I have enough love in my heart for a house full of grandchildren. And you’re dodging the inevitable conversation.”

				He took a long swallow of beer. “What conversation is that?”

				“You and Tori.”

				“What about me and Tori?”

				“Are you serious about her?”

				“I don’t know. Things are progressing.”

				His mom took a sip of wine, then laid her glass down. “Brody, you know I love you like you’re my own son.”

				“Ha, ha, Mom.”

				She winked at him. “Seriously, I love Tori like she’s family, too. And I don’t want her to get hurt.”

				“But it’s okay if I do?”

				She frowned. “You think she’s going to hurt you?”

				“I don’t know.” He looked around. They were alone in the kitchen. “I’m not used to relationships.”

				“Obviously, since you’ve been manwhoring your way through nearly every woman in town since you were seventeen.”

				“Jesus, Mom.”

				“It’s the truth, isn’t it? I don’t live under a rock, you know. You’ve never had a steady relationship with a woman.”

				“I’ve been busy with the company.”

				“That’s an excuse to avoid commitment.”

				“And you watch too much Dr. Phil.”

				“Actually, I’m into Dr. Oz now, but that’s beside the point. You might want to blow me off as not knowing what I’m talking about, but I’ve been married to your father for thirty-seven years. And we’ve had our rough patches. He’s hurt me and I’ve hurt him, but we have a strength in our love that’s binded us.”

				Brody sucked in a breath. He knew the reason he and his brothers were solid was because of his parents, the upbringing they had. “I know love and marriage isn’t easy. Except for you and Dad, of course.”

				His mom laughed. “Before your dad and I met and fell in love, I had my heart broken a few times by guys who couldn’t commit, and despite me being deliriously happy with your father, I know the pain of having my heart broken. It’s a pain you don’t ever forget, so don’t stand here and insult me by insinuating that I don’t have personal experience in matters of love and heartbreak.”

				He’d never had this kind of conversation with his mother. “Okay. I’m sorry, Mom.”

				She scooted off the stool and came over to him and laid her hand in his. “I love you. Above all, I will always love you, no matter what. But I love Tori, too, and that girl has been through hell and back in her life. She looks at your father and I as family. She looks at Ethan and Wyatt as her brothers. But she has never once looked at you as family.”

				“No?”

				“No. That girl has been in love with you since she was a teenager. Open your eyes, Brody, and be careful not to hurt her. Or if you realize she’s not the one for you and you know you’re going to hurt her, then let her down gently, and don’t alienate her from the family she loves and who love her.”

				Fuck. “Yeah. Okay. I understand.”

				“Good. Then I’ll butt out from now on. I love you, son.” She reached up, grabbed his head and pulled him down for a kiss on his cheek. “I need to go ogle the cute baby gifts and take a few hundred more pictures.”

				After she left the kitchen, he downed the rest of his beer and grabbed another.

				Talk about a Come to Jesus meeting. His mother had read him the riot act and had done it in her most gentle, sweetest voice, just like she always had done when they were kids. She’d never had to raise her voice to them. Calm reason had them dropping their chins to their chests and confessing their sins before they knew what was up.

				Now he had to figure out what the hell he was going to do about what she’d told him.

				It was one thing to have fun with Tori, to have a relationship with her because it wasn’t complicated, and because it was what the two of them wanted.

				It was another thing entirely to have the entire town and his family eagle-eyeing his every move.

				“There you are.”

				He turned around as Tori entered the kitchen.

				“I wondered where you’d disappeared to. Too much baby blue for you?” she asked with a grin.

				“Yeah. Way heavy on baby land out there.”

				She laughed. “I think they’re set for Baby Boy Kent’s first couple years after that shower.”

				“It seems that way.”

				She tucked herself under his arm. “Things are wrapping up out there if you want to make your escape.”

				That was the nice thing about Tori. She always gave him an out and wasn’t the clingy type. “Are you hanging here for a while?”

				She nodded. “I’ll help clean up the disaster after everyone leaves. I don’t want to leave that for your mom or Calliope to deal with.”

				And she was generous, always thinking of others before herself. “Then I’ll stay and help, too.”

				“Are you sure? We can handle it.”

				He bent and brushed his lips across hers, loving the way she yielded against him.

				Maybe it was time he stopped thinking and worrying about what other people thought and focused only on what he felt. “If you can handle it, then so can I. Later, you and I can make our escape.”

				Her eyes sparkled with promise. “I love the sound of that.”

				* * *

				Exhausted and giddy from the baby shower, Tori was more than a little thrilled when Brody had asked her to follow him to his place after.

				He’d spent the evening looking like a miserable cornered deer. She knew it wouldn’t be his kind of venue, but he’d been a trooper about it. She supposed that’s what family did for each other, at least family that cared about each other, another reason she loved all the Kents. They stood up for each other and by each other, even during the uncomfortable events. Even Brody’s dad had showed up and dutifully showed enthusiasm over every baby item that had been unveiled.

				Now she was exhausted and more than ready to kick off her uncomfortable shoes, so when she pulled into Brody’s driveway, he came to meet her at her car.

				“Pull into the garage. It looks like rain tonight.”

				She laughed. “My car has more golf-ball-sized hail dings on it than I can count. I don’t think a little rain will hurt it.”

				“Pull it into the garage, Tori.”

				She shrugged. “Okay.”

				It seemed weird to park her car next to his truck. Silly perhaps, but it made them look like a couple and she hadn’t yet reconciled them to that place yet.

				He waited for her to get out, then held the door for her as she walked in from the garage.

				“Tired?” he asked.

				“Very. But it was a nice baby shower, and I’m glad it went well, both for Riley and for your mom, who was stressed about the details.”

				“And now it’s over.”

				She kicked off her shoes inside the door. “Yes. Thank God. Now it’s over.”

				“Would you like something to drink?”

				“A giant glass of ice water would be great.” She’d had a couple glasses of wine and a few beers throughout the night but plenty of food, so fortunately she wasn’t buzzed, just tired. When Brody handed her the water, she took several swallows.

				Brody swept his hand over her hair. “You look tired.”

				She lifted her gaze to his. “That’s a euphemism for I look like hell, right?”

				He laughed. “No, it means there are dark circles under your eyes like you need some sleep. Let’s go to bed.”

				She couldn’t argue with him. “That sounds good. I am tired.”

				They went upstairs and she realized how comfortable she’d grown undressing and climbing into bed with him. He pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her, then kissed the top of her head.

				She closed her eyes, relaxing into his body, smoothing her hand over his chest, drifting across his abs, then even lower. She could never get enough of touching him. Every moment they had together was precious to her, because she never knew when it would end.

				“You keep touching me like that you’re not going to get to sleep.”

				She lifted her head, searching his face in the darkness as she wrapped her hand around the hot, thick, oh-so-hard part of him. “I’m not that tired, you know.”

				He shifted her underneath him. “Is that right?”

				“Yes.”

				“I have ways of exhausting you.”

				“Yeah? Show me.”

				His mouth met hers in a tangle of lips and tongues. She sensed a desperate passion in Brody tonight, and she met it with wild abandon. He smoothed his hand over her hip and down her thigh, lifting her leg as he put a condom on in record time and entered her with a quick thrust. She gasped as he moved within her, teasing her with slow, deliberate movements that made her climax so quickly it shocked her into a surprised cry.

				But he wasn’t finished with her yet, because he rolled her onto her knees and took her from behind, teasing her nipples and breasts and reaching between her legs as he rocked hard and fast into her. He was relentless and ever patient, and when she came again, he stayed with her, giving her the strokes she needed to catapult her into oblivion.

				And still, he only shifted her over onto her side, letting her catch her breath by kissing her, stroking her hip and raising her leg over his so he could thrust slow and easy.

				“Brody,” she whispered, staring up into a face she’d grown to love so deeply it hurt. “What are you doing to me?”

				“We have all night,” he said, brushing her bottom lip with the pad of his thumb. She grabbed his thumb and sucked it between her lips, rewarded with his harsh groan of pleasure. He replaced his thumb with his mouth, shattering her with the intimacy of the gesture. She fought for breath as he took her right to the edge again, refusing to let go until she did.

				She didn’t think she could, until he rolled her on top of him, giving her the control. He grasped her hips and held her while she rolled back and forth and he lifted up into her, burying himself deep. He cupped her breasts and brushed his thumbs over her nipples, searing her with the deepest pleasure until she arched against him, giving him everything he’d asked for, baring herself to him down to her soul. And when she came, this time he thrust, then groaned, his fingers digging into her hips as he roared out his climax and fell with her.

				She collapsed on top of him, utterly spent. She vaguely registered Brody moving her off him, leaving her for a few minutes and coming back to the bed to cuddle up behind her. She only recalled his strong arms wrapping around her as he pulled the covers over them both.

				Then she let sleep take her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				The out-of-town job had been going smoothly, and plans for the new supermarket were well underway. Brody had a handle on everything, and even his personal life seemed to be going well for a change.

				He and Tori had settled into seeing each other fairly regularly, which he liked. It was new territory for him, this whole relationship thing, but it sure beat the hell out of coming home to an empty house every night.

				He wasn’t even freaked out that, little by little, her things were starting to take up residence at his place.

				First it was a toothbrush, because she spent the night frequently. Then it was shower things and a few clothes for overnight stays. And he had to make closet and drawer space for her to put her things. He had plenty of room, so no big deal, right?

				She was even cooking for him, and what guy would mind that? She sure as hell was a better cook than he was.

				He had to admit he liked having her at his place rather than that hellhole of an apartment she lived in.

				Which begged the question of why he didn’t just ask her to move in with him. It wasn’t like they were strangers to each other. He’d known her for years. They got along great. The sex was fantastic and they enjoyed each other’s company.

				It was that next step dilemma that kept him from pulling the trigger. They were having fun. It was light and simple and easy between them. She didn’t ask for anything or tie any strings to him. He could pretend he was still the carefree bachelor he’d always been, because, technically, Tori wasn’t living there.

				But she was a part of his life, and he didn’t like to think about her going back to her place and the two of them living separate lives. He didn’t want to think about his life without her in it. He didn’t want to think about her possibly finding someone else and leaving him.

				Was that love? Did he love her? That was his problem. He had no idea what love was. He’d seen it, been surrounded by it with his parents and Wyatt and Calliope and Ethan and Riley. He knew it from the outside, but he’d never been in love with a woman before, so he didn’t have a freakin’ clue.

				All he knew was he liked the way things were. Wasn’t that enough for now? Did it have to be defined?

				He didn’t want to think about the deep shit anymore. All he knew was having her at the house made it easier for her to plan the company Christmas party, which she’d done a fantastic job of putting together. She’d made arrangements for caterers and the band and the booze and those outside heater things, and there was even someone coming to move furniture and bring in tables and a dance floor.

				Whatever. He was kind of oblivious to it all because he had his work to do, but on the nights they were together she’d discuss it with him. He had to admit he liked the end of the day rehash they always did when she stayed over.

				He was toying with the idea of asking her to stay at his place when he had to be out of town, though he couldn’t yet figure out how to make that work.

				Why would she need to be at his place when he wasn’t there? It wasn’t like he had a dog that needed watching or anything.

				Maybe he should get a dog.

				“Brody. Brody!”

				He snapped to attention at Wyatt’s sharp tone, realizing he’d been so deep in thought he hadn’t even realized his brother had been talking. “What?”

				Wyatt rolled his eyes. “Were you even listening?”

				“Uh...no. What were you saying?”

				“I’ve just spent the better part of ten minutes going over inventory for the jobsites. Where were you?”

				Brody dragged his fingers through his hair and stood, pacing the office conference room. “I don’t know. Somewhere else. Sorry.”

				“Is it a job, or is it something else on your mind?”

				“Oh. A job.”

				“Okay.” Wyatt closed his laptop. “Let’s talk about it. Which job is giving you hell? We’ll talk about it and fix it.”

				Shit. Every single job he managed was going smoothly right now. He couldn’t manufacture a problem if he tried. “Okay, it’s not a job.”

				“Then it’s Tori. Did you fuck something up?”

				He rolled his eyes. “No, I didn’t fuck anything up. Things are fine.”

				“Then what’s got your head so far up your ass that you daydreamed away ten minutes of our conversation?”

				He shot Wyatt a smirk. “Maybe you’re boring.”

				“Screw you. Inventory might be boring, but I am never boring. Just ask my wife.”

				“No, thanks. I’d rather not hear the gory details of your sex life.”

				“Man, you’re missing out. They’re epic. Okay, then tell me about yours.”

				“Perv. I’m not telling you anything about mine.”

				“Not your sex life. Tell me what’s going on with you and Tori.”

				“Nothing. We’re dating. Things are going fine.”

				Wyatt cocked a brow. “Now that’s boring. Calliope and I are more exciting than that, and we’re married.”

				“Correction. You’re newly married. You should still be exciting. If you’re not still rocking her world every night, then she should trade you in for a newer model.”

				“Again...screw you. And you’re changing the subject so you don’t have to talk about you and Tori.”

				“Noticed that, did you? And still, you’re not grabbing a clue. See, I always knew you were a moron.”

				“So is it getting serious?”

				“What is it with my family and Tori? If I was having a relationship with Rita Melner of Hair Raising’s salon, no one would say boo to me about it. But since it’s Tori, everyone has to be all up in my business about it.”

				“That’s true,” Ethan said as he walked into the conference room and shut the door. “But you’re not dating Rita Melner. Zack Dorman is.”

				“Our foreman on the upcoming supermarket job?” Brody asked.

				“Yeah.” Ethan set his laptop down. “Riley told me when she went to get a pedicure yesterday that Rita’s been seeing Zack for about a month now.”

				“Huh,” Wyatt said. “Interesting. But not as interesting as Brody and Tori.”

				Dammit. He was so sure they’d start gossiping about Rita and Zack and he’d be off the hook.

				“There’s nothing interesting going on with the two of us. We’re dating. Subject’s closed.”

				“And things are going well I assume?” Ethan asked.

				“Why? Did Mom ask for a report?”

				Ethan snorted. “No. I just care about Tori.”

				Brody rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to talk to the two of you about Tori. Not now, not ever. Not again.”

				“You know, I do like to give you shit about this,” Wyatt said. “But we care about you, too. This is a good relationship for you, Brody. For God’s sake, it’s the first one you’ve been in since high school. She’s good for you.”

				“Wyatt’s right, man. Make this one stick,” Ethan said.

				Brody had nothing to say to that. He just wanted to be able to see Tori on his own terms without his damn family interfering every step of the way.

				What would be with the two of them would be. And no amount of family interference would alter the outcome.

				He looked outside the conference room where Tori sat at her desk, busy on the phone. Her gorgeous hair was piled up on top of her head, two pencils stuck in it to hold it up. Pieces of it rained down her long neck and all he could think about was sneaking up behind her and taking a nibble.

				He was getting hard just thinking about it.

				“Do you think he’s even aware we’re talking about him?” Ethan asked.

				“I spent ten minutes going over inventory and he was daydreaming.”

				“I hear the both of you,” he said, focusing his attention away from Tori, but only briefly, because she came to the door, her eyes wide with worry.

				“Ethan. Is your phone off?”

				“Uh...no. It’s never off.” He pulled it out of his pocket. “Shit. I must have hit the button.”

				“Riley called. Her water broke and contractions have started.”

				Ethan paled. “Oh, shit.” He stood, and started shuffling papers into his bag.

				“Just go, man,” Wyatt said. “Leave that stuff here. And call us.”

				“Yeah. You’re right.” He looked at all of them and grinned. “I’m going to have another baby.”

				“And you’re going to miss it if you keep standing here talking to us,” Tori said. “Move it. Your wife is waiting for you.”

				Ethan made a mad dash out of the conference room while Brody, Wyatt and Tori grinned at each other.

				Fourteen hours later, Brody and Tori made their way into Riley’s hospital room to get their first glimpse at the baby.

				Tori had worried all day and into the night. Brody distracted her by taking her out to dinner after work and then they went to the hospital to hold vigil with the rest of the family until the baby was born. Zoey was hyper excited, so Tori and Calliope kept her amused with electronic games until Ethan, grinning like crazy, came out and told them that Gideon Roger Kent had made his arrival, screaming like a banshee as he came out.

				Tori unabashedly sobbed with joy on Brody’s shoulder. Brody’s parents went in first while they all waited. They didn’t want to crowd the room too much. After a while, they got to go in. Riley, who looked gorgeous as usual but tired, smiled as they walked in.

				“Come see our baby,” she said. Ethan took him from her and deposited him in Brody’s surprised arms.

				“Eight pounds, two ounces,” Ethan said with a smile.

				“Wow,” Tori said, looking at his red, scrunched-up face. She smiled over at Riley and Ethan. “He’s gorgeous.”

				“Daddy says he looks a lot like I did when I was born,” Zoey said.

				“He does, doesn’t he?” Brody said, and Tori was awed at the shine of unshed tears in Brody’s eyes.

				“Do you want to hold him?” Brody asked.

				“I’d love to.” She washed her hands and held out her arms, a feeling of instant love and protectiveness washing over her as soon as Gideon was placed in her arms.

				She took a seat in one of the vacant chairs and made room for Zoey, who couldn’t seem to get enough of her new baby brother. But after such an exciting day, it was obvious she was wearing down, and she soon fell asleep on Tori’s shoulder.

				This was what she wanted, Tori thought. This life, with children in her arms. She shifted her gaze to Brody and found him watching her, an expression on his face she couldn’t fathom. She didn’t know if it was discomfort, the same kind of wonder she felt tonight, or something else entirely.

				But she’d never seen that look on his face before, and she didn’t know what to make of it.

				She wasn’t even going to try and figure it out, because today wasn’t about her and Brody’s relationship. Today had been about small miracles.

				* * *

				Brody watched the wonder on Tori’s face as she held baby Gideon in her arms, the way she cradled him close as if she was born to hold a child.

				He’d always pushed the idea of marriage and children to the back of his mind, figuring that would come later in life, when he was ready for it. Though he didn’t really know when that “ready” time would be.

				Maybe when he found the right woman.

				But as he stole glances at Tori, as she carefully stood and handed Gideon off to Riley, almost with a sense of regret at letting go of the baby, he realized that it was time to start thinking about those things.

				Holding the baby had seemed natural to him. He knew that feeling of not wanting to let him go.

				It was time to start reevaluating what was important to him, and what he wanted.

				And when.

				But on his terms, and Tori’s terms.

				Not his family’s.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Staying more often at Brody’s house had definite advantages, the biggest one being the Christmas party. Now that she was intimately familiar with his house, she knew exactly where everything—and everyone—would fit.

				Plus, her clothes were already here for the party tonight. She had taken the day off work so she could meet the caterers and the party planner who was helping her put this event together.

				She was trying not to stress. Sex with Brody in the shower this morning had certainly helped. He’d called it medicinal, and for stress release. She’d called it rockin’ hot, but she was a lot calmer now.

				Calliope had already called her three times and texted her twice asking if there was anything she could do to help. She’d offered to take the day off, too, but Tori had refused. She had a handle on this.

				When the doorbell rang at noon, she was in a panic. The caterers weren’t due for hours and the party planner wasn’t coming until two, so she was shocked to see Brody’s mom at the door.

				“Hi, Stacy. I didn’t expect you to show up until the party tonight.”

				Stacy waved her hand. “Oh, please. Did you think I’d let you handle all this by yourself?”

				Tori laughed and made room for Stacy to come in. “It’s no problem. It is my job, after all.”

				“Maybe, but that doesn’t mean you couldn’t use some help.”

				Grateful for the assistance, they talked about table placement and food and drink as well as door prizes and who had RSVP’d. Stacy helped her wrap some gifts and put the finishing touches on the enormous Christmas tree she’d coerced Brody into buying.

				“I brought over some of Brody’s childhood ornaments,” Stacy said, bringing out a box. “I thought those would make a nice touch.”

				“Oh, that’s so sweet. Thank you. I know those will mean a lot to him, this being the first tree he’s put up in here.”

				Stacy shook her head. “You’d think with this being the perfect spot for one, he’d have put one up before now.”

				“That’s what I told him.” She hung the ornaments, loving the Baby’s First Christmas and the sports-related ones, especially the one with the gap-toothed photo of an eight-year-old Brody in his baseball uniform.

				“It’s going to be a great party tonight,” Stacy told her after they’d finalized everything. “You’ve done a remarkable job.”

				“Thanks. I hope so. I’m so nervous, since this was my idea. If it bombs, the buck stops here.”

				“It’s not going to bomb. Everyone’s going to have a great time.”

				She hoped so. They’d never let her plan another Christmas party again if this one failed.

				Stacy stayed until the setup crew arrived and put all the tables and decorations in order. Tori grabbed a jacket and went outside to supervise the placement of the heaters and fire pit. As she scanned the sky, she noted the gray clouds overhead.

				As cold as it was getting, it could possibly snow. She hoped it would hold out until after the party. She’d really love people to be able to use the heaters and pit out here. They’d brought in some lovely, comfortable furniture and it was going to be toasty warm for folks who wanted to step out for some fresh air tonight.

				Stacy left after everything was set up, saying she’d be back before the guests arrived. Once everything was in place, Tori dashed off and showered, did her hair and makeup and threw on a robe. She’d put on her dress right before the caterers came. The caterers were going to bring the food and set up the bar an hour before the guests were due to arrive, so she had the timing all planned out.

				Brody came home early to help—she was so grateful for that. She directed him to the shower first.

				She was in the bedroom ready to put on her dress when he came out of the bathroom smelling fresh and clean, a towel slung over his hips.

				She took one look and pure lust took over.

				“If I hadn’t already done my hair and makeup, you’d be in trouble right now.”

				He gave her a look that made her swell with arousal. “You’d better get that dress on, or your hair is gonna get mussed up and then you’ll be mad at me.”

				She grabbed her dress and shoes and dashed into the spare bedroom to dress. Much as she’d like to spend the next hour naked and in his arms, that would spell disaster. The last thing she’d need was to be lying in bed with Brody and have the caterers ring the doorbell.

				But it was something fun to think about as she climbed into her dress.

				She couldn’t do the back zipper, so she slid into her heels and went back into the bedroom. She stalled at the doorway. Brody was slipping into his jacket.

				He very rarely wore a suit, typically reserved only for important business meetings and the company Christmas party. Usually he was a jeans and T-shirt or Henley kind of guy, or shorts in the summer.

				Lord, the man cleaned up well. Though honestly whether he was naked, dressed up, or anything in between, she loved him. It didn’t matter what he wore—or didn’t wear.

				“You look amazing,” she said. “And I need help with this zipper.”

				He turned with a smile, but his smile disappeared when he saw her.

				He came toward her and she turned her back to him, shocked when she felt his lips against the side of her neck.

				“You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. How did I ever get so lucky?”

				She shuddered, then his fingers brushed her bare back as he pulled the zipper up.

				“Later, I’ll be dragging this zipper down when I get you out of this dress.”

				Her body in flames, she turned to face him, laid her palms on his chest. “I’ll be thinking about that all night.”

				“You know, I could make love to you without messing up your hair.”

				He leaned in and her heart stuttered, every female hormone in her body gravitating toward him. “Is that right?”

				The doorbell rang.

				“Dammit.”

				She laughed and gave him a quick kiss. “Something to think about all night.”

				She dashed around him and went to the door, grateful the caterers were on time, even if they did put a crimp in her love life.

				Brody’s gaze tracked Tori like a hungry animal. He couldn’t help himself. One look at her in that shiny black dress that hugged her body, and he was a goner. She’d left her hair down tonight, the waves spilling over her bare shoulders like a shiny red waterfall. He wanted to be close to her, to inhale the scent of that shampoo she used that smelled like strawberries, to lick that spot on her neck that never failed to raise goosebumps on her skin. He wanted to hold her in his arms and never let her go.

				He couldn’t wait to get her alone. And out of that damn dress that had been haunting him since he’d first seen it.

				Mainly, he just wanted to touch her, to have a minute alone with her. But since the caterers arrived, it hadn’t happened. Because then his mom and dad showed up, then Wyatt and Calliope, then Ethan, minus Riley, of course, who was home with the kids. After that, people started spilling in and he had to play host. So did Tori, who smiled and greeted people and showed them where the food and bar was.

				She’d spent the past several hours flitting around like a hummingbird, and his house was packed with people he had to talk to, be nice to, visit with and welcome into his home.

				Bleh. He knew it was a part of business, that he and his brothers put on this party every year not only for business partners and customers, but for the community. It fostered goodwill and brought in even more business. It was a necessity. Usually he enjoyed the Christmas party.

				But tonight, he had more important things on his mind—his woman. He wanted alone time with her, to touch her, taste her, and eventually have a very important conversation with her.

				“Brody. I hear you’re going to be spearheading the building of the new supermarket.”

				The mayor. Time to put his work face on. He shook Stanley Shims’s hand. “Mayor Shims. Yes, I am. We’re very excited about this project.”

				“So are the citizens of Deer Lake. We’ll be watching its progress closely. When do you think you’ll break ground?”

				He spent several minutes tied up with the mayor discussing the supermarket project. Members of the city council stuck their noses in, too, so he was cornered, and lost sight of Tori. When he finally extricated himself, he went to the bar to grab a much-needed beer. Wyatt met him there.

				“Having fun?”

				Brody rolled his eyes at his brother. “Tons. You?”

				“About as much as we can given the circumstances. But it’s a good turnout.”

				“Yeah. Whiskey?”

				“Hell yes.”

				Brody ordered two shots of whiskey. “To another good year.”

				“I’ll definitely drink to that.”

				“Hang on.” Ethan showed up, ordered another shot. “You can’t toast without me.”

				“In that case, to another good year, and another Kent in the family.”

				Ethan grinned, and they drank, then laid their glasses down on the bar. Brody followed up his shot with a long swallow of beer, turning to face the crowd. “We’re very lucky.”

				“We are,” Ethan said. “Business has been steadily picking up the past two years. We’re adding people. Wyatt and I have gotten married and I just had a baby.”

				Wyatt turned to Brody. “Now it’s your turn. So when are you going to ask Tori to marry you?”

				Brody frowned. “I don’t want to talk about Tori.”

				“Why?” Ethan asked. “You two have a fight?”

				“No.” He finished his beer, pushed the empty bottle toward the bartender, then grabbed a fresh one. “What’s between us is our business. Not family business.”

				Ethan arched a brow. “Ooh. Touchy.”

				Wyatt leaned against the bar. “Agreed. Why is that, Brody? You know we only want the best for you. And for Tori. So why do you act like such a dick whenever we bring up her name?”

				“I’m gonna go mingle.” Brody wandered off and visited with some of his clients, trying to put the conversation with his brothers out of his head. He found his parents sitting in the living room.

				“Are you having a good time?” he asked.

				His dad grinned. “I’m so proud of what you and your brothers have done with the company, Brody. You’ve really built the business well. I couldn’t have left it in better hands.”

				“Thanks, Dad.”

				“Where’s Tori?” his mom asked.

				“I have no idea. Doing her job and making sure our clients are happy, I would imagine.”

				“How are things going with you two?”

				His jaw tightened. “Fine.”

				His mom smiled. “Will we be hearing wedding bells in the future? Maybe an engagement at Christmas?”

				What. The. Hell. What was it with his family trying to push him into something he wasn’t ready for? Or maybe he was ready for it, but why couldn’t he do it himself and not feel like his entire family was behind him, prodding him.

				It was pissing him the fuck off. “I see someone I need to talk to, Mom. Excuse me.”

				He wandered off, beer in hand, heading outside for some fresh air. Maybe there was someone out there who didn’t know he was dating Tori and wouldn’t give him the third degree about his intentions.

				He found Lee Alison and Tim Dyson, two building contractors they often worked with.

				“Great party, Brody.”

				“Thanks.” It was cold outside, but Tori had been right. The heaters made it comfortable enough to sit outside and enjoy the night. He took a seat next to the guys and finished off his beer. He visited with Lee and Tim, talked shop for a while.

				“I hear you’ve been dating that hot little number in your office,” Lee said.

				“Tori, I think her name is,” Tim said. “Is she off the market now? Heard you two have been exclusive for a while.”

				So far tonight he was getting engaged, picking out rings and proposing. He was so tired of having his goddamned life with Tori planned out for him. Why couldn’t he do this at his own pace? Why couldn’t his relationship with Tori be what he wanted it to be?

				He wanted everyone off his back about it. “We’ve gone out. It’s no big deal or anything.”

				“So, your reputation is still intact, huh?” Tim asked with a laugh. “I’d hate to see the notorious Brody Kent off the market. I mean I’ve been married for twelve years now. Who will I live vicariously through if you’re not with a different girl every week?”

				Brody laughed and slapped Tim on the back. “No problem there, Tim. I’m still a free agent.”

				“So your fling with Tori is nothing special?”

				He looked over at Lee, wanting to tell him exactly how he felt about Tori, how special she really was to him. But at the same time he was so damn tired of everybody knowing his personal business, and the corresponding advice he’d get about love and marriage, the only reply that spilled from his lips was, “Yup. Nothing special.”

				* * *

				Tori stopped at the doorway, her forward motion halted at Brody’s words.

				She was nothing special to him. He was still a “free agent.”

				All this time she’d thought they’d been headed toward something. She didn’t know what, and frankly hadn’t cared, because they’d had a connection. She knew what it was—or she thought she knew. He had made her feel special, like she was the only one in his life, that this time it was different, that his playboy days were over.

				God, she was so stupid. He’d played her, and she’d fallen for it.

				Maybe all this time he’d been seeing other women, and she’d been so myopic about seeing only him, falling for only him, she hadn’t even noticed.

				She turned around and headed inside, her face flaming. She headed straight for the master bedroom, one of the rooms off limits to the guests tonight. She went into the bathroom and locked the door, staring at her flushed face in the mirror.

				“Idiot,” she said to her reflection, forcing the anger instead of the heartbreak.

				She’d known who he was all along, yet she fell for it—for him—anyway.

				His conversation with Lee and Tim outside still hurt, the raw pain tearing through her almost unbearable. She wanted to grab her keys, get into her car and go back to her apartment so she could crawl into her bed and cry until there were no tears left.

				But she couldn’t—wouldn’t do that. Because she refused to lose her job over that asshole. She took pride in the work she did, and she’d fight him to the death over keeping her job.

				She paced back and forth, taking deep breaths until she’d calmed herself enough to walk out of the bathroom. Then she grabbed a bag and packed up all her things, sliding the bag into the closet before heading back out to the party.

				Thankfully things had started to wind down, because if she had four hours of this to put up with she didn’t think she could take it.

				Avoiding Brody would be easy. She’d wanted to be with him tonight, but she’d been so busy—and so had he. Now she was grateful for it.

				“Hey, honey. Roger is tiring, so we’re heading out.”

				At the tap on her shoulder from Stacy, she squeezed her eyes shut, mentally preparing herself. She put on a smile and turned around. “I hope you had a good time, Stacy.”

				“We had a great time, and everyone I spoke to tonight loved the fact the party was held here. It was so much fun, and the dance floor you had put over the floor in the dining room was perfect.”

				“I’m so glad.”

				“It was a good idea, kiddo,” Roger said, pulling her in for a hug. “I always knew you had smarts.”

				She hugged him and Stacy and saw them to the door, then said goodbye to several other guests who were making their way out. She saw Brody try to ease his way to her, but she ducked out through the kitchen and went out back to pick up a few discarded bottles, then headed around the side toward the garage, adeptly avoiding him.

				By the time the party closed down, it was just Brody and her and Wyatt and Calliope. Ethan had left early to be with Riley, Zoey and the baby. The crew came in to remove the tables and all the equipment, and they helped the caterers remove the rest of the food.

				Calliope turned to her at the door when she and Wyatt walked out. “Call me tomorrow?”

				She nodded. “You bet. You all be careful going home.”

				“I’ll walk them out and I’ll be right back,” Brody said.

				She nodded, but as soon as he headed out the front door, she hurried into the bedroom, grabbed her bag and her keys and threw her bag in the car. She was standing in the kitchen, keys in hand, when he came back.

				He frowned. “Going somewhere?”

				“Home.”

				“Why?”

				“Because I’m nothing to you.”

				“What? That’s not true.”

				“It is. I heard you say it tonight.”

				“Wait. Tonight? What are you talking about?”

				“I walked outside when you were talking to Lee and Tim, assuring them that manwhore Brody Kent was still alive and well, that I was nothing special to you and they had nothing to worry about. You were still a free agent.”

				He had the decency to look away. “Oh. That. Let me explain, Tori.”

				“No, thanks, Brody. I fell for your lines once. I won’t fall again.” She turned and went into the garage, the gust of cold wind making her shiver. She needed it, needed that reality to slap her across the face.

				Because she’d been living in a fantasy for far too long.

				Brody followed her to her car. “Tori, if you’ll just let me explain...”

				She slid into the car and started it up, closed the door and locked it, not even bothering to look at him as she backed the car out of the garage, down the driveway and headed out onto the street.

				He could explain all he wanted, but there would never be anything he could say again that she’d ever believe.

				Her phone vibrated in the seat next to her. She didn’t bother to look or to answer. It was Brody, no doubt ready with a pack of lies that she’d never believe again.

				As she headed toward home, the first snowflakes started to fall.

				And so did the tears sliding down her cheeks.

				Hopefully she’d make it all the way home before she completely fell apart.

				* * *

				Brody listened as the tenth call he’d made to Tori went to voice mail.

				He got in his truck and, despite the snow coming down harder, drove to her apartment.

				He breathed out a sigh of relief to see her car parked in the lot. He went up and knocked on her door, not surprised when she didn’t answer. He knocked again, harder this time. And again, when she didn’t answer.

				“Tori. Open the door. I know you’re in there.”

				She didn’t. He leaned against the wall, still in his suit, and watched the snow come down. It was getting colder and he hadn’t grabbed a coat, hadn’t thought about anything other than getting to Tori so he could explain what he’d said.

				Not that there was a reasonable explanation.

				He’d been a total dick, so tired of people pushing him toward something he wanted anyway.

				What the hell was wrong with him?

				He turned and banged on the door. “Tori. Please let me explain.”

				But he already knew she wasn’t ready to listen. If it were him, he wouldn’t listen either.

				He pulled his suit coat around him and walked down the stairs, the snow coming down so heavy he was soaked by the time he got into the truck.

				He climbed in, shut the door and turned on the ignition, firing up the heater. He looked up at her apartment window, waiting for her to turn on the light.

				No light came on.

				He finally put the truck into gear and pulled out.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				“What the hell did you do to Tori?”

				Brody ignored Wyatt’s question as they drove together to inspect a jobsite.

				“I’m asking you a question.”

				“And I’m not answering it.”

				“It’s been two weeks since the Christmas party, and it’s like someone died, Brody. She won’t talk to us.”

				“Maybe it’s you who pissed her off.”

				Wyatt gave him a look. “I don’t fucking think so. It’s like she’s broken, man. You can see it on her face. It’s not even anger. It’s...sadness. Christ, what happened between the two of you?”

				Brody pulled into the parking lot of the site and turned off the ignition. “You want to know what happened? Everybody happened. You. Ethan. Mom and Dad. Hell, even other contractors. Everybody got into my business about Tori. When are you going to get engaged? When are you going to marry her? What’s going on with your relationship? What’s the next step? Fuck. How was I supposed to react to that?”

				Wyatt arched a brow. “What did you do?”

				He shrugged. “I told Lee and Tim that Tori didn’t mean anything to me, that I was still the carefree bachelor that I always was, notching my bedpost with the latest conquest. Tori overheard me say that.”

				Wyatt slouched in the seat. “Shit. You really fucked that one up. What were you thinking?”

				“I was thinking I wanted people to leave me alone about Tori so I could make my own decisions on my own time.”

				“So you were afraid to pull the trigger.”

				Now it was Brody’s turn to frown. “What?”

				“You got cold feet. You couldn’t admit to anyone you were in love with her, which you obviously are because you’re just as miserable and unpleasant to be around as she is. So instead of coming clean and telling the world how you felt about her, you pretended not to care.”

				“That’s bullshit.”

				“It’s not bullshit. It’s exactly what you did when you told Lee and Tim you were still cock of the block.”

				“Well I didn’t goddamn know how to handle it.” He punched the steering wheel with the palm of his hand.

				Wyatt laughed. “No shit. The big question now is, what are you going to do to fix things?”

				Brody stared out the windshield of the truck. “I don’t know. She won’t talk to me at work and she won’t answer my calls. I go to her apartment and she won’t answer the door.”

				“You already know she’s one stubborn woman. I guess you’ll have to keep trying. If you think she’s worth it. Do you think she’s worth it?”

				“Hell yes I do. I’m in love with her.”

				“Now, was that so hard to admit?”

				Brody glared at his brother. “You’re an asshole, Wyatt.”

				“Yeah, I know,” Wyatt said with a grin. “Now let’s go to work.”

				* * *

				No amount of cajoling from Calliope or Riley or even Brody’s parents was going to force Tori to talk to Brody.

				It was over, and as soon as everyone adjusted to that, things could go back to the way they used to be. Eventually—maybe—she and Brody could get back to that place where they could work together.

				Or she’d just find another job. She’d hate it, but she’d do it if she had to.

				The past two weeks had been awful. Seeing him at work every day had been the most painful. She thought it would be better after work and on the weekends, but it wasn’t. She missed him, missed being with him, missed being able to talk to him about anything and everything. She missed touching him and kissing him and sleeping with him.

				She was so tired of crying, and so tired of hating that he hadn’t been the man she thought he’d been.

				He’d tried to talk to her. He’d pulled up his chair next to her desk several times and had tried to launch into an explanation. Each time, she’d gotten up and left the office. She’d told Wyatt and Ethan to have Brody leave her alone or she’d keep leaving. And if that kept happening, the work they needed her to accomplish wouldn’t get done.

				Eventually, he stopped trying to talk to her at work. But he called her, texted her and came by her apartment. She told him to stop coming by or she’d call the police and tell them he was harassing her.

				It hurt her to tell him that when all she really wanted was to let him in, to throw her arms around him and have him be the man she wanted him to be.

				But no amount of explanation would change a person who couldn’t be changed.

				Brody was who he always had been, and she’d been stupid to think otherwise.

				She’d never be stupid again.

				Shuddering out a sigh, she blinked and tried to concentrate on the spreadsheet in front of her. It was two days before Christmas and she had to finish this report before the holiday break. It was quiet in the office—for a change. The guys were all out on jobs, so at least today she’d have some peace and quiet to get caught up.

				She heard the sirens outside and her head shot up. A lot of sirens. First from a distance, then growing closer. She hoped nothing was on fire. There was nothing worse than a fire right before Christmas.

				The sirens were getting closer. And closer. But it wasn’t fast-moving like they were rushing to a location. It was slow. And growing ever louder, heading in the direction of the office. And she heard a voice, like on a loudspeaker.

				What the hell was going on out there?

				Grabbing her coat, she put it on and headed out the front door, her eyes widening as she saw the sheriff’s car, the two town fire engines and a parade of people marching behind them.

				And Brody’s voice on the sheriff’s loudspeaker.

				“Tori Lewis. Please come outside and hear me out.”

				Oh. My. God. What was he doing?

				She shook her head and started to back away.

				“Can’t run this time, honey. Might as well hear him out and get this over with.”

				It was Wyatt. He’d come around from the back.

				“I don’t want to hear him.”

				Wyatt laughed. “I don’t think you have much choice, considering the commotion he’s causing.”

				She watched as the parade of sheriff’s cars and fire engines, horns blowing and sirens blaring, stopped in front of the gate to the construction offices. Brody got out and climbed on the roof of the sheriff’s car.

				“Is he insane?” she asked.

				“Probably,” Ethan said, coming around the other side of her. He laid his hand on the small of her back and propelled her forward. “Go on and hear him out, Tori.”

				She took a tentative step forward.

				Brody wasn’t smiling. He stood there looking as gorgeous as ever, the biting wind blowing his dark hair, his boots firmly planted on the sheriff’s roof as he held the mic in his hand.

				“Tori. I hurt you because I was afraid to tell you—hell, to admit to anyone and everyone how I felt about you. So instead, I downplayed it. I told people that you meant nothing to me, when in fact, you mean everything to me and you always have.

				“From the first moment you stepped foot in our offices, you caught my eye. We sparred and traded barbs and it was fun, but I wasn’t ready yet.

				“But then at the Christmas party last year we kissed—”

				The crowd went aww and Tori heated as she blushed.

				“And it all came so fast for me I didn’t know what to do about it, or how I felt about this feisty redhead who called me on all my—bs.”

				The crowd laughed.

				“I’ve always shied away from commitment. Everyone in this town knows my reputation. I liked my freedom and I figured someday I’d settle down, but I never knew when that would be. I always figured when the right woman came along.

				“Well, the right woman came along, only I didn’t know it, until you came into my life. That was you, and I knew it for certain that night a year ago at the Christmas party. There’s been no one but you since that night, and there will never be anyone but you.”

				Tori’s heart squeezed, and the dark part of her that had given up hope began to let a tiny sliver of light shine in.

				He met her gaze straight on, and she saw the truth in his eyes.

				“Tori, you’ve always been the best part of me, and the best thing that’s ever happened to me. You asked me once who I confided in when I needed someone to talk to about the bad things. I realized that person has always been you. Those months when you weren’t talking to me were pure hell, because I realize you’ve always been my confidant, the one I go to when I have a bad day.

				“You soothe me, make me feel better. You’re my best friend, my lover, and the woman I want in my life, always and forever.

				“I love you, Tori.”

				She gasped out a sob and ran to him. He hopped off the car and grabbed her in his arms, his mouth coming down on hers in a searing kiss that told her so much more than words ever could, because she tasted his tears in that kiss, too.

				“I love you, Brody,” she said. “I love you.”

				“Forgive me,” he said, his words barely audible amidst the horns hooking and the sirens and the clapping of the crowd.

				She laughed at the sounds. “You’re forgiven.”

				He turned to the crowd and grinned. “Go away. I need some privacy with my woman.”

				They all cheered again, then Brody embraced Tori in his arms and sealed the deal with one hell of a public display of affection.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				At Brody’s insistence, Tori moved out of her horrible apartment and into his house the day after his very public announcement of his love for her, something she would likely remember until her dying day.

				They spent Christmas at his family’s house, something she’d missed last year. This year, she wasn’t alone. She had his family—her family—at her side. And she had Brody. She was Brody’s girlfriend, and as the gifts were handed out, the very last gift was Brody, on bended knee, very publicly in front of his entire family proposing marriage to her.

				She hadn’t expected it. Brody did things on his own terms, and on his own timeline. He’d explained to her his issues with his family pushing and prodding him about his relationship with her, which had caused him to act like a dumbass. She’d understood his issues, and she’d forgiven him—again.

				She’d expected they’d live together for a while. Possibly a long while, knowing Brody’s issues with commitment. And God, she’d have been so content to do just that, to just be with him.

				So his proposal had been very unexpected, causing tears to flow down her cheeks. But she’d very enthusiastically nodded and accepted on the spot, because she loved him with all her heart, and not once would she ever doubt his love and commitment to her.

				Because he was the best thing in her life, and always would be.

				“Surprised?” he asked her sometime later Christmas night after all the gifts had been opened and all the food had been consumed. They sat in his parents’ kitchen, having a quiet moment of alone time together after a day of madness and family.

				She laced her fingers with his. “Understatement. I didn’t think you were ready for this.”

				“For what? This?” he asked, tracing her ring. “I’m more than ready for it. I’ve been ready for it. It took almost losing you to realize it.” He pulled her off the kitchen bar stool and onto his lap.

				“I don’t want to be without you anymore, Tori. You belong with me. In my house—in our house—our lives entwined, forever. I’ve wasted enough time not making the commitment I should have made to you a long time ago.”

				Her heart squeezed, so filled with love for him. “This doesn’t seem real.”

				He brushed his lips across hers. “It’s real. For both of us.”

				She kissed him back. “I’m sorry I wasted so much time with my insecurities. A whole year.”

				“So it’s your fault.”

				She laughed and pressed into him. “I needed you to really want me.”

				“Babe. I’ve really wanted you for a long time.”

				“But you weren’t ready until now.”

				“You might be right about that. I think the timing was perfect. You needed to get past your trust issues, and I needed to grow up a bit. Now, we’re right where we need to be.”

				She batted back the tears that overwhelming happiness brought. He swiped one away that drifted down her cheek.

				“Happy ones, I hope?”

				She smiled and nodded. “The happiest ones.”

				“You’re not going to go all sweet and nice on me now, are you? My brothers will kill me if you undergo some personality change. They won’t know how to deal with you.”

				She laughed. “No fear of that. I’m still the same old me, Brody. Bossy, opinionated, and sometimes downright mean, especially at the office, where I’ll run roughshod on you three like I always have.”

				“Good, because that’s the you I fell in love with.” He stood, placed her on her feet and kissed her soundly. “Let’s go watch Christmas movies with our family.”

				Our family. She had a true family now. Beginning with this man she loved. And it would only grow from there.

				The best was yet to come.

				* * * * *
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