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Revisit this heartwarming fan-favorite holiday love story between a firefighter and a shy antique store owner from New York Times bestselling author Susan Mallery!

When firefighter Jordan Haynes rescues Holly Garrett's mischievous cat, Mistletoe, from her burning apartment, he winds up in the hospital. Holly, a shy, innocent 28-year-old, feels so bad about Jordan's injuries that she stops by his hospital bed and begins visiting him at home, as well. Soon she's not only preparing his evening meals but also giving him sponge baths, and she definitely isn't prepared for the sexy glances Jordan throws her way or the feelings that he awakens in her.

Jordan knows that Holly is awkward and inexperienced, but there's something so bewitching about her, and he just can't let her be alone for Christmas. No, he can play the needy patient for as long as it takes to convince Holly to keep him company through the holidays—if not longer.

Originally published in 2005
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CHAPTER ONE



The woman sitting next to him clung to his hand as if she were afraid he would bolt. Her eyes were closed, and her lips moved in silent conversation. Long blond hair tumbled over her shoulders and brushed against their joined fingers.

Jordan Haynes recognized the sights and smells of the hospital. He recognized that the faint blurring at the edges of his mind meant he’d been given a strong painkiller. But he didn’t recognize the woman. Still, it was damn nice of her to be so concerned, whoever she was.

She dropped her head slightly, and her hair slipped onto his wrist. Cool silk, he thought, wishing he had the strength to raise his free hand and touch the pale strands. His arm felt as if it had been pinned down by an elephant, although he knew it was just weakness that made him unable to move. So instead of touching her hair, he turned his attention to her face.

She had freckles across the tops of her cheeks and on her nose. Freckles. He grimaced. Her wide mouth tilted up at the corners. Except for the mascara darkening her lashes, she didn’t wear makeup. He would bet fifty bucks that her eyes were blue and that she’d been a cheerleader in high school. She looked wholesome enough to be in a milk commercial. So what was she doing in his hospital room?

Her hair continued to stroke his skin. The soft, erotic touch had his mind producing fantasies his weakened body had no chance of fulfilling. At least not any time in the near future.

He tugged his hand free of her grasp. Instantly her eyes opened. Yup. Dark blue. He owed himself fifty bucks. As soon as he got out of here, he would pay up.

The woman smiled. Her pink lips parted, exposing white teeth and a smile so pleased, she might have just won the lottery.

“You’re awake,” she said, then took hold of his fingers again. The smile broadened. “I’m thrilled. The nurse said you were going to be fine, but I was worried. How do you feel? Any pain? Do you want some water?”

He tried to speak and realized his throat was scratchy. He coughed. Before he was done, the woman had stood up, reached for a small plastic pitcher and poured some water into a glass. She slipped one arm behind his shoulders, then raised the glass to his lips.

“Sip slowly,” she said.

He obliged. When he’d finished half the cup, he nodded to indicate he was done. She set the glass on the table beside his bed, then returned to her seat. This time she clasped his hand in both of hers. Before he could extricate himself, she leaned forward and pressed their joined hands against her chest.

That got his attention. While she’d been standing, he’d gathered a quick impression of curves. Awe-inspiring curves. She had the kind of breasts that made up every adolescent boy’s fantasies. Right now his wrist nestled between them while the knuckle of his index finger brushed against the base of her throat. It didn’t matter that her loose sweatshirt was hardly seductive. As far as he was concerned, they could spend the rest of the day in this position.

Then he noticed her blue eyes darkening with emotion, and he had the uncomfortable feeling she might be fighting tears. Dear God, anything but that.

“Who are you?” he asked gruffly.

The woman stopped blinking and smiled again. “I’m Holly Garrett.” She made the announcement as if that cleared up everything.

He didn’t know any Holly Garrett, although judging by the way she was staring at him—as if he’d single-handedly saved the world—she obviously knew him.

Great. Either the painkillers were doing strange things to him, or he was losing his mind.

“And?” he prompted.

She stared blankly for a moment, then laughed. He felt the vibration of the sound against the back of his hand, which was still pressed against her chest. Friendly, he thought. A charming trait in an attractive woman.

“There was a storm,” she said. “You saved my cat.”

The memories flooded him, and he groaned. The high winds had blown over a tree, sending it crashing through a single apartment above a detached garage. Not only had the unit been partially crushed, but the pipes had broken and flooded the place. When his men had arrived, there hadn’t been much left to save. He recalled a frantic woman trying to get through a stuck door. Water had been everywhere. The two-story structure looked as if it was about to collapse. Jordan had grabbed her around the waist and hauled her to safety. She’d been screaming about her damn cat. Like a fool he’d gone after the animal. And look what it had gotten him. He’d been back in Glenwood less than six months, and already he was in the hospital. Damn.

“You were wonderful,” Holly said, her voice thick with emotion. “I don’t know what I would have done if something had happened t-to…” Her voice gave out.

“Ah, yeah, well, nothing did, right?”

She sniffed. “Thank you,” she murmured, and squeezed his fingers.

“Just doing my job,” he muttered. And a poor job at that. He was going to take some well-deserved teasing when he went back to the station.

Judging from the throbbing in his legs and back, he wouldn’t be returning to work any time soon. Everyone had seen what had happened, too. He’d found the cat and had made it safely out of the apartment, clutching the squirming furball under his coat. Once they were out on the balcony, the cat had tried to get away. Jordan had been afraid the animal would be injured by the fire trucks or lost in the crowd, so he’d hung on to the cat from hell. They’d wrestled each other, and the cat had nearly won. But in the end Jordan had prevailed and grabbed it by the scruff of its neck. Unfortunately in the process he’d lost his footing on the wet wooden balcony above the garage and had fallen off the side.

In front of everyone. He swore silently.

“Anything broken?” he asked, eyeing his leg under the sheet and blanket. He couldn’t tell if he was in a cast or not.

Holly shook her head. “No. I took Mistletoe to the vet, and she’s just fine.”

“I wasn’t asking about the cat,” he said dryly.

She stared at him a moment, then blushed. Color climbed from her neck to her face, covering her cheeks, then moving up to her hairline. Her mouth formed a perfect circle.

“Oh.”

She glanced down, seemed to realize she was clutching his hand to her bosom and released him. “Oh, sorry. You meant your injuries. I don’t have specifics. The nurse said you would be going home tomorrow, if that helps.” She gave him a quick glance. “I’m sorry we were so much trouble.”

The hand she’d abandoned felt cold. He missed her heat and the faint thudding of her heartbeat. Not to mention the close proximity to her impressive breasts.

“Just doing my job,” he said again.

She shook her head. “No, you did more than that. One of the other fire fighters told me it was dangerous for you to go back for Mistletoe. There was some question about the structural integrity of the apartment. And now you’re injured. I feel so horrible. If there’s anything I can do, please tell me.”

He thought about asking her to hold his hand again, but before he could form the question, the door opened and a half-dozen people poured into the room.

His younger brother, Kyle, was first. “Heard you fell off a building,” Kyle said, grinning. “Anything to be a hero.”

Two of his sisters-in-law pushed Kyle out of the way. Elizabeth and Rebecca rushed to his side. “How do you feel?” Elizabeth asked.

“You can stay with us,” Rebecca offered. “There’s plenty of room.”

His third sister-in-law, Sandy, asked, “Anything broken?”

“I’m still not sure,” he said, but was drowned out by his older brothers, Travis and Craig, who offered their expert medical opinions on his condition.

Austin Lucas, a friend of the family, stepped to the other side of the bed and shook hands with him. “Glad you’re going to be okay.”

“Me, too,” Jordan answered, then realized Holly was gone. Somehow she’d slipped out of the room as his family had entered.

He looked at the concerned group of people surrounding him. They talked to each other about his condition and argued over who was going to have him stay with them while he convalesced. The conversation washed over him, a warm, loving blanket of concern. He knew everyone in the room cared just as he cared about them. He loved them, but he wasn’t always one of them. Like Austin, Jordan spent much of his life on the fringes, watching the rest of the world connect in a way he couldn’t understand.

So he let them argue, because he knew in the end he would do what he wanted. He would go home and be alone, because that was the way he preferred it.

* * *

“Yes, yes, it’s very macho, but I’m not impressed.” Elizabeth Haynes stood with her hands on her hips. Although her husband wasn’t the oldest of the Haynes brothers, Travis had been the first of them to marry, so Elizabeth was the leader of the women. Right now she was speaking for all of them, and Jordan didn’t like what she was saying.

“I’m staying in my house,” he said, and glared at her defiantly. The fact that he was flat on his back diluted some of his power, but he wasn’t going to acknowledge that.

“Fine. Stay here. Just not alone.”

He raised his hand to his face and rubbed his eyes. Everything hurt. His legs, his chest, his back, even his hair. He’d stopped taking painkillers that morning. Maybe it had been a mistake.

Elizabeth sat on the edge of the bed and took one of his hands. It reminded him of another woman who had recently done the same.

He couldn’t get Holly Garrett out of his mind. As a rule he avoided romantic entanglements. This time he was tempted to break his rule. Fortunately his physical limitations prevented him from acting on impulse. With a little luck, by the time he was healed, he would have forgotten all about her. In the meantime he had to get everyone to stop treating him like an invalid.

“You have two choices,” Elizabeth said. “Come home with one of us, or…”

“I’ll take the ‘or,”” he said.

She ignored him. “Or have Louise stay here and look after you.”

He scowled.

“I know,” she said. “You hate Louise. No one knows why. Not even Louise. Over the years you’ve made your feelings about her very clear. However, you’re out of options. The doctor said you have to stay in bed for two weeks. So someone has to be here to look after you. It’s up to you, Jordan. Stay here with Louise or come home with one of your brothers.”

Jordan turned his head toward the window. He could see bright blue sky and a few puffy clouds. Late fall in northern California could be rainy, but today the weather welcomed him home.

Stay here with Louise or go live with one of his brothers. The latter wasn’t a problem. He got along with all of them. But it was only about a month until the holidays. Everyone would be busy with preparations. He would be in the way.

Louise. He swore silently. No one understood why he didn’t like her. But he knew the truth. Her guilty secret. He’d carried it around with him for seventeen years. Everyone accepted her as a de facto member of the Haynes family. Everyone but Jordan. He questioned her motives for getting close to the brothers.

“Well?” Elizabeth prompted.

“You’re not leaving me with much of a choice.”

“That’s the point.”

He drew in a deep breath. He’d bought the old Victorian mansion less than two months ago. So far, he hadn’t made much of a dent in restoration. Maybe he could get some work done while he was convalescing. He wouldn’t be allowed back at the fire station until after the first of the year.

“I want to stay here,” he said, then regretted his decision.

“If you’re sure.” Elizabeth leaned close and kissed his cheek. “Be nice to her, okay? She’s doing you a favor.”

“No problem.”

She smiled. “Liar. You’re going to make her life hell. I’d better go warn her.” She rose and started out of the room. When she reached the doorway, she glanced back at him. “None of this would be a problem if you’d found yourself a wife.”

He smiled at the familiarity of this conversation. Elizabeth was forever trying to get him married off. “I like being single.”

She didn’t return his smile. “That’s twice you’ve lied to me, Jordan. It’s a good thing I love you as much as I do. Maybe I’ll have my husband beat some sense into you.”

“I could take him.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Well, maybe not today, but by the end of the week, for sure.”

She stared at him for a moment. “Maybe this is a good thing—lying flat on your back will give you time to think about your life.”

“I like my life just fine.”

“You’ve got your brothers fooled, but we females know better. You need a woman.”

“I’m a wounded hero. Leave me in peace.”

“You’re a stubborn pain in the rear, but I still adore you. Take care of yourself and be nice to Louise.”

She gave a quick wave and disappeared into the hallway. Jordan listened to the sound of her footsteps on the hardwood floor until they faded into silence. Then he was alone.

It was how he preferred to spend his life. Alone. He was used to the solitude. But for the next few days he was going to have company. Louise. Elizabeth had admonished him to be nice. He grimaced. If she knew the truth, she wouldn’t be so eager to have Louise around. But Elizabeth didn’t know. No one did. He wasn’t sure why he’d been so diligent in guarding Louise’s secret. Probably some useless sense of honor. It didn’t matter that he owed her nothing or that she’d destroyed his family. He couldn’t bring himself to betray her.

He heard footsteps again, but these weren’t his sister-in-law’s. Louise Carberry entered the room and stared at him. She was of average height with short blond hair and blue eyes. He guessed she had to be in her midforties, although she looked younger. A bright, long-sleeved fuchsia blouse hung loosely over purple pants. Louise dressed as if she were color-blind. She folded her arms over her chest and stared at him. He stared back.

The moment reminded him of wrestling with the damn cat on the landing. He’d won the battle but lost the war when he’d gone over the side of the balcony and fallen to the hard ground below. His gaze narrowed, and he wondered if he would end this encounter equally battered.

* * *

Holly parked her car in front of the large Victorian mansion. It was barely after six in the evening, but already it was dark. The sun set before five in the late fall. She could see the faint outline of the beautiful old house. The peaked roof, the oddly shaped windows.

Years ago this part of Glenwood had been home to the rich and powerful families who made their fortunes in timber, mining and the railroads. By the Second World War most of them had left the small community for San Francisco or Los Angeles, but their houses remained. Some had been torn down, and some had been converted to offices. A few were being restored.

Holly stared up at the building and wished she had the money to buy one herself. She would turn the downstairs into a showroom and live upstairs. She smiled. It was a lovely dream but had no basis in reality. Still, her fingers itched to feel the original wood molding and trace the shape of the stained-glass windows above the double-wide front door.

She opened the car door, collected the pink bakery box, then got out. The early evening was still. Only the faint call of a night bird disturbed the silence. She drew in a deep breath and inhaled the scent of trees and the faint hint of some distant fire. The homey scent reminded her she’d lost her home three days ago. Everything she owned had either been crushed or soaked beyond repair. At least Mistletoe was safe.

Holly clutched the bakery box firmly and started up the stairs. Store-bought cookies wouldn’t begin to repay the debt she owed Fire Captain Jordan Haynes, but they were the best she could do right now. She didn’t have access to a kitchen. As soon as she could afford to get a new place, she would bake something wonderful.

She climbed the three stairs leading to the front porch. The wide wooden deck was bare. A single light burned by the front door. It wasn’t difficult to imagine what the porch would look like in the summer with sunlight spilling onto the refinished floor. There would be a swing at one end, by the large window on her right. Maybe a white wrought-iron table-and-chair set at the other end. She could see ladies in long dresses and gentlemen in tall hats. Children would play on the lawn, their laughter a happy background noise to the adults’ polite conversation.

“You are the most stubborn man it’s ever been my misfortune to know.”

The loud voice startled Holly, and she jumped back. She stared at the front door. She’d been about to knock, but obviously this wasn’t a good time.

A low male voice rumbled, answering the woman’s claim, but Holly couldn’t make out the words.

“If I didn’t care about the rest of your family, I’d leave you here to starve,” the woman continued. “It would serve you right, too. Even my Alfred, God rest his soul, wasn’t this fussy about his food.”

More male rumbling.

“Fine. Be insulted. You don’t like anything else about me, why should I be surprised that you resent being compared to a dog? Oh, and Alfred was better looking than you, too.”

Before Holly could step back, the front door flew open. A woman stood in the doorway and stared at her. “I thought I heard a car pull up.”

Holly didn’t know what to do. She was poised awkwardly on the porch, with one foot behind her as she tried to make her escape.

“I…” she said, then paused. “I’ve come to see Captain Haynes, but I’ll come back. This obviously isn’t a good time.”

The woman grimaced. “There’s never a good time with that one. He’s the most stubborn, pigheaded, difficult man I’ve ever met.” She paused and shook her head. “Why you’d want to see him is beyond me, but you might as well come in. Maybe you can talk some sense into him. Oh, by the way, I’m Louise.”

She held the door open. Holly forced herself to walk forward. Once in the house, she shifted her weight from foot to foot and stared at her hostess.

The woman wore a bright yellow long-sleeved shirt tucked into cobalt blue slacks. The silver belt around her trim waist matched the moon-and-star silver earrings she wore. The two women were about the same height, although Holly had come straight from work and still wore two-inch heels.

“What are you doing now?” a male voice inquired. The tone of the question implied the woman was doing something he wouldn’t like.

“Answering the door. Quit being such a baby. You don’t want me in the room with you, but you yell at me if I go away. Make up your mind, Jordan.”

“Who is it?” he asked.

Louise rolled her eyes. “One of your women.”

“Oh, no,” Holly said quickly. “I’m not—”

“Which one?”

Louise glanced at her. “What’s your name?”

“Holly, but I’m not—”

“Holly,” she yelled toward the back of the house.

Jordan was silent. Holly figured he was trying to place her.

“I’m not one of Captain Haynes’s women,” she said.

Louise smiled. “Then that makes you a smart girl. That boy is nothing but a difficult toad.” She shouted the last part of the sentence, aiming the words in the direction of what must be his room. After drawing in a deep breath, she released it slowly. “I’m real sorry I ever agreed to this. He’s going to be the death of me. And Lord knows I’m far too young to die.” She paused and drew her eyebrows together. “Who are you, then?”

“I’m Holly Garrett.” Holly shifted her package to the other arm and held out her hand. “My apartment was destroyed in that big storm earlier in the week. Captain Haynes went back inside to save my cat.” She shook Louise’s hand. “I’m the reason he was injured. Actually Mistletoe is, but I feel responsible.”

“Mistletoe?”

“My cat. She got scared once they were out of the apartment and tried to get away. Captain Haynes managed to hold on to her, but in the process he lost his footing on the balcony and fell over the side. I feel terrible about what happened.”

Louise’s lips started to twitch. She chuckled for a moment. “Felled by a cat. Serves him right.”

“I brought cookies,” Holly said, holding out the box. “They’re not much. I couldn’t make them myself. I don’t have a kitchen right now. I wish I did. I really like to cook and bake.”

“Louise!” Jordan yelled.

“Wait a minute,” she yelled back, then lowered her voice. “He’s going to be flat on his back for two weeks. I don’t think I’m going to last here.”

“You’re his…?”

“Housekeeper. It’s a temporary job. Very temporary. You want some coffee?” Louise didn’t wait for an answer. She just headed for the rear of the house.

Holly trailed after her. As they passed through the foyer, she noticed the stunning chandelier hanging down from the ceiling two stories up. The tiny crystal teardrops were original. They caught light and created rainbows. The banister was hand carved, the floors in great shape. In her mind’s eye she saw the house as it had once been and what it would be like again, given enough time, money and love.

“He’s through there,” Louise said, pointing to a half-closed door.

Holly saw a library and beyond that the foot of a bed in what had once probably been the study.

“How is he?”

Louise snorted. “If his foul temper is anything to go by, he’s improving every hour.”

They entered the large kitchen. A tray sat on the table in the center of the room. Louise motioned to it. “Says he won’t eat it. Can you imagine? I’ve been cooking all my life, but Mr. High-and-Mighty doesn’t like it.”

Holly glanced at the plate filled with meat loaf, mashed potatoes and vegetables. It smelled wonderful. Her stomach growled. She hadn’t had anything since breakfast, and suddenly she was starving.

Louise smiled. “Help yourself.”

“Oh, I couldn’t.”

“Louise!” Jordan called again. He sounded furious.

Holly looked at the tray, then in the direction of the makeshift bedroom. She owed Jordan Haynes a big debt. He’d saved her cat. Mistletoe had been her mother’s gift to her the Christmas before she died. A single dinner wouldn’t do much to repay what she owed him, but it could be a start. She didn’t know much about men, but she was intimately familiar with a sick room.

“Maybe I could help,” she said cautiously.

Louise planted her hands on her hips. “Honey, you’re welcome to try.” She glanced at the clock over the stove. “My evening college class starts in forty minutes. I don’t have the time to fix Jordan something else. Why don’t you go introduce yourself and if he takes to you, then be my guest.”

“Thank you,” Holly said, then headed back the way she’d come. She knew several dishes specially designed to tempt an invalid’s appetite. She’d taken care of her mother for years.

“Oh, and Holly?”

She paused, then glanced over her shoulder. “Yes?”

“Tell the boy to put some clothes on.”






CHAPTER TWO



Tell Jordan to put some clothes on? Holly blinked several times. “You mean he’s—” She couldn’t even say the word, but she could sure think it loudly. Naked?

Louise winked. “You’ll just have to go see for yourself, won’t you? Don’t worry. He hasn’t got anything you haven’t seen a dozen times before.”

Holly gave a weak smile, then headed for the study. Actually Louise was wrong. Jordan did have something she had never seen before. At least he did if he was naked.

As she walked through the library, one part of her mind noted the hand-fitted floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and the large crystal light fixtures hanging in each corner. In front of her she could see the bottom of a bed. Her steps slowed. Naked? No, Louise wouldn’t do that to her.

She stopped on the library side of the doorway and cleared her throat. Maybe she should warn him that she was about to enter his room. So if he was, well, naked, he could cover up.

Still, she hesitated before speaking. She didn’t know what to say. Just thinking about the handsome fire fighter made her nervous. At the hospital she’d been so concerned about his condition, she’d barely had time to notice his looks at all. But once he woke up and they spoke, she hadn’t been able to think about anything else. Her stomach had gotten all sort of quivery, and she’d barely been able to form whole sentences. Thank goodness his family had shown up and she’d been able to escape before she made a complete fool of herself.

Now here she was, about to enter his bedroom. Well, not really his bedroom. He had been put downstairs because it was more convenient and would make it easier for him to get around without having to worry about stairs. She remembered when they’d first moved her mother to the downstairs family room. Holly sighed at the memory. She might not know a single thing about men, but she knew how to take care of someone. That’s why she was here. Because Jordan Haynes was injured. If she remembered that and forgot how he looked, then everything would be fine.

“Captain Haynes?” she said softly as she stared at the scarred hardwood floors. “Hi, I’m Holly Garrett. We met in the hospital. May I come in?”

“Sure.”

She paused, waiting to hear the rustle of bed sheets as he covered himself. There was only silence. She reminded herself that sick and injured people had a lot of similarities. They got frustrated, bored, tired of the pain and isolation. And if she was worried about him being naked, she wouldn’t look at anything below his neck.

She drew in a deep breath, smiled broadly and stepped into the converted study.

Thick drapes had been pulled over two sets of windows. In the daylight the room would get morning sun. A hospital bed had been set up in the center of the room. She was familiar with the model. The electric motor allowed the occupant to raise and lower both the head and the foot to find the most comfortable position. A low table had been pushed to one side, and there was a straight-back chair nearby.

Holly ignored the patient for as long as she could, then gave a quick prayer for courage and turned her attention to him.

He wasn’t naked. Not completely. Still, her breath caught in her throat, her heart started pounding and she had the uncomfortable feeling that she was turning bright red.

Jordan had raised the back of the bed so he was in a nearly sitting position. Dark hair tumbled onto his forehead. Equally dark eyes studied her in return. She wasn’t sure if it was the shape of his masculine features, the set of his jaw or just a perception problem on her part, but she knew he was the best-looking man she’d ever seen. The muscles in her legs felt funny. It took her a moment to figure out they were shaking.

Her gaze dipped to his bare chest and the sheet bunched around his waist. She swallowed, resisting the urge to run for cover. Sculpted muscles defined his shoulders, arms and the hard, flat region of his belly. He looked as if he were posing for a provocative calendar.

“Searching for visible proof of my injuries?” he asked.

Holly realized she’d been staring at him for several seconds. This time she didn’t have to guess about blushing. The heat climbed quickly from the edge of her collar to her cheeks. She ducked her head.

“I…” What was she supposed to say?

“Have a seat.”

She sank into the straight-back chair and folded her hands on her lap.

“You’re the lady with the cat,” he said.

She risked a glance. He didn’t look annoyed. “Yes. You saved her. I stopped by to see how you were doing. I don’t mean to intrude.”

He studied her as intently as she had studied him. His attention made her uncomfortable, but she didn’t feel she had the right to protest. Fair was fair.

She smoothed a hand over her skirt and wondered what he saw when he looked at her. Blond hair and blue eyes, which sounded more exciting than they were. Curves, she thought grimly, knowing her five-year battle against an extra fifteen pounds had ended in an uneasy truce. The pounds didn’t multiply, and she stopped trying to make them go away. So her breasts and hips were a little larger than fashion dictated. She would survive.

“Did you bring the cat to finish me off?” he asked at last.

It took her a moment to realize he was teasing. She smiled. “Mistletoe is very sweet. I’m sure she didn’t mean to hurt you. She was just scared.”

“Yeah, right. I saw the look in her eyes. She was glad I went over the side.” His gaze brushed across her face. “What happened to your hair?”

“My hair?” She reached behind her head and touched her braid. “Nothing. I’m wearing it back.”

“Let me see.”

She half turned in her seat and tilted her head so he could see the French braid. She’d pinned the end up by the nape of her neck to form a loop.

“I like it loose,” he said. “You’ve got beautiful hair.”

“Oh.” She blinked. “Ah, thank you.”

Had he just paid her a compliment? Holly figured he had. Why? Is that what men and women did? Was he flirting? No. Not with her. She wasn’t his type. Actually she didn’t know what his type would be, but she was pretty sure she was the furthest female from it. He was injured, that was all. Or possibly delirious.

She cleared her throat and wished she’d had more experience with this kind of situation. The problem was she’d never spent any time with a man and his bare chest before.

“I brought cookies,” she said. “They’re from the bakery. I don’t have a working kitchen yet, but when I do, I’ll make something from scratch. That is, if it wouldn’t be too inconvenient.”

“I think I can handle the inconvenience of you baking me something,” he said, then smiled.

The smile caught her unaware. Lines crinkled by his dark eyes. His teeth were white, and his handsome face became almost painfully beautiful. Everything inside her bubbled so much, she thought she might start floating around the room. Wow. She needed to get out more.

“I’m pretty hungry,” he said. “Would you mind bringing me a couple of those cookies now? I’d get them myself, but I’m—” He motioned to the sheets.

“Naked,” she said without thinking.

“What? No. I’m not supposed to get up for a couple of days. I’m not naked.”

Naked? Had she actually said naked? Holly covered her face with her hands and made a whimpering noise. “No,” she said. “I didn’t mean…That is, I…”

“Holly?”

He said her name softly. She thought about just running from the room, but her legs were too shaky to cooperate. “I didn’t mean that,” she murmured. “Louise said for me to tell you to put some clothes on, so I just sort of thought—”

“It’s okay.”

She risked sliding her hands down so they just covered her mouth, then she glanced at him. He wasn’t smiling, but he didn’t look mad. She breathed a sigh of relief and dropped her hands to her lap. “Sorry. Look, I’ll go get those cookies for you.”

She rose to her feet and reminded herself of his injuries, which were, indirectly, her fault. Act like a nurse, she told herself. She knew how.

“Are you on any medication?” she asked. “Pills you have to take with food?”

“Nope.”

She thought about testing for fever but knew she couldn’t disconnect enough to touch his forehead without swooning. She consoled herself with the thought that he didn’t look hot.

She fought a giggle. Okay, yes, he looked hot, but sexy hot, not fever hot.

Her body continued to tremble, but she tried to ignore it. After taking a couple of steps toward the door, she paused. “I’m a pretty good cook,” she said, not looking at him but instead staring at the library in front of her. “If you don’t like what Louise prepared for dinner, I could make something else.” She swallowed. “No, it’s a dumb idea. Never mind.”

Just as well. She had to get out of his house before she embarrassed herself again. She wanted to tell Jordan it wasn’t her fault. Except for a couple of her mother’s doctors, she’d never spent any time around men. They were as foreign to her as space aliens.

“I’d like that very much,” he said.

She whirled around to face him. “You would?”

“Sounds great. But only if you keep me company. I’ve been home for two days without anyone to talk to. I’m about to go crazy.” Then he gave her that smile again.

Despite the shaking and the way her heart was slamming against her ribs, she forced herself to smile back. “Okay. I’ll make something fast.”

“I can’t wait.”

Holly didn’t remember leaving the room or walking through the library and down the hall. The next thing she knew, she practically floated into the kitchen. Louise was leaning against the sink. She raised her blond eyebrows.

“Well?” the older woman asked.

“I offered to cook him something, and he said yes.”

Louise shook her head. “He’s the most stubborn man I’ve ever met. You’re welcome to him.” She walked over to the refrigerator and pulled out two steaks.

Holly eyed the meat. “Can he really eat that much?”

Louise grinned. “Only one of them is for him. The other is for you. I heard your stomach growling. You’ve been at work all day, haven’t you? Barely stopped for lunch.”

Holly thought of the half sandwich she’d never had time to get back to. It had been a busy afternoon. Still, she would much rather be busy and go without food than sit alone in an empty store, wishing for customers.

Before she could comment, Louise continued, “I know what it’s like to be young. Thinking about everything but being healthy.” She opened the refrigerator and pointed to the bottom bin. “There’s plenty of fresh vegetables. He likes them steamed. Of course, not when I steam them.”

“Why doesn’t he like you?” Holly asked.

The housekeeper shrugged. She crossed the worn linoleum floor and grabbed a denim jacket hanging from a hook by the back door. “I don’t know. He’s always been this way. I’ve been working on and off for the Haynes family for years. There’s four brothers, five if you count Austin, who isn’t technically family but might as well be. I’ve helped when they’ve had new babies, cooked for the bachelors, nursed them through illness—” she tilted her head toward the study “—and injury.” She smiled. “They’re a wonderful group of people. Except that one.”

“Then why are you here?”

Louise slipped on her jacket. There was a backpack on a second hook. She reached for that and slung it over her shoulder. “Because I care about the family. I told them I would look after him, and the good Lord willing, I’ll survive. But that Jordan has a chip on his shoulder. Don’t ask me why. He’s never said, and I haven’t bothered to ask. Maybe I will one of these days.”

Louise opened the back door. “My class starts at seven. I’ll be home around ten-thirty.”

“Oh, I’ll be long gone,” Holly said. “I’m just going to cook his dinner, then leave.”

“I appreciate this. I would have gone to my class no matter what, but I would have spent the whole time feeling guilty.” Louise gave a quick grin, then left.

Holly turned to the old-fashioned kitchen and realized she hadn’t asked where anything was. She was going to have to fumble around to find pots and pans. She didn’t really mind. She was in one of the beautiful Victorian mansions she’d admired since coming to town. Jordan Haynes might not get along with his housekeeper, but Holly thought he was nice. Best of all, she was taking the first step in repaying her debt to him.

* * *

Jordan watched Holly carrying in a laden tray. She’d found an apron and slipped it over the white frilly blouse and long, soft-looking blue skirt she wore. Her wide eyes shone with excitement, and her mouth quivered on the verge of smiling.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

He inhaled the savory aroma of steak, baked potato and broccoli. “Starved.”

She set the tray on the table he’d pulled next to the bed. Like the bed, the table had been rented from a hospital-supply center. He’d figured if he had to be restricted for a couple of weeks, he might as well be comfortable. The table slid around easily and could be raised and lowered to fit across his bed.

Holly reached for the bed controls. “Can you sit up a little more? It will be easier to eat.”

“Sure.”

She worked the controls like an expert. Next she raised the table two inches and slid it close. She unfolded a napkin and handed it to him. She played nurse very well. Interesting.

He glanced at the tray and saw it was set with two plates. “Thanks for joining me,” he said. “Sometimes I get tired of eating alone.”

Holly sank into the chair next to him. “I’m glad you don’t mind. Louise suggested I join you. I was going to ask, but…” Her voice trailed off.

The all-business persona faded as quickly as it had arrived. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye, as if she didn’t dare stare directly. Quite a contrast of personalities. Deliberate or unconscious? Then he reminded himself he’d spent nearly three days staring at the same four walls. His family had stopped by to visit, but it wasn’t enough to fill the hours. He didn’t care if Holly was a serial killer. He was grateful for her company, whatever her motives.

She took her plate and set it on her lap. He cut a piece of steak and tasted it. The meat was cooked perfectly.

“Great,” he said when he’d swallowed, then leaned back. “So, Holly Garrett, cat owner, how’d you find me?”

“I went to the fire station. I thought I could leave the cookies with one of the men there and they would deliver them.”

“Fat chance. They would have been devoured in thirty seconds.”

She smiled. “That’s what the captain on duty told me. He gave me your address. I hope you don’t mind.”

“It’s fine. Glenwood is a small town. Everyone knows everyone. That’s why I moved back.”

“Where did you move from?”

“Sacramento. I’d grown up in Glenwood. When I decided to become a fire fighter, I left.”

She cut some broccoli and speared it with her fork. “Don’t they have a training academy here?”

“The county does. But that wasn’t the problem. My father was the sheriff. His father was a cop, all my uncles are cops. I’m one of four boys, and the other three are all cops.”

“You were expected to be a policeman, too.” It wasn’t a question.

“Exactly.” He remembered the fights he’d had with his old man. His brothers had teased him about his choice, but they’d supported his decision. Not Earl Haynes. His father had threatened to disown him. By that time Jordan hadn’t cared much about his father’s opinion. Not after everything the old man had done.

Holly tilted her head slightly. “Are you happy with what you do?”

“Yes. But I didn’t like being away from my brothers and their families. So I put in an application here. When a position for fire captain opened up, I got the job.” He grinned. “One of my brothers, Travis, is the sheriff. He never said anything, but I suspect he put in a good word for me.”

Holly laughed softly. The sweet sound penetrated his chest and, for a moment, thawed some of the cold he felt there. Then the laughter faded, and her eyes darkened with an emotion he could only label as sadness.

Don’t be a fool, Haynes, he told himself. He didn’t know this woman well enough to be reading her emotions.

“Your family sounds wonderful,” Holly said, the tone of her voice confirming his guess. “I can understand why you would move back to be near them. How long have you been here?”

“About six months.”

“That’s when I got here, too.”

“What brought you to Glenwood? It’s not exactly a bustling metropolis.”

“My mother and I inherited a store.”

So she wasn’t a nurse. “Which one?”

“An antique store across from the park. Now it’s called A Victorian Parlor.”

He remembered seeing the shop after it had opened. “When I’m feeling better, I’m going to be working on restoring this old place. Maybe I should come by.”

“Definitely.” She leaned forward. “The store specializes in Victorian pieces, with a whole section on restoration. There are books of wallpaper, both reproductions of old prints, as well as Victorian inspired. I can order fixtures, faucets, even disguised switch covers. As far as the restoration books go, a few are for sale, but mostly I loan them out. That’s one of the things I like about Glenwood. There are so many old homes that people are restoring.”

She hung on to her plate with one hand and gestured with the other. Enthusiasm filled her voice.

“You like your work,” he said.

“I love it.”

“Then I’ll come into the store and get your help.”

“I’d like that.”

Their eyes met. She bit her lower lip and turned away. Jordan studied her. Part of him wanted her to be as shy and innocent as she seemed; another part of him hoped it was an act. If she was playing a role, then he wouldn’t like her—and that would be easier for him. Mostly because he didn’t want to admit being attracted to Holly Garrett.

“I remember that place being empty for a long time. When did you and your mother inherit the store?”

“My mom’s aunt passed away about five years ago. She’s the one who left it to us.” She toyed with the last piece of steak, then pushed it away and set the plate on the floor. “My mother was ill for several years. She had breast cancer that kept coming back. We talked about the antique store. It was our joint dream.” Holly leaned back in the chair and folded her hands on her lap. “After she died three years ago, I paid off the rest of the medical bills, then saved money. When I had enough, I moved up here.”

She told the story simply. Jordan knew there were many details she’d left out. He wondered about family. Was she an only child? Where was her father in all this? But he didn’t like questions, and he wasn’t about to force her to answer his. At least part of the mystery was explained. If her mother had been ill for a long time, Holly would have become familiar with hospitals. No wonder she could do a great nurse imitation.

“Do you like owning your own business?” he asked.

“I love it. When I was still in high school, I had a part-time job working in an antique store. After I graduated, I worked there full-time. I know a lot about antiques, restoration. One day I want to buy an old place like this and restore it from the ground up.”

“Two of my brothers have houses like this. Travis has finished his. Kyle and Sandy are still wrestling with plumbing upgrades. When I’m up and around, I can show you the houses if you’d like.”

“That would be wonderful. What are you going to do with this house?”

“I’m not sure. In some of the rooms I’m stripping paint off the original molding. You wouldn’t believe what people do to beautiful wood.”

“Tell me about it. I’ve seen some horrible things. It should be illegal.” She moved her chair a little closer to his bed. “Once I went to an estate sale. A woman had covered every piece of furniture with gold paint. It was appalling.”

Holly continued with her story, but Jordan was having trouble concentrating. He stared at her face. When she’d visited him in the hospital, he’d noticed her freckles and the fact that she didn’t wear much makeup. Today was the same. Her lashes were darkened with mascara, but other than that, she was as clean scrubbed as a ten-year-old.

He watched her full lips move as she spoke. Enthusiasm made her eyes sparkle. Her arms moved, and with them, her body. His gaze was drawn to her chest. She was definitely this side of curvy. Her breasts would spill out of his hands, but he didn’t think he would mind all that much.

He fought down a grin. His family and friends considered him reclusive and brooding. Occasionally he bordered on surly. So what the hell was this woman doing in his house? And why was he so pleased to be in her company?

“When you’re ready to strip wallpaper, let me know,” she said. “I have a steamer that works like magic.” She glanced at the high ceilings. “Even with that, in some of the rooms it’s going to take days.”

“I’ll get my brothers to help me,” he said. “I’ve helped them enough times.”

“You’re one of four, right?”

He nodded.

“That’s nice.” She sighed. “I always wanted a big family, but it was just my mom and me.”

Holly was alone. Jordan didn’t know what that felt like. Many times he found himself standing on the outside of family activities. Watching rather than participating. But that was about him, not about the family. He always had a place to go where he was welcome. He couldn’t imagine a world where no one cared about him.

“There’s no husband lurking in the background? Or a jealous boyfriend? I’m not in a position to have to defend myself.”

She blushed. “Hardly. I haven’t really had time for that sort of thing.”

What sort of thing had she had time for?

Leave it alone, Haynes, he told himself. She wasn’t the woman for him. He’d wondered if the innocent act was real. Now he had a bad feeling it was. Wholesome. Just as he’d first thought.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Twenty-eight.”

Twenty-eight and never been kissed. He pushed the rolling table to one side. That was unlikely. Holly had been kissed. How could she look the way she did and not have been kissed? She probably had a trail of men drooling after her everywhere she went.

“Have you met a lot of people in Glenwood?” he asked. He meant men, of course, but asking that directly would be rude. Not to mention the fact that it would imply an interest he didn’t have.

Liar, a voice in his head yelled. He ignored it.

“Some. People who come into my store are nice. I know my landlord, of course. I’ve made a couple of friends.”

She looked away from him as he spoke, and he knew in that instant she was lying. She hadn’t made a lot of friends, but she didn’t want him feeling sorry for her.

He thought about the women his brothers had married. All of them were terrific and friendly. He had a feeling if he mentioned Holly to them, they would take her under their wings and draw her into the group. Or at least help her feel less alone. But Holly might not want him interfering.

Before he could ask or offer, she rose and collected their dinner plates. “Would you like some coffee?” she asked.

“That would be great. Oh, and some of those cookies you brought.”

She gave him a quick smile, then headed out of the room. He watched the sway of her hips as she walked, and felt a stirring deep inside. He ignored it, just as he ignored the flicker of interest and the sensation of being intrigued. It had been a long time since a woman had caught his attention.

He reminded himself there was a price to be paid for getting involved. A price for caring. He wasn’t willing to pay that again. But that wasn’t what this was about. Holly was keeping him company. Nothing more. Soon she would leave, and he wouldn’t have to see her again. Bad enough to risk getting involved with any woman. Worse to risk the heart of an innocent.






CHAPTER THREE



Holly brought in coffee and a plate of cookies. While she’d been in the kitchen, she’d removed her apron. Jordan tried to ignore her curves and his body’s natural reaction to them. Aside from the fact that they were strangers, he was in no condition to act on any impulses, however pleasant the fantasy.

“I didn’t know how you liked it,” she said as she set the tray on the table across his bed. “There’s milk and sugar.” She motioned to the small containers next to the plate of cookies.

“Black is fine.”

She picked up her cup, added milk, stirred, then took her seat. “How do you feel?” she asked.

He shrugged, then grimaced as muscles in his back protested. “Like I was thrown off the side of a building.”

Instead of smiling, she grew solemn with concern. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“Yes, it is.” She leaned toward him and placed her cup on the table. “I shouldn’t have asked you to go back and rescue Mistletoe. When I think about it now…” She swallowed. Her blue eyes darkened with an emotion he couldn’t read. “You could have been killed.”

“I wouldn’t have gone in if I’d been in that much danger.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “I like what I do for a living, but I don’t have a death wish.”

She gave him a faint smile. “She’s all I have left from my mother. Mistletoe was a gift to me the Christmas before Mom died. I’m very grateful for what you did.” Her voice was husky.

Somehow, in all the moving around, her chair had slid closer to the bed. Now, if she leaned forward as she was doing now, her hands rested on the edge of the mattress. A single strand of blond hair hung down by her cheek. The wisp brushed against her skin, but she didn’t seem to notice. His gut clenched as he wondered if she was going to cry. He freely admitted he was a typical male, completely knocked off balance by female tears.

“Just doing my job,” he said lightly.

She responded with a smile. “What made you want to do that rather than become a police officer like the rest of your family?”

He pushed the controls and lowered the bed a little, then tucked one hand behind his head. “When I was about eight or nine, a house in the neighborhood caught fire. I watched the fire department at work. I’d never really understood what my father and uncles did. I knew from television they were supposed to catch the bad guys, but Glenwood isn’t a hotbed of criminal activity. The sheriff’s department acts more as a deterrent than a crime-solving organization. But I could see what the fire fighters did, and I was impressed. That stayed with me.”

He reached for his coffee. That wasn’t the only reason. Growing up, he’d also watched his old man. By the time he was twelve, he knew he didn’t want to be anything like his father. Earl Haynes had a reputation for being a ladies’ man.

Jordan swore silently. It wasn’t just the women his father flaunted. It was the disrespect for everyone else. No one mattered, and nothing was important but Earl’s pleasures. He often hit the boys for no reason, then told them to consider themselves punished in advance of their next mistake. Jordan’s brothers had been able to look past the man and carry on the family tradition of law enforcement, but not Jordan.

He could feel his anger building. Even after all this time, his father still got to him. He wondered if that would ever change.

“Jordan? Are you feeling all right?” Holly’s voice was concerned. She rose and touched her palm to his forehead. With her other hand she took his wrist and felt his pulse. “Slightly elevated,” she murmured, “but you don’t feel hot.”

She pressed the back of her hand against his cheek, then touched his earlobe. He figured if she kept that up much longer, he could really show her an elevated pulse.

“Do you want a painkiller or are you due for some other medication?”

“I’m fine,” he said. “Relax.”

He was fine. Since getting out of the hospital, he’d grown used to the dull ache in his body. He’d wanted to give up his prescriptions altogether, but he needed the medication to sleep at night. During the day he did without.

She released his hand, sank back in her chair and continued to study him. Gone was the blushing innocent. He liked the contrast of competence and shyness almost as much as he liked her freckles.

She gave him a half smile. “I should leave so you can get some rest.”

“I’d prefer that you kept me company. It gets pretty boring lying here all day.”

“You’ve got Louise.”

Rather than answer that, he reached for his coffee.

Holly opened her mouth to speak, but before she could say anything, there was a noise from the kitchen. She stood up and turned toward the sound.

“I’m back,” Louise called.

Figures, Jordan grumbled to himself.

Holly glanced at her watch. “Goodness. I didn’t realize how long I’d been here. You must be exhausted. I’m so sorry. You should have said something.” She twisted her fingers together. “My only excuse is that I’ve been spending too much time on my own. Mistletoe is a sweetie, but she’s not much for conversation.”

She was babbling. He liked it. It meant she was nervous and unsure of herself. Better than that, it meant she liked him. He wanted her to like him.

He heard footsteps in the hallway, then Louise stepped into the room. Her eyebrows arched in surprise.

“You two seem to be getting along. Everything all right?”

“It’s my fault,” Holly said quickly. “After dinner I—”

Jordan didn’t know how else to shut her up. He reached out and grabbed her hand. She turned and stared at him. He ignored her.

“Everything is fine,” he told the housekeeper. “How was your class?”

Now both women were staring at him. He figured he had Holly’s attention because of the incredibly hot sparks arcing between their clasped hands. He’d never felt anything like it before, and he sure as hell didn’t know what it meant. He also wasn’t going to let go, because he had a feeling if he did, she would bolt. He wanted to make sure she was going to come back and see him again.

Louise stared at him because his question was the first civil comment he’d spoken since she arrived. For a moment he wondered if it was really so necessary to be such a bastard around her. Then he reminded himself of all she’d done and how many lives she’d torn apart, and he knew she deserved all that and more. The fact that she was doing a nice thing by looking after him was something he would have to learn to ignore.

“The professor barely looks old enough to have to shave every day, but he lectures real nice,” Louise said cautiously.

“I should go,” Holly said, tugging her fingers free.

Jordan didn’t want to let her go. For one incredibly stupid moment he wished he could stand up and kiss her. If he’d been on medication, he would have said it was the drugs talking, but he hadn’t had anything since the previous evening. So it was the boredom or the pain. Or maybe it was the fact that outside his family, he didn’t have many friends. He liked Holly. She was someone he could be friends with.

Even as he thought the statement, he half expected to be zapped by lightning. Sure, he wanted to be friends with her. That’s why he’d spent half the evening staring at her curves.

“Come back tomorrow,” he said without thinking.

Holly’s full lips turned up at the corners. “I’d like that,” she said softly.

He smiled. Her reaction was instant. Her mouth parted, and her breathing increased. He saw the faint tremor that rippled through her body. He’d never much wanted it, but apparently he still had it. The infamous whatever that made Haynes men popular with the ladies. Years before he’d used it to get whatever he wanted, but he’d grown up and the game had lost its appeal.

He turned off the smile, and Holly blinked, as if she were awakening from a spell. She gave him a quick wave and walked from the room. Louise followed. Jordan was left alone in the silence.

He would have to be careful. Despite his preoccupation with her curves, he liked Holly and he would be grateful for her company. But only as his friend. He didn’t want anything more. He knew the truth about romantic entanglements. He’d learned it from an expert. Despite all the songs and movies about the joys of falling in love, the truth was that love hurt.

* * *

Holly walked into the kitchen to collect her purse.

“I’m impressed,” Louise said, strolling behind her. “You worked a miracle.”

“It wasn’t very difficult.” Holly smiled at the housekeeper and hoped her trembling wasn’t obvious. Touching Jordan to see if he had a fever was one thing. She could ignore the fact that he was handsome, charming and very close to naked. But when he’d taken her hand and smiled at her, she’d thought she was going to faint.

She drew in a deep breath. It wasn’t fair that one man should have so many good qualities. They should be spread around among several men. Then she wouldn’t have to worry about making a fool of herself in his presence.

“Maybe it wasn’t hard for you,” Louise said, “but I can’t get a lick of cooperation out of that boy. I don’t suppose you’d consider coming here full-time until he’s healed.”

Holly grinned. “Sorry, I’ve got a business to run.”

“Just my luck. Guess I’m stuck with him.” She rolled her eyes. “He forgot himself and was nearly pleasant to me tonight. I’m sure I’ll pay for that in the morning.”

“I don’t understand why he acts like that.”

Louise touched her right earring, separating the dangling silver moon and stars. “Could be any number of things. He’s never come out and said. Glenwood is a small town. People know each other’s business. But he’s carried his anger for a long time. I suppose one day I’ll have to have it out with him, but not tonight.” She smiled brightly. “You coming back tomorrow?”

“You really think I should?”

“Of course. If nothing else, I could use a break from his bad temper.”

“I know it’s difficult. My mother was sick for nearly ten years. When she was feeling good, she was fun and easy to be around, but after days of being in pain she got—” Holly hesitated.

“Cranky?” Louise offered.

Holly smiled. “That’s as good a word as any.”

She glanced back toward the study. Jordan had asked her to come back, and she really would like to spend some more time with him. Tonight had been great fun. Talking with another person was much better than spending the evening alone.

“So you’ll be here?” Louise asked.

Holly started toward the front door with the housekeeper following behind. “Yes. I’d like that very much.”

“Good. I look forward to it, and I’m sure Jordan does, too.” She held the door open.

Holly stepped onto the porch and waved. “Good night.”

It was just dinner and conversation, she reasoned as she started her car and backed down the driveway. It wasn’t really like a date. So what if Jordan was funny, charming and handsome? She was being neighborly. Besides, she’d been so busy getting her business started, she hadn’t had time to meet anyone. Jordan could be her first friend. And Louise, too, although the thought of seeing Louise again wasn’t quite as exciting.

If nothing else, the visit would get her out of the store. Since she’d lost her apartment, she’d been sleeping in the shop. There were plenty of sofas to bunk on. They weren’t that comfortable—but it was only for a few weeks. Stocking her store with inventory for Christmas had taken every last penny she had. When the storm had struck, she’d lost all her furniture and most of her clothes. She couldn’t afford to replace everything, let alone come up with first and last months’ rent. But if she had a good holiday season, she would be fine come January first. Then she would find a new apartment and buy a few things. In the meantime she had the store, and that was enough.

That night, as she stretched out in her sleeping bag on one of the more comfortable sofas, she thought about her evening with Jordan and smiled in the darkness. Her pleasure wasn’t just about how he looked, even though his smile took her breath away. It was that he really took the time to listen to her. No one had ever done that before. She shifted, and Mistletoe meowed in protest. The cat was using her feet as a pillow. Holly could feel the vibration of Mistletoe’s purring through the sleeping bag. The familiar sensation relaxed her.

“Maybe I’ll take you to meet him,” she murmured. “Then you can thank him in person.”

Mistletoe yawned, obviously not impressed.

* * *

Three days later Louise opened the front door as Holly climbed the stairs.

“Right on time,” Louise said.

“There weren’t any customers in the store, so I closed exactly at five.” She stepped inside, then set the large basket she was carrying on the floor. “I hope you don’t mind, but I brought Mistletoe.”

Louise eyed the basket. “Is she the cat responsible for Jordan’s injuries?”

“Yes. She’s really very sweet, but she got scared by everything going on.”

“Don’t make excuses. I like her already.” Louise bent down and opened the basket. Mistletoe was curled up inside. Her long gray fur fluffed out around her. Big green eyes stared at Louise. The housekeeper let Mistletoe smell her hand, then scratched behind her ears. The cat purred in ecstasy.

“She’s beautiful,” Louise said.

“A purebred Persian, and she doesn’t hesitate to remind people that she’s special.”

Louise stood up. Mistletoe sniffed the air, then stepped out of the basket. Her round belly hung low.

“Has she been eating too many table scraps or is she pregnant?”

“Pregnant,” Holly said. “It’s only a couple of weeks until she’s due. I’ve been coming here every night, and I didn’t want to keep leaving her alone. You’re not allergic, are you?”

“Not at all.” Louise bent over and petted the cat. “Aren’t you a pretty girl? Now, you go bother Jordan. There’s a sweet cat. Yes, you go shed cat hair all over his sheets.” Mistletoe arched into the caresses. When Louise straightened, the animal began to explore the foyer.

Holly took a deep breath. “Something smells wonderful. What is it tonight?”

“Spaghetti. I had some frozen sauce. I just defrosted it in the refrigerator, then started heating it about twenty minutes ago.”

In the past three days they’d settled into a routine. For some reason Jordan continued to complain about Louise’s cooking. So Holly took credit for the evening meal, even though she didn’t prepare it. It made Jordan happy, and Louise didn’t mind.

The housekeeper disappeared each evening. Some nights she was at the local college taking courses. Other times she was baby-sitting or studying in the library. Holly privately thought she simply left to get away from Jordan.

“I don’t understand why he’s so stubborn,” Holly said as she followed Louise into the kitchen.

As usual the housekeeper dressed to attract attention. This evening she wore a brilliant orange long-sleeved silk blouse tucked into black jeans. A gold belt circled her small waist. Her dangling earrings—a teapot twirling from one ear, a cup and saucer hanging from the other—swayed with her movements.

Holly admired her sense of style even if it wasn’t what she would have chosen for herself. For the shop Holly favored ruffly blouses and long, flowing skirts. They reflected the era of the store but allowed her to be mobile. Fortunately she’d kept her work clothes at the store, preferring to change into jeans before she went home. She’d lost a lot of casual wear but could still be dressed appropriately at work.

“You really don’t think he’s caught on?” she asked as she leaned against the kitchen counter. The old-fashioned room hadn’t been updated since the early fifties. The counter tiles were alternating light and dark green. The big stove had rounded corners and a storage area on one side. The only modern appliance was the microwave on the counter.

“Even if he has, why would he want to admit it?” Louise bent over and pulled out a large pot. “This should do for the pasta. The sauce is simmering on that back burner. Just give it a stir every fifteen minutes or so. The longer it cooks, the tastier it will be.”

She motioned to a loaf of bread by the sink. “I picked that up fresh this afternoon.” She winked at Holly. “I think he suspects I’m doing the cooking, but he likes pretending you’re doing it instead. He gets to growl at me and have you keep him company every night. What’s not to like?”

“I suppose. I guess I feel a little guilty claiming credit for all your wonderful meals.”

“If it makes him feel better to think he’s eating your food and not mine, let him. The faster he’s feeling better, the quicker I can get out of here.”

“How’s he doing today?”

Louise grimaced. “Pretty bad. The fool got up this morning. The doctor told him to relax. Anyway, he overdid it and spiked a fever this afternoon. I finally convinced him to take an over-the-counter painkiller, and last time I checked, he was sleeping. You might want to look in on him. I think he’ll wake up on his own in an hour or so.”

“That’s fine.” Holly brushed her hands against her skirt, then stared at Louise. “I have another favor to ask.”

“Sure, what?”

She cleared her throat. “Could I use the shower?” She felt her cheeks getting hot, but plunged on before she lost her nerve. “I’ve been living at the store since the fire. There’s a bathroom with a sink but no shower. I’ve been bathing piecemeal, and I really want to be able to wash my hair without having to bend over that tiny sink.”

Louise stared at her for several seconds. “Child, you don’t even have to ask. Why didn’t you say something sooner? There’s five bathrooms in this house, and Jordan’s only using one of them. Come right this way.”

Louise marched out of the kitchen. Holly followed on her heels. She was quickly shown the downstairs bathroom, the closet with fresh towels, then handed a thick terry-cloth robe.

“The boy never uses it, so it’s practically new.”

Holly hugged the robe to her chest. She’d brought shampoo and other toiletries, but she hadn’t thought of a robe. “Thanks. I appreciate this.”

Louise shook her blond head. “I’m the one in your debt. You’re giving me a break by staying with him.” She glanced at her watch. “I’ve got to get going or I’ll be late. I can’t have a tardy on my attendance record. I’ve never been late once this whole semester. Oh, and I might not get home right on time. Several of us are going out to coffee with the professor after class.”

Holly stared at her. “The one so young he doesn’t have to shave every day?”

Louise shrugged. “Oh, Richard isn’t all that young. He’s nearly thirty-five. He just looks young.”

“You call him Richard?”

Louise cleared her throat. “Did I say Richard? I meant Professor Wilson. That’s his name. I’m out of here. Have fun.”

With that, the housekeeper left the bathroom and walked down the hall. Holly stared after her and shook her head. Too much had happened too fast.

She set the robe on a hook behind the bathroom door, then went to collect her toiletries. Once in the foyer, she moved Mistletoe’s basket to one side and picked up her oversize purse. Her cat raced down the stairs and came over to be petted.

“Are you enjoying all this new stuff to sniff?” Holly asked.

Mistletoe purred in response.

When Holly straightened, the cat took off to explore another part of the house. Holly moved through the library, then tiptoed into the study.

Jordan was sprawled out on the rented hospital bed. One dark lock of hair tumbled across his forehead. While he was asleep, he appeared a little younger, although just as good-looking. Her heart did its usual rapid patter against her ribs, but she was learning to accept the fluttery sensation. It was just part of the price she paid to spend time with him.

She reached out and touched his face. He was warm but not hot. If he’d spiked a fever, it seemed to have faded. Also, he was sleeping soundly without the restlessness that accompanies fever.

She studied him for a few minutes, examining the strong line of his jaw, his straight nose, the faint stubble on his chin. Sometimes while they were talking, she had the oddest sensation of being part of a play or a movie. It didn’t feel real. What was she doing here?

But she didn’t dare question her good fortune. Even though she’d never had much opportunity to spend time with men, she’d always dreamed about what it would be like to know one. Jordan was everything she’d imagined the perfect man would be. He was kind, funny, charming and when he looked at her a certain way, she could feel her bones melting. It would be easy to have a crush on him…or worse.

But she wouldn’t. First of all, she’d heard a little about the Haynes brothers from people in town. They had a reputation for being heartbreakers. She might as well try to learn ice skating at a U.S. Olympic team workout. She was completely out of her league. Not only was she a virgin, but she hadn’t kissed a single male since she was fifteen. Talk about being out of the loop.

The second reason she wouldn’t dare fall for Jordan Haynes was that as much as she might daydream about a man, even marriage, she knew it wasn’t in the cards for her. Not because no one would love her. She liked to think that one or two people might think she was special. The real reason was that love required trust, and she’d been let down too many times. She couldn’t imagine ever trusting anyone again.

She pulled the sheet higher up his bare chest, then left the room and hurried down the hallway toward the bathroom. She’d spent the past three days longing for a shower and she was going to enjoy every minute of this one.

* * *

A hideous howling broke through Jordan’s dream and jerked him into consciousness. He sat up in bed, then groaned as pain ripped through his muscles. He shouldn’t have gotten up earlier, as Louise had told him gleefully.

He shook his head and tried to figure out what was wrong. His brain was fuzzy, and he couldn’t focus on anything. There’d been a sound. A—

The howling came again. Someone or some thing was being tortured. He threw back the sheet and tried to rise to his feet. The floor shifted. Or maybe it was him. He gripped the nightstand with one hand and the table by his bed with the other, then pushed up. As he locked his muscles, he realized he’d made one fatal error of judgment. He’d forgotten the hospital table had wheels.

It shot out from under him and went flying across the room. Jordan lost his balance and tumbled toward the floor. He braced one arm to save himself, but it gave way and he hit the hardwood on his already bruised shoulder.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway.

“Jordan?”

It was Holly. She would be relieved to find out he wasn’t naked under his sheet but instead wore shorts over his briefs. Then his eyes closed, and he couldn’t think about anything but the pain.

“Jordan, what happened?”

“I heard something. Howling. Tried to get up.”

“You fell. Are you hurt?”

He hurt like a son of a bitch. She raised his head to her lap, then stroked his face. He opened his eyes.

For a moment he stared at her, then he blinked, certain he must have hit his head when he fell. She was wearing a white robe and nothing underneath. He knew because the robe had parted, exposing the curve of one breast and the first hint of the rosy skin around her nipple.

He sucked in a breath. Her hair was wet and tumbling around her shoulders. Her eyes darkened with concern, and the fingers on his face were gentle and comforting.

Maybe he was dead. If this was heaven, who was he to complain?






CHAPTER FOUR



“Jordan?” Holly said, her voice laced with concern. “Please say something. Are you hurt?”

“I’m okay.” He forced the words through the pain and awareness battling in his body. He couldn’t remember hurting this bad before, nor could he remember being this instantly aroused. It was an odd combination that again made him wonder if he had clipped his head on his way down.

“Do you think you can get back into bed?” she asked, then glanced from him to the mattress. “I doubt I can lift you by myself.”

“I can manage. Just give me a minute.” He continued to stare up at her face. She smelled like shampoo and soap. Her pale skin almost glowed in the early-evening lamplight. Her chest rose and fell with each breath, and the edge of the robe slipped open a little more, exposing a taut nipple and the underside of her breast.

Heat coiled low in his belly. The pain from his injuries and the ache from his groin set up a low-frequency hum that had him holding in a moan. He couldn’t continue to torture himself this way, he thought grimly.

He rolled to his side, then started to push himself up to his knees. Holly scrambled to her feet and bent over, grabbing him around his chest and adding her strength to his. Together they moved slowly to the bed. Jordan dragged himself onto the mattress. Holly lifted his legs into place, then bent over and smoothed the sheet over him.

“Better?” she asked. “Do you want a painkiller?”

He shook his head, which surprisingly only hurt a little. “I’ll be fine.”

“You sure?” She sat on the bed next to him. Her hip bumped his.

“Yeah,” he murmured, trying not to notice that now he could see her other breast.

She bent close and touched his forehead. “You feel a little warm.”

“I’m sure it will pass.”

She frowned. “I hope you’re not spiking another fever.”

He glanced at the deep V exposed by the oversize robe. “I’m sure that’s not it.”

She was so intent on his condition, she didn’t notice she was flashing him. He wasn’t sure if he should be pleased or insulted. While he appreciated the concern, no man wanted to be considered as sexually interesting as a eunuch.

“How did you end up on the floor?” she asked.

He’d almost forgotten the circumstances that had brought Holly rushing to his side. He rubbed his temple as he tried to remember. “I heard a noise.”

“What was it?”

“I can’t remember. I was asleep and something woke me. I got up to see what it was.”

“Maybe you were dreaming.”

“Maybe.” He stared at her for a moment, for the first time really taking in the oversize robe and her wet hair. He reached out and fingered a damp strand. “What have you been up to?”

Holly blushed, then turned her head away. “I, ah, was sort of using your shower. I hope you don’t mind.”

He wanted to say she could use it anytime, but only on the condition he got to watch. Though he figured she wouldn’t know he was kidding. Then he realized he wasn’t kidding. Had it been that long since he’d been with a woman, or was it specifically that Holly Garrett intrigued him?

Dangerous question, Haynes, he told himself, and decided to ignore it.

“I don’t mind,” he said. “Is there a problem with the plumbing at your new apartment?”

She drew in a deep breath. The edges of the robe trembled slightly but didn’t part any more. Staring at them was screwing up his concentration, so he lowered his gaze to her lap, where she rested her hands.

“Plumbing? Oh!” She seemed to realize how she was dressed. She touched her wet hair, then pulled the collar of the robe together and held it tight. “I, um, I don’t really have an apartment.”

He drew his eyebrows together and stared at her. “Where are you living?”

“At the shop.” She gave him a quick smile. “It’s really very nice. There’s plenty of furniture. Some of the sofas are very comfy. I have a sleeping bag, a hot plate and a small refrigerator. There’s even a bathroom, but it doesn’t have a shower. So I asked Louise if it was all right for me to use the shower here. You were sleeping, or I would have asked you.”

“You can’t live there,” he said.

“Why not? It’s perfectly safe. I didn’t have renter’s insurance, and right now I can’t afford to replace everything I lost, let alone come up with first and last months’ rent. But right after the holidays everything should be fine. It’s only for a few weeks.”

She was talking quickly, and he wondered if it was to cover her nervousness. He figured it was. Now that she was no longer acting as his nurse, she was shy and embarrassed.

As he watched, the fingers at her collar tightened. “Go get dressed,” he said gruffly, then closed his eyes as she scurried from the room.

When she was gone, he raised his arm to cover his eyes. He didn’t want to think about Holly Garrett living alone in her store. After six the shopping district was deserted. She could get into trouble, and no one would be around to call for help. To make matters worse, thinking about her living there made him think about her not having access to a shower and instead using his.

She’d been so soft and tempting in his robe. His mind filled with a hundred different ways he could take them both to breathlessness and back. But he wasn’t going to act on any of them. He was too old and cynical for a woman like her.

For a moment a flicker of regret raced through him. Regret for all he’d never experienced and for all he would never have. If he were someone else, if circumstances were different, he could pursue his interest in Holly. He could woo her slowly, risk caring about her and being cared about in return.

A fantasy, he told himself, even as he acknowledged the fantasy was a hell of a lot better than reality. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in love; he just didn’t like the consequences.

Seconds later the noise that had awakened him returned. It was a low-pitched yowl. Before he could make up his mind about the risk of trying to get out of bed again, Holly returned carrying a large gray cat.

He eyed the beast distastefully. He recognized the face. That cat was responsible for him being laid up. He thought about grabbing the creature and expressing his feelings, but in his weakened condition he didn’t dare. The cat stared back at him, dislike gleaming from its bright green eyes. He figured the cat had gotten the best of him once, and that had been while he was healthy. God knows what it could do to him now.

Holly shifted the massive feline in her arms and smiled. “This is Mistletoe. Mistletoe, this is the brave man who saved your life.”

Man and cat glared at each other. Neither was impressed.

“Mistletoe is a pedigreed Persian,” Holly said, then set the animal on the floor. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought her over. She’s very special to me.”

At the sound of her name, the cat glanced up at Holly, then purred and rubbed against her legs. When the feline completed the circle, she looked at Jordan and flattened her ears.

He stared back. “She’s pretty fat.”

“She’s pregnant.”

He had a moment of guilt for thinking evil thoughts about an expectant mother, then realized Mistletoe would probably pass her bad temper on to her offspring.

“I don’t like to leave her alone at night,” Holly said. “She’s very well behaved. She won’t be any trouble.”

“Yeah, right,” he muttered.

Holly picked up the cat and walked toward the bed. “Maybe you should pet her and get acquainted.”

Mistletoe began to squirm. Holly set her on the foot of the bed. The cat glared at him. He glared back. She arched her back, gave a sharp pftt, then jumped down and stalked away.

Holly stared after her. “I don’t understand. She’s really very sweet and loves everyone.”

“Uh-huh,” Jordan said, knowing he’d just been insulted by a twenty-pound monster.

“I’m sure she’ll adore you once she gets to know you.”

Mistletoe had already sent him off the balcony of a building. He would hate to see what the cat was capable of when she put her mind to something.

* * *

Holly curled up in the chair Louise had brought into Jordan’s temporary bedroom. The overhead light was off. The only illumination came from two floor lamps in opposite corners.

Jordan sat up in bed with the sheet bunched around his waist. They’d finished dinner and were sipping coffee. Holly was pleased with how far she’d come. Despite being in the same room with a good-looking man and his handsome chest, she was able to talk like a normal person. Definitely an improvement over the first day. Jordan still had the power to make her blush, but that was getting better, too.

She studied his face and eyes, searching for signs of fever or pain. “How do you feel?”

“That’s the third time you’ve asked me, Holly. I’m fine.” Then he smiled.

She bit back a sigh. Okay, she was able to survive the bare chest and witty conversation, but the smile…That smile could still reduce her legs to the consistency of whipped cream. She leaned forward and set her coffee mug on the nightstand before she did something stupid like dropping it.

“I’m concerned about that fever coming back.” She rose to her feet and leaned over the bed. She touched his forehead, then his cheeks. “You’re cool to the touch.”

“You do that very well.” He raised his eyebrows. “Lots of practice?”

“With my mom.”

“How long was she sick?”

Holly settled back in her chair. “Ten years. I was fifteen when she found a lump in her breast. It was cancer. At first they just took the lump out, but then the cancer came back.” She closed her eyes, recalling the terror of that time. Her mother had been her only parent. Because it was just the two of them, they were very close. She’d tried to be strong, but all she could think about was what was going to happen to her when her mother died.

“That’s a lot to handle when you’re fifteen,” he said.

She nodded. “She had the usual treatments, but she was really sick. I guess some people tolerate them better. There were a lot of times I missed school to be with her.”

“What else did you miss?” he asked, his voice low and concerned.

She opened her eyes and stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“You were a teenager. Most kids have a hard enough time dealing with school and growing up. You had your mother to worry about. You must have missed out on a lot.”

Her eyes burned, and for a brief second she was afraid she was going to cry. Then she sat up straighter and blinked several times until the burning went away.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“For saying that. No one really noticed before. I was just a teenager, but I was expected to act like an adult. There wasn’t anyone else to take charge. My mom couldn’t do it. The doctors and nurses were busy. Mom had a few friends, but she didn’t want them to know how sick she was. And my friends were young like me.”

His dark gaze met hers. “You must have been scared.”

“I was. I didn’t want her to die. It was hard because I’d just started high school and I was involved in a lot of activities. I had to give them up. There was even this boy. Jimmy. We sort of dated. As much as one dates at fifteen.” Holly stared down at her hands and realized she was twisting her fingers together. Consciously she stilled the movement. “He dumped me because I had to spend too much time taking care of my mom.”

“Tell me his last name. As soon as I’m better, I’ll find him and beat him up for you.”

She smiled. “That’s sweet, but no thanks. It was ages ago. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

“Sure it does. Some of those hurts never go away.”

They stared at each other for a long time. Something in Jordan’s eyes convinced her that he really did understand what she was talking about. She wondered what hurts he carried around from his past.

“Did your mother go into remission?” he asked.

“For a couple of years. I got through high school. After I graduated, I went to work full-time. I’d wanted to go to college, but there were medical bills. Then the same week we got the news that we’d inherited the antique shop up here, Mom found a lump in her other breast.”

Holly’s breath caught in her throat. She remembered hearing the sobs through the thin walls of their bathroom. She’d rushed inside and found her mother crouched down on the floor, crying and rocking. At that moment Holly had known the cancer had returned.

“Mom was strong. She had another remission, but this one was shorter. Then they found the cancer had spread everywhere. She hung on for a couple of years. It was hard on her, but she was very brave.”

“Sounds like you were, too.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You took care of her, didn’t you?”

“I was her daughter. What else was I going to do? I was all she had.”

She shifted in the chair and pulled her knees up to her chest. “Enough about this. I’m supposed to be entertaining you, not getting your spirits down. Let’s talk about something more lighthearted.”

Jordan thought for a moment. “If you could have gone to college, what would you have studied?”

“That’s easy. Business. I want to do a good job running the shop, but I don’t have all the education I need. I admire Louise for going back to school. That’s what I want to do. Next question.”

“You never mention your father.”

“I don’t have any contact with him.” She thought about the single conversation she’d shared with her father six years ago. She could remember everything about it, right down to the sound of the rain on the windows. “He had an affair with my mother. When she got pregnant, he disappeared.”

She said the words matter-of-factly. Jordan stared at her and wondered how she’d managed to stay so giving and innocent in the face of so much tragedy.

Holly had been abandoned by one parent and lost the other, yet she’d survived. More than that, she was happy and successful.

“I know about fathers like that,” he said. “My dad stuck around, but I often think it would have been better if he’d left.”

“Why?”

She looked at him intently. After her shower she’d dressed in jeans and a dark blue sweatshirt. The soft fabric deepened the color of her eyes. Her hair was long and loose over her shoulders. He wanted to pull her close and bury his hands in the long silky strands. He wanted to kiss her and make love to her until she forgot the past and its pain. He could make her forget. He could even seduce her. But if he did, he would break her heart, and that was one thing he wouldn’t allow himself to do. So instead, he told the truth. If that didn’t drive her away, nothing would.

“Haven’t you heard about the infamous Haynes brothers?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Rumors, really. Nothing specific.”

“Four generations of heartbreakers. Four generations of boys born into the family. Three generations of philandering men and bitter women.”

“You and your brothers are the fourth generation?”

“Yeah. We saw what our uncles did and how our father treated our mother. He was out with women several times a week. Earl Haynes believed everything he did was fine as long as he actually slept in his bed. Everyone in town knew about his affairs, including my mother.”

She sucked in a breath. “You and your brothers knew, too?”

He nodded.

“How awful.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand how someone could act like that.”

“It was easy.”

“What do you mean?”

“The men in my family have a natural ability to attract women.”

She raised her chin slightly. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Gee, thanks.”

She looked startled, then laughed. “Oh, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. What I meant was—” She paused.

He waited, wondering what she was going to say. Would she claim to be completely unaffected by him, and if she did, would he believe her? He knew all the tricks, but he didn’t use them anymore. But he’d caught Holly staring at him a couple of times. She might not be swooning, but he doubted she was immune.

Finally she flipped her hair off her shoulder and smiled. “What was the question?”

“I’ll give you a break,” he said. “You don’t have to answer it.”

“What happened with your parents?”

“They’re divorced. My dad’s living in Florida with wife number five. I only met numbers two and three, but if she’s anything like them, she’s about twenty-five with an IQ smaller than her waist. Dad was never much into substance.”

“And your mother?”

Jordan didn’t want to think about that. “She left when I was in high school. No one knows where she is.”

Despite his best efforts, the day came back to him. It had been an afternoon in the spring. Sunny, warm, perfect. He had been there, although neither parent had known. He’d seen everything. He knew the truth.

He shook his head, and memories were banished to a dark place he preferred not to explore.

Holly leaned forward and touched the back of his hand. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to bring up painful memories.”

She was the nurse again. Comforting and impersonal. For reasons he didn’t understand, he wanted more. He turned his hand so her fingers grazed his palm. Instantly sparks arced between them. She stiffened. His blood heated. Before she could pull away, he captured her palm in his.

Her eyes widened, and she swallowed. “I, ah, it’s really late. I should probably go.”

“Thanks for dinner,” he said. “It was great.” He brushed his thumb against the back of her hand. Her skin was soft and warm.

She rose, but before she could pull away, he gave a quick tug. She resisted for a moment, then settled on the edge of the bed. Her long hair swung around her shoulders, shielding then exposing her face.

He turned his hand slightly and rubbed his thumb against the inside of her wrist. Her pulse was rapid. Her lips parted, and he wondered if she was having trouble breathing. His gaze dipped lower, to her full breasts. He wanted her.

Color rose to her cheeks, blending with the freckles. Her pupils dilated. He inhaled the sweet essence of her body. It would be easy to pull her close. Easy to draw her into his arms and kiss her until she forgot where and who she was. He might hate that part of him, but like his brothers, he was every inch a Haynes. He knew how to seduce a woman.

But not Holly, he thought as he gave her hand one last squeeze before releasing her. Not because he didn’t like her, but because he did. And because he wanted her to come back again.

She stared dreamily at him, swaying as if propelled by a secret breeze. Then consciousness returned, and she stiffened.

“I should head home,” she said again.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She smiled, then was gone.

After the sound of her car disappearing down the driveway had faded, Jordan stared at the ceiling. Something had happened tonight. Something he didn’t want to think about.

Somehow he and Holly had connected. He didn’t tell many people about his past, and he suspected she felt the same way. But they’d both shared. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he knew it was dangerous. So was his thinking that she was special and sweet.

He shifted under the sheet, and a tuft of cat hair floated to the floor. Too sweet for that damn cat, he thought. And too trusting to be staying alone in the business district at night. Glenwood might not be a hotbed of crime, but bad things had happened here. He would call the sheriff’s station and make sure they patrolled the area.

Before he could get up and walk to the phone, Louise returned. As she did every night, she came in and checked on him.

“Holly already gone?” she asked as she leaned against the door frame. She brushed her blond bangs out of her eyes.

“About ten minutes ago.”

Louise started to leave.

“Wait,” he said. “Holly asked you if she could use the shower.”

“Is that a problem?”

“No. I didn’t know she was living in her store. I don’t think it’s safe.”

Louise folded her arms over her chest. “I’m sure if she had somewhere else to go, she would.”

“She said she couldn’t afford an apartment.”

Louise reached for her right earring and toyed with the small cup and saucer. “I know what you’re thinking Jordan. Your heart is in the right place, but Holly isn’t going to accept money from you. Probably not even a loan.”

“I figured that.”

She gave him a tentative smile. “It was nice of you to be concerned.”

He looked away from the older woman. His instinct was to say something rude. The problem was he was warming to her. It didn’t matter how much trouble he was, Louise still took care of him. He knew it was about his family and not about him, but that didn’t change much. He was torn between feeling guilty for acting like a complete bastard and anger for what she’d done.

When he reminded himself it was a long time ago, a voice in his head said if it hadn’t been for her, everything might have been different. He remembered the lies and the secrets, then he got mad and it was easy not to be polite.

Life was hell sometimes.

“You think she’d let me pay her for keeping me company in the evening?” he asked.

“Lord knows I take money for putting up with you, but Holly seems to like you. No accounting for taste.”

He turned away so Louise wouldn’t see his smile. He liked Holly, too.

“I’ll figure out something,” he said. “She can’t stay there indefinitely. In the meantime would you bring me the portable phone? I want to call the sheriff’s office and ask them to patrol that part of town at night.”

Louise slowly shook her head. “Mostly you’re a pain in the butt, Jordan, but sometimes you can be a real nice guy.”

“Don’t let it get out.”

She grinned. “Who would believe me?”






CHAPTER FIVE



When Holly arrived the next day, Louise was already gone. The housekeeper had left a note on the front door explaining she was baby-sitting for one of the “friendly” Haynes brothers and for Holly to come on in and make herself comfortable.

Holly tested the front door and found it open, then she stepped inside. The house was silent, and there weren’t any smells of cooking. After letting Mistletoe out of her basket, Holly walked into the kitchen, where she found another note telling her that Louise had prepared a casserole for dinner. It was in the refrigerator and would require forty-five minutes at three hundred and fifty degrees to heat. There was also a salad and a loaf of French bread.

“I could get used to this,” Holly said softly, and smiled. Mistletoe strolled into the kitchen and wrapped herself around Holly’s legs.

“She even left you some chicken.”

Mistletoe purred.

“You like Louise, don’t you?” Holly said, bending over and stroking her cat. Mistletoe raised her head to have it scratched between her ears. Her purr rumbled louder.

“I like her, too,” Holly said. “And I like Jordan.” She crouched down and rubbed under Mistletoe’s chin.

“I have a confession,” she continued. “I feel badly that Jordan got hurt saving your life, but I’m not completely sorry that he’s having to rest for a while, if that makes sense.”

Mistletoe looked at her with bright green, knowing eyes.

“I like coming here to visit him,” Holly whispered.

Mistletoe’s gaze never wavered. She seemed to figure out the topic of conversation, because her eyes narrowed and she gave a short, sharp pftt before walking off.

Holly followed her into the hallway, then made her way through the library. At the door to the study, she paused.

Jordan sat up in his hospital bed. Today he wore a cobalt blue T-shirt. While she missed his bare chest, the man sure knew how to fill out clothes. The shoulders were pulled tight, and the much-washed fabric molded itself against his chest.

Dark hair hung over his forehead, and his brow was furrowed in concentration. As always he took her breath away. Her legs began to tremble, and she wondered if she would be able to get out a coherent thought. After so many days she would have thought she would get over her attraction or befuddlement, but she hadn’t. Briefly she wondered if it would always be like this.

She smiled. Always. As if they were going to continue to see each other. No doubt as soon as he was up and around, Jordan would be delighted to see the last of her. He only bothered with her because he was bored by spending so much time in his own company. Once he could resume his life, he wouldn’t have time for a slightly overweight, shy, twenty-eight-year-old virgin.

She raised her hand and knocked on the door frame. Jordan looked up.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said, deepening his voice until it sounded like thick dark chocolate blending with rich cream.

“I was delayed at the store. A couple of women came in wanting to buy wreaths. I have so many to choose from, they had trouble making up their minds. In the end they bought six.”

Jordan set down the papers he’d been studying. “Far be it from me to interfere with your business.” He motioned to the chair next to him. “Have a seat. I want to talk to you about something.”

She settled down next to him, and he handed her an old photograph. She studied it for several seconds before recognizing the structure in the picture.

“This is your house,” she said.

“Yeah. Right after it was completed. Check out the old cars in front.”

Although the mansions in Glenwood had been constructed in the Victorian style, most of them had been built around the turn of the century or a few years later. They’d been the first in the area to have complete indoor plumbing and that newfangled invention: electric lights.

Holly noted the beautiful lines of the house, then realized the just-planted saplings all around the yard had grown to be the majestic oaks and pines she’d parked under today.

“Can I make it look like it used to?” Jordan asked.

“Sure. With enough time and money, anything is possible. Some original fixtures, switches and that sort of thing might be hard to find, but practically it’s often better to use reproductions. If the structure is sound, you can do anything. I assume you had that checked before you bought the place.”

He nodded.

“Then the rest of it isn’t that bad.”

She stared at the photo and wondered what it would be like to own something as wonderful as this house. Maybe Jordan would let her help him with some of the work. She would be thrilled to give him the benefit of her experience.

She held the picture, but instead of seeing the image, she saw Jordan laughing. Her mouth curved up in response. He was so good-looking he would be dangerous to be around for any length of time. But she would try to muddle through.

A part of her wondered why he was being so nice to her. She knew some of it was because she was keeping him company. Foolishly she wanted him to act that way because he liked her.

What a silly dream, she told herself, and knew it came from her loneliness. While her mother had been ill, especially the last couple of years before her death, Holly hadn’t had time to make and keep friends. If she wasn’t working to pay the bills, she was home caring for her mother.

After her mother’s death, she’d been too numb to think about anything but surviving. Since moving to Glenwood, she’d finally been able to acknowledge the emptiness she carried around inside. However, she hadn’t had a chance to do anything about it. Being with Jordan was both perfect pleasure and penetrating pain. He made her laugh and feel as if she finally fit in somewhere. He also pointed out the silence of her days and coldness of her nights. He made her want things she’d never had. He made her dream again.

While she didn’t mind the dreaming, sometimes she found the process uncomfortable. Since meeting him, he had been the focal point of her dreams. Silly and pointless, she reminded herself. Jordan Haynes was—

A large hand moved up and down in front of her face. “Holly, are you still in there?”

She blinked several times and stared at him. “What?”

“I’m talking and talking, but you’re a million miles away.”

She laughed to cover up her rush of embarrassment. Thank goodness he couldn’t know what she was thinking.

“Sorry. This photograph set me off.” She handed it to him, then folded her hands in her lap. “You have my complete attention. What were you saying?”

“I have a proposition for you.”

“P-proposition?” Her mind went blank for a split second. Her body filled with that mysterious heat Jordan was forever setting off in her.

She was reasonably sure she was attracted to him. Her body was always tingling, burning, humming and shaking when they were together. But she didn’t know what any of that meant. Was it normal? Would she get over it? Was it specifically about him, or would it have happened if she spent time with any good-looking man?

If only she had more experience with the male gender. If only she could know what to do.

He picked up a couple of photographs showing the interior of the house as it had been seventy years earlier. “I’ve wanted to start work, but I haven’t had the time. And now with this—” he motioned to his hospital bed “—it’s going to be a while until I can get going.”

Holly bit her lower lip. She wasn’t sure where he was going with this. Did he want her to offer to help? She would be happy to.

“That’s where you come in,” he said, and gave her a winning smile. She was relieved that she was sitting down. If she’d been standing, she would have been concerned her knees would give out.

“I want to hire you,” he said.

“Really?”

He nodded.

“I’ve never done anything like that before,” she said slowly. “Although I don’t know why I couldn’t.” She thought for a moment. “I would love to work on the house. It’s wonderful. Just the dining room alone, with those high ceilings and the beautiful chair-rail molding. I do have the store, though. That would be my first priority.”

“No problem. The store’s closed Sunday and Monday, right?”

“Yes.”

“What about working Monday and two evenings?”

Holly twisted her fingers together and hoped she wasn’t grinning too broadly. Jordan didn’t want to get rid of her. He wanted to see her again. So what if it was just about restoring the house? He would still be here, and they could talk. Maybe—

“I’d like to pay you with cash, and room and board.”

Her head snapped up, and she stared at him. “What?”

He leaned back against the bed and met her gaze. “You’re surprised.”

“I don’t know what to say.” She didn’t know what to feel, either. Room and board? He expected her to live here? With him?

Then she remembered what had happened the previous day. She’d admitted she was living in the store and had used his shower. He thought she was homeless and destitute.

“I don’t need your charity,” she said, and rose to her feet.

He grabbed her hand before she could leave the room. “It’s not charity,” he said, tugging her close until she was standing next to the bed. “Please don’t be angry.”

His dark eyes widened slightly. She tried to read what he was thinking. She didn’t think she saw pity, but how would she know?

When he pulled on her hand again, she had no choice but to sink onto the mattress beside him. Her breathing increased slightly as she noticed he continued to hold her fingers in his. This wasn’t a medicinal touch. This was…well, she wasn’t sure what it was. Her heart pounded rapidly, thudding against her ribs. She was having trouble thinking.

“The house needs work,” he said quietly. “You’re the town expert.”

“I’m sure there are other people just as qualified as me.”

“None that I know.”

“This is all an elaborate ploy,” she told him. “You’re offering me a place to stay because you feel sorry for me.”

His thumb stroked her palm, disturbing the last few remaining connections in her brain. She stared at him, at the square shape of his jaw and his firm mouth. Faint stubble darkened his cheeks. She was close enough to see the laugh lines around his eyes and the slight bump on the bridge of his nose.

His skin was tanned, different from her paleness. Everything about him was different. The way he talked, his scent, the shape of his body. The differences both frightened and intrigued her.

“I’m offering you a place to stay for two reasons. First I like your company. Second I don’t think it’s safe for you to live at your shop. The business district is deserted at night. If something were to happen, you would be in that part of town alone.”

But she barely heard what he was saying. He liked her company. Wasn’t that the same as liking her?

The offer was tempting. Not just because of Jordan, although he was the biggest temptation of all, but also because she missed living in a real home. She could take a shower every day and cook in a kitchen with more than a hot plate. She could sleep in a regular bed and not in a sleeping bag on an uncomfortable antique sofa.

“Say yes,” he commanded.

She pulled her hand free of his fingers so she could think. There were merits to his plan. “Mistletoe would have to come with me. I couldn’t leave her in the store.”

Despite the animal’s sweet nature, the Persian and Jordan didn’t get along. Holly had tried explaining that Jordan had saved Mistletoe’s life, but the cat remained unimpressed.

Jordan exhaled deeply. “I figured that. Mistletoe can stay here, too.”

“She really is grateful to you,” Holly said.

“Oh, yeah, I can tell. So what’s it going to be? Are you going to help me out here or callously abandon me?”

He made it sound as if she would be doing him a favor when it was really the other way around. She was tempted. Very tempted. She’d never lived with a man before and would probably never again live with one like Jordan. Should she just take the opportunity and be grateful?

“Louise will still be here,” he said.

“That’s nice. I like Louise.”

He ignored that. “I meant, so you wouldn’t have to worry. She’ll be here to act as chaperon.”

Holly stared at him. He thought she was worried he might try something? Before she could stop herself, she laughed.

He didn’t share her amusement. “I think I’ve just been insulted,” he muttered.

“No,” she said quickly to reassure him. “I wasn’t laughing at you. While I appreciate your concern, I wasn’t worried that—” Her throat closed. “Well, that you would, you know.” He still looked confused and vaguely put out. She drew in a deep breath. “I know you would never be interested in someone like me.”

“Why not?”

She opened her mouth, but couldn’t find any words. Why not? It was so obvious. Because he was Jordan Haynes and she was just a silly woman who didn’t know diddly about men. “Because, well, I don’t know much about men, but there must be a hundred reasons.”

“Name one.”

She could have named ten, but they were all too embarrassing. She wasn’t pretty enough, she wasn’t skinny enough, she wasn’t anything enough.

His gaze narrowed and seemed to focus on her face. “You’re right about one thing, Holly. You don’t know anything about men.”

He reached for her hand. She let him take it, not expecting him to tug her forward. She found herself falling toward him. She put out her right hand to keep herself from landing on his chest. She was leaning toward him, embarrassingly close to his face. His eyes darkened to the color of the night sky. His sweet breath fanned her face.

Deep inside, that unexplainable heat flared to life. She told herself to run away, but she couldn’t move. Something was going to happen; she could sense it. And no matter what it was, she wanted to experience it fully.

She expected a quick, witty retort or maybe a hug, but she didn’t expect him to kiss her. In that heart-stopping moment, when he moved closer and his attention focused on her mouth, she realized his intentions. And then it was too late.

His lips brushed against hers. She jerked awkwardly, and he wrapped his free arm around her back, drawing her closer. She sat stiffly, one hand captured in his, the other braced on the bed.

Jordan lifted his head slightly and smiled. “Relax. This isn’t going to hurt.” Then he raised the bed until they were eye to eye. He released her hand and put both arms around her. Not having anything else to do, her hands fluttered nervously.

“Put them on my shoulders,” he murmured, and it was the last thing he said for a long time.

As she followed his instructions and rested the tips of her fingers on his broad shoulders, his mouth once again brushed hers. Holly had been kissed once, years before. It had been the chaste, innocent kiss of inexperienced teenagers. It had not prepared her for Jordan.

He claimed her mouth. His lips moved back and forth, exploring her lips, discovering every millimeter of skin. She was too stunned to respond. She could feel the warmth of him radiating toward her like a heater. Through the tips of her fingers, she sensed his strength. He drew her closer, and powerful muscles shifted.

One of his hands pressed against her spine between her shoulder blades. He kneaded her slightly. Perhaps the action was meant to relax her, but she was too overwhelmed by sensation. Her mind flitted from place to place, receiving all the sensory input and trying to sort it out. His other hand cupped her hip. The intimacy embarrassed her. She felt awkward, all large curves and stiff muscles. She couldn’t flow with the moment.

He moved his mouth away from her lips and planted a kiss by her chin. An electric jolt rippled through her. Another kiss caressed her jawline. He slipped toward her ear, ending up by her neck. Sizzling impulse leapt just under her skin, and she fought against the need to sag against him. Holding herself stiff and straight took so much energy.

Then Jordan licked the sensitive skin just under her ear. Heat exploded inside her. The unfamiliar fire whipped through her, fanned by needs she didn’t understand. Her breasts ached as if they’d swollen. For the first time in her life, she could actually feel the inside of her soft cotton bra pressing against her nipples. It was uncomfortable.

Between her legs the first flicker of awareness sparked to life. A heaviness filled her, and she pressed her thighs tightly together to hold all the feelings inside.

He returned his attention to her mouth again. This time she kissed him back. She moved her lips against his. Oddly enough it was getting more difficult to breathe. She relaxed her fingers and held on to his shoulders. The hand on her back began to stroke up and down, while the one on her hip squeezed and kneaded.

Then he did the most amazing thing. He touched her lower lip with his tongue. Her breath caught in her throat, and all her attention focused on that tiny damp spot on her sensitized skin.

She didn’t know what to do. She’d read about that kind of kissing in books, of course. She knew that other people did it. But she’d never imagined she would have the chance to experience it herself. There was something faintly wicked about the thought. Delightfully wicked.

When he stroked her a third time, she knew he wanted her to open her mouth. She wanted it, but it seemed too bold and flagrant. As if she were begging him to kiss her. Confusion settled on her like a blanket. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t think.

“You’re thinking too much,” Jordan murmured.

She jerked back in shock and stared at him. “How can you read my mind?”

He opened his eyes, exposing dilated pupils and a hungry expression. “I don’t have to. Your body gives you away. You’re too scared to relax. It’s just a kiss, Holly. It can’t be your first one.” He smiled at the thought.

“Of course not,” she said, reminding herself technically it wasn’t a lie. There had been that kiss when she was fifteen. Even if it hadn’t been anything like this, it still counted.

He cupped her face in his hands. “You’re lovely,” he said, then slid his fingers into her hair. She wore it in a loose French braid, and he wove through the strands, massaging her scalp and making her want to moan with pleasure.

“I’m not at all lovely,” she said. “I’m—”

She never got to finish her sentence. He swooped down and kissed her. Before she could press her lips primly together, he’d slipped inside.

At the first touch of his tongue on the inside of her lower lip, her body froze. As he brushed the tip of her tongue with his, her heart stopped. She’d expected to like kissing him; she hadn’t expected to be moved to another dimension.

He circled her, stroked her, teased her. Sensations filled her being. The feel of him, the textures, the sweet taste, the heat, the closeness. One hand continued to stroke her hair and scalp. The other dropped back to her hip. But this time, instead of staying still, it slipped around and cupped her behind.

There was too much to think about, too much to experience. She would perish from sensory overload. She would perish if he ever stopped.

He continued to kiss her, so she continued to live. Gradually he withdrew his tongue. She waited for him to return. When he did, it was just to tease, then escape. They played that game several times before she realized he wanted her to follow him.

The concept should have overwhelmed her. Instead, she found herself eager for the experience. This was her first adult kiss, and she was determined to enjoy every minute of it.

She did to him as he’d done to her. She slipped into his mouth, pausing to taste his bottom lip. He felt unfamiliar but exciting. She wanted more. She continued forward and touched his tongue with hers. They began a sensual dance that made her skin burn and her blood heat.

Before, her mind had raced as she tried to figure out what she should be focusing on. Now she couldn’t think at all. She could only drift along on a current of need and excitement.

So this was passion, she thought as he drew her closer and her breasts flattened against the hard plane of his chest. This was desire. This was sex.

Jordan moaned low in his throat. She wondered if everything felt as good to him as it did to her. He must have kissed hundreds of women. She probably didn’t measure up at all. But she couldn’t find it in herself to care. All she wanted was for the moment to go on forever.

But eventually it had to stop. Jordan broke away, then rested his forehead against hers and stared into her eyes. They were both breathing heavily.

He gave her a crooked smile, then brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Amazing,” he murmured, his voice thick and husky.

“You think so?” she asked, hoping he wasn’t just being kind. The kiss had been a miracle for her, but she didn’t have anything to compare it to.

“I know it was.” Some of the light faded from his eyes. “I’m sorry, Holly. I shouldn’t have done that.”

Sorry? Because it was so hideous? She straightened and tried to pull away. His left arm was still around her, and he didn’t release her.

“Wait a minute,” he said. “I’m not sorry I kissed you, I’m sorry that it might have scared you away. I want you to come stay here. If you agree, I don’t want you worried that I’m going to be attacking you. I can control myself.”

She blinked several times, but none of it made sense. “You didn’t scare me,” she said finally. “I know you wouldn’t, well, you know, do anything bad.” She could feel the heat creeping up her cheeks, and she ducked her head. “I trust you.”

Damn. Jordan stared at Holly and didn’t know if he should be flattered or take off in the opposite direction. She trusted him. Great. Right now he was hard and hot from wanting her, and he didn’t feel like being noble. But he would be because she was innocent. It was unlikely that Holly was actually a virgin, but she was the next-closest thing. He hadn’t been sure before, but he was now. Her kiss had been tentative. At least at first.

Just thinking about her shy foray into his mouth made him want to bed her right here. If he’d had the strength, he might have hauled her next to him. But he was battered and sore, so she was going to escape unscathed. Just as well for both of them. He liked Holly. He didn’t want to screw up her life. Or worse, destroy it. And that’s what would happen. He knew the dangers of getting involved. He knew the price everyone paid. He didn’t want that for her, and he wouldn’t risk it again for himself.

He released her, and she half turned away from him. Her spine was straight, and her hands rested neatly in her lap. But he knew she was still aroused. He could see it in the outline of her nipples through her bra and blouse, and hear it in her still-rapid breathing. She’d wanted him. The thought both frustrated and aroused him.

“You never agreed to stay,” he said.

She glanced at him. Her blue eyes darkened with confusion. “Jordan, I—”

The front door opened, and the sound of familiar voices filled the house.

“Where do you think he’s keeping himself?” a man asked.

“In the study,” a woman answered. “He didn’t want to deal with the stairs.”

Holly stood up. “Who are those people?”

“My family. At least part of them.” He leaned back and grinned. “This will teach you to keep the front door locked.”

She looked around, as if searching for an escape. It was too late. Kyle Haynes, Jordan’s younger brother, walked in. He had that damn cat in his arms.

Kyle glanced from Jordan to Holly and back. He raised his eyebrows and grinned. “In here, guys. I found something very interesting.”






CHAPTER SIX



Holly stared at the man in front of her. He looked a lot like Jordan, but there were subtle differences. The stranger had similar features, and he was nearly as good-looking, but his smile was all wrong. Jordan’s made her feel as if she were on a roller coaster, while this man’s didn’t make her feel anything.

“You might as well take a seat,” Jordan told her. “They’re going to be here for a while.”

“They’re staying? Then I should leave.”

“No. Don’t do that. You’re going to have to meet them eventually.” If you stay here. That was the unspoken part of the sentence.

Her head was spinning. Too much had happened too quickly. His offer, their kiss.

The kiss. The kiss that had filled her body with an incredible need she still didn’t understand. Jordan had changed her with just his touch. It was as if he’d disassembled her being, then put her back together, but with everything in a slightly different place. She felt confused and unable to deal with what was happening.

“Holly,” he said quietly, “come here for a second.” He patted the side of the bed.

She moved closer but didn’t sit down. She could hear more voices in the hallway. How many of them were there and what were they going to say when they found her in Jordan’s bedroom? She couldn’t even rely on the truth to see her through. They had been doing something. Something very intimate. What if their visitors could tell?

She took a step back and bumped into the nightstand. As she turned to steady the lamp, Jordan grabbed her hand and tugged her until she was right next to his bed.

“Your fingers are freezing,” he murmured.

“I know. I’m terrified.”

“Picture them in their underwear if it helps.”

She glanced at the stranger who was still petting Mistletoe. Her cat was vibrating in ecstasy, rubbing her head against the man’s chest and demanding more attention.

Jordan’s fingers tightened on hers. “Forget about picturing anyone in his underwear. It was a bad idea.”

She looked down at Jordan. He shrugged as if to say it didn’t matter, then he gave her a wink. She tried to relax.

“You going to introduce me?” the man holding her cat asked.

Jordan grinned. “Maybe I don’t want to.”

“I can see why.”

The man glanced at her, and Holly had to fight embarrassment.

“I might as well get it over with,” Jordan said. “Holly, this is my younger brother, Kyle. He’s married to Sandy, who is too smart to have connected up with someone like him, but there’s no accounting for taste.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Kyle said, and moved farther into the room. He put Mistletoe on the bed. Instantly the cat began spitting. Kyle grinned. “I see the lady doesn’t care for you, Jordan. Can’t say that I blame her. What with you being the homely brother and all.”

Holly was stunned. Kyle had called Jordan homely? Was he crazy?

Jordan ignored the insult. “The cat knows you’re the baby, so she’s practicing with you until she has her own.”

Kyle picked up the cat again, and Mistletoe snuggled in his arms. Holly sank into the chair next to the bed.

“I told you she was friendly,” she said, pointing at the purring feline. Mistletoe seemed like the safest topic of conversation.

“Yeah, right,” Jordan muttered as the bedroom door pushed open more.

Two women and one more man entered the converted study. They stared from Jordan to Holly and back. The man glanced at Kyle. “Where’d you get the cat?”

“She’s mine,” Holly said as she stared at him. He looked just like Jordan. Oh, not exactly. The shape of the mouth was different. They weren’t twins, but they were obviously brothers, as was Kyle. Tall, dark and handsome. Apparently it was a Haynes cliché. She could have picked any of the three out of a crowd.

Then she realized everyone’s attention had focused on her. She swallowed and wondered if they would think her rude if she ran out of the room screaming.

“This is Holly Garrett,” Jordan said, giving her fingers a slight squeeze. “She’s been in town about six months. She owns that antique store, A Victorian Parlor. She’s an expert at restoration and is going to help me with the house.”

Everyone started talking at once.

“I hate the wallpaper in the upstairs hall,” the woman with long brown hair said. “It’s too modern. Do you have sample books at your store?”

“The exterior of our house needs painting,” the second woman said. “I just can’t decide on the color. I want it to be authentic. Do you have any suggestions?”

The man who had come in last glanced at his brother holding the cat. “You know this is going to mean more work for us.”

“I know.”

Holly shrank in her chair, glancing from face to face, not sure which question to answer first. She leaned toward Jordan. “Who are these people, and what do they want from me?”

“It’s perfectly safe,” he told her. “I know we’re a little overwhelming at first, but you’ll grow to like us.”

Holly wasn’t so sure.

Jordan held up his free hand. “Let’s not scare Holly off in the first few minutes.”

There was a moment of silence.

“You’re right, Jordan.” The woman with long hair stepped forward. She held out her hand to Holly. “I’m Elizabeth. I know this family is terrifying at the beginning. I had it easy. I was the first of the brides. Not counting the failed marriages.” She grinned. “The Haynes brothers are starting to get this relationship thing right.”

“Oh?” Holly licked her lips and searched the other woman’s face, trying to memorize her features. She hadn’t expected to get involved with Jordan’s family, but if she was going to be living here, she might have contact with them. Especially at this time of year. “You’re Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth flicked her long brown hair over her shoulders. “I’m married to Travis.” She linked her arm through the crook of her husband’s elbow. “He’s the second of the four brothers. This is Sandy.”

Sandy waved. “I’m married to Kyle, who has obviously made a friend for life.” She motioned to Mistletoe still purring in Kyle’s arms.

“The wives are easy to separate,” Elizabeth said. “I have brown eyes, Sandy has green. Jill is a tiny redhead.”

“And Rebecca is tall with long dark hair. She’s also really skinny,” Sandy said, then sighed. “If she wasn’t so nice, I could hate her.”

“But I thought there were only four brothers,” Holly said, confused. She was just starting to keep everyone straight, but obviously she had it wrong.

Elizabeth plopped on the edge of the bed and patted Jordan’s knee. “There are. Travis, Kyle, Craig, whom you haven’t met yet, and Jordan.”

“Then who is Rebecca married to?”

“Austin,” they all said at once.

Jordan brought her hand to his mouth and kissed the back. “You’ll figure it out,” he promised.

She wasn’t so sure. Especially not now, with her arm trembling uncontrollably and her heart pounding with the realization that everyone in the room had seen his kind gesture.

Elizabeth tugged at the sleeve of her sweater. Everyone was dressed casually in jeans topped by sweatshirts for the men and sweaters for the women. It was cozy in the house, but the evening temperature would dip to forty degrees.

“Austin is a friend of the family,” Elizabeth said. “Not a brother by birth, but he’s been unofficially adopted.”

Sandy settled on Jordan’s other side and grinned. “Interestingly Austin and Jordan are the most alike. They brood.”

“You don’t brood,” Holly said without thinking.

Jordan smiled. “I like this girl.”

Elizabeth eyed him speculatively. “It’s been a long time since you’ve brought anyone home.”

“Oh, I’m just a friend,” Holly said quickly. Attention focused on her. She cleared her throat. “Jordan isn’t interested in…I’m not…We’re friends. Really.”

Knowing looks were exchanged. Holly realized that she and Jordan were still holding hands. She tried to pull free, but he wouldn’t let her. She crossed her legs and attempted to act casual.

“How long have you known Jordan?” Sandy asked.

“Yeah,” Kyle said, leaning against the wall. He was still stroking Mistletoe. “Interested minds want to know.”

“A couple of weeks,” Holly said, stretching the truth a little.

Elizabeth leaned close. “So what do you think of our James Dean?”

“Excuse me?”

Sandy chuckled. “Oh, Jordan’s the mysterious brother. Didn’t you know?”

Holly shook her head.

“Craig is the oldest,” Elizabeth said. “So he’s responsible and a little uptight, but Jill is curing him of that.”

“And fast,” Sandy added.

“I hate this part,” Travis interjected. He leaned against the doorjamb and folded his arms over his chest.

“Me, too,” Kyle said.

The women ignored them.

“Travis is next. He’s the ladies’ man.” Elizabeth glanced at her husband. “He does a fine job, too, but now it’s just for an audience of one.”

For a moment they stared at each other. The love between them was as tangible as the floors. It filled the room and made Holly feel as if she were spying on something intimate.

“Next comes Jordan,” Sandy said, breaking the spell. “He’s the loner.”

“Am not,” Jordan said mildly.

“Then why are you always on the outside looking in?”

“I’m not. It’s a matter of perception.”

“Oh, sure. We all believe that.” Sandy brushed her bangs out of her eyes and smiled. “Finally we have Kyle. He’s the baby and the charmer. My prince who came to rescue me.”

“You sure resisted,” her husband muttered.

“Not anymore.”

Holly shook her head. There was too much to take in. Names, relationships, faces, histories. She would never get it right.

Elizabeth stood up. “I’m going to make coffee.”

“I’ll help,” Sandy said.

The two women started from the room. The men watched them go. Elizabeth came back and physically tugged Travis and Kyle after her.

“Give them a minute alone,” she said under her breath, but Holly caught the words. Then everyone was gone.

“You okay?” Jordan asked.

She shook her head. “How do you keep them straight?”

“It’s easy for me. I grew up with my brothers, so I’m used to them. I was about ten or twelve when I met Austin. As for the wives, they came along one at a time. I’m sorry you’re going to have to meet everyone at once.”

She turned in her chair and faced him. “I don’t understand. If you’re all so close, why aren’t you staying with one of them instead of here alone?”

He grimaced. “They argued over who was going to take me in, but I would rather be in my house. It’s the holidays. I didn’t want to be in the way.”

“They love you very much,” Holly said.

“I know. I love them.”

“That must be nice. My mom loved me a lot, but there was only her. I used to wish for brothers and sisters.” Especially at Christmas. It was the time she most disliked being an only child.

“You can borrow mine,” he said. “Then you never have to worry about being alone again.”

The idea tempted her. She studied his dark eyes. “Is that the best part of a large family?”

“Sure. Plus I know they’re here for me. I can depend on them.”

She studied their joined hands. His fingers were long and tanned. Sometimes he made her feel small and delicate, a miracle of sorts. She wondered what it would be like to depend on someone. She’d never been comfortable with the concept. She didn’t depend on anyone. Life had taught her it wasn’t safe.

“I envy you that,” she said.

They shared a smile, then heard noise in the hallway.

“Ready for the next assault?” he asked.

She nodded.

He squeezed her fingers. “I’ll be right here,” he promised.

For that moment she believed him.

* * *

“Hey, gorgeous. Want to run off to the Bahamas?”

Holly glanced up and stared at the man in front of her. Her brain clicked slowly as she assembled the individual features in her mind. Tall, dark hair, good-looking. Haynes brother. One she’d met. Which one? The man grinned, and she had her answer.

“Hi, Kyle. What are you doing here?”

He unzipped his leather jacket, exposing the shirt of his khaki sheriff’s uniform and leaned against the counter. “Was that a no?”

“To what?”

He looked hurt. “My illicit offer to run away.”

She laughed. “What would Sandy say?”

“Oh, we’d have to bring her with us. Otherwise, she’d get really mad.”

“As tempting as that sounds, I’m going to have to pass.”

He winked. “Let me know if you change your mind.” He glanced around the store. “Great place. Do me a favor. If you see Sandy coming, close up shop. I don’t mind spending the money, but I know she’s going to talk me into doing work.”

Holly laughed. “You could always hire someone.”

“Jordan’s got the best help already. Where does that leave the rest of us?”

It took her a moment to figure out what he was saying. “Oh, well, I won’t be working on his house too long.” She felt her smile freeze on her face. Did he know that she was going to be living with Jordan? Well, not exactly living with him. They would be in the same house but not living together.

Kyle glanced at his watch. “You close at five, right?”

She nodded. There weren’t any customers in the store, so there was no point in staying open late.

“Are you packed?” he asked.

“P-packed?” She had the answer to her question.

“That’s why I’m here. Jordan asked me to help you move your things.” He glanced down. “There you are, sweet girl. I’d wondered where you’d run off to.” He bent over and picked up Mistletoe. “Jordan said you were a miserable excuse for a cat, but you’re just picky about who you like, aren’t you? You have excellent taste.” As he spoke, he stroked the cat’s gray ears and under her chin. She purred her pleasure.

“It’s really not fair,” Holly said, watching the two of them. “Jordan saved her life, but she doesn’t care.”

“It’s a personality thing. My brother doesn’t have any.”

Holly bristled. “He does, too. Jordan is very nice. Charming, funny, sweet…” Her voice trailed off when she realized Kyle was staring at her.

He raised his eyebrow, then spoke to Mistletoe. “We think Holly likes Jordan, don’t we?”

Mistletoe declined to comment.

“You tricked me,” Holly muttered, wondering if he thought she was a fool.

“Just doing a background check,” Kyle said, his voice kind. “Jordan’s been out of the mainstream for a while. We were all surprised to hear about you.”

“I’m not…We’re just…friends.”

He set Mistletoe on the counter, then leaned close. “It’s okay, Holly. You don’t have to explain anything to me. And for what it’s worth, Jordan likes you, too. Now, go pack your things.”

It only took her about fifteen minutes to gather her few belongings together. Kyle carried them to her car, then put Mistletoe in her basket. He set the cat carefully on the front seat.

“I’ll follow you over to Jordan’s and help you unload.”

“You don’t have to do that,” she protested.

“I want to.” He closed the passenger door.

Holly started the engine. Confusion clouded her mind, and she drove automatically.

Kyle had said that Jordan liked her. Was it true? Did he? And if he did, what did it mean? Her stomach tightened with nerves. Oh, my, if he liked her, she couldn’t live with him. But she wanted him to like her—didn’t she?

“Now what?” she asked aloud.

It didn’t matter. So what if they liked each other? They were friends, nothing more. They certainly weren’t going to have a relationship. Jordan wouldn’t want a woman like her. He would want someone sophisticated and experienced. Besides, she didn’t want a relationship, either. People had always let her down. An emotional commitment would require trust, and she wasn’t ready for that. She might never be ready.

But he’d kissed her.

That kiss. She couldn’t forget it. Last night it had haunted her dreams, awakening her time and again. She’d lain in bed listening to her heart pounding, feeling strange heat in her body, fighting a restlessness she didn’t understand.

That kiss had been the most amazing thing she’d ever experienced. However, she didn’t have a whole lot of experience. This was the nineties. People kissed all the time. Jordan had probably forgotten that it had happened. She would be foolish to think it made any difference.

By the time she arrived at Jordan’s house, she’d nearly convinced herself that was true.

Louise met them at the door. “Jordan’s asleep,” she said, then pressed her finger to her lips. “He spiked another fever today. He’s been grouchy as a grizzly, so I’ll thank you to be quiet. The longer he sleeps, the better for me.”

She looked at Holly. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’re going to be here. I’ll still take care of him, but I’m sure he’ll be in a better mood with you around. Your bedroom is through here.”

She led the way up the stairs. The third door on the left was open. Holly stepped inside and gave a start of surprise. The room was beautiful.

Original wallpaper—a pattern of cream background covered with pale blue roses—gave the room a cozy feel. A nineteenth-century four-poster bed stood in the center of the room. The dresser matched. There was a tall wardrobe instead of a closet, and several throw rugs on the hardwood floor. A small table and two chairs provided a conversation area in front of a window.

“It’s stunning,” she said softly.

“I thought you’d like this better than one of the remodeled bedrooms.”

Kyle entered and set her suitcases on the bed. “You really want to sleep with all this old stuff?” he asked.

Louise slapped his arm. “You’ve always had more charm than sense.”

“That’s why you love me.” He leaned down and kissed Louise’s cheek.

She made a humph noise in her throat. “Get on back to your family.”

Kyle walked over to Holly and gave her a quick hug. “Call me if you need anything.”

He left the room.

Holly stared after him, amazed that she’d been accepted as easily as that.

“The bathroom is new,” Louise said, pointing to a door on the left side of the room. She crossed to the bed and opened the basket. Mistletoe stuck her head out. “I’ll bet you’re hungry.”

The cat meowed.

“I thought so.” Louise patted her head, then started for the door. “You go ahead and unpack. I’ll feed Mistletoe, then come up and check on you.”

“Thanks.”

Holly hung the clothes she wore at the store in the wardrobe. She was still surprised by everything that had happened. Jordan’s family was accepting her as if they’d known her for years. She wasn’t sure why. Were they like this with everyone? She knew three of the brothers worked in law enforcement. She would have expected them to be suspicious of strangers.

Louise returned with a tray. She set it on the table. “Hot cocoa and cookies. A little snack to tide you over until Jordan wakes up.”

“How’s he doing?”

Louise shrugged. “His fever seems better, and he’s sleeping. It’s his own fault. He’s been doing too much. His body needs rest.”

Holly nibbled on her bottom lip. Was the fever her fault? Yesterday she and Jordan had shared a passionate kiss. Could that have been too much for him?

“Have a seat,” Louise said as she took one chair. She was wearing a fire-engine red jumpsuit unbuttoned low enough to show off impressive cleavage. Her earrings were a cascade of crystal and red beads that hung nearly to her shoulders. Makeup accentuated her blue eyes.

Holly sank into the chair and took the offered mug of cocoa. “I’m so confused,” she said.

“About?”

“Everything. Jordan’s family is being nice to me.”

“So?”

“They don’t know me. I could be a horrible person.”

Louise laughed. “Not if you lived another five hundred years.” Her smile faded. “You remember the story of the Three Musketeers?”

Holly nodded.

“That’s the Haynes boys. All for one and one for all. They look out for each other. If one of them likes someone, that person is drawn into the family. That’s what happened to Austin, and to me.”

“How long have you known the family?”

Louise took a sip of her cocoa. “I knew the boys’ father. Earl Haynes was the sheriff when I was growing up. He was as good-looking as his sons. They’re good men, but Earl had the devil in him. He liked ladies, and they had a hard time resisting him.”

She was silent, remembering a past Holly didn’t share. For a moment Holly wondered if Louise had a connection to Earl Haynes, but realized that was unlikely. Someone would have said something about it.

Louise shook herself, as if tossing off memories. “Anyway, once they got word that Jordan invited you to stay here, they took that to mean you were being accepted. Now you’re part of the family.”

“That’s impossible. They don’t know me.”

Louise looked at her a long time. Her blue eyes were sad. “You have any family?”

“No. My mother died three years ago, and she was my last relative.”

“I understand that. I’m alone, too. Sometimes it gets damn ugly. The Haynes boys invited me into their circle, except for Jordan, of course. I don’t belong, but they let me pretend. I’m grateful to them. Come Christmas, I’m going to be in a house full of children and laughter. They remember my birthday. It sure beats spending those times alone.”

Without thinking, Holly stretched out her hand. Louise took it and smiled. “Aren’t we a sorry pair,” the housekeeper said lightly.

“I think we’re very lucky. I’m glad you’re my friend.”

Louise sniffed. “Don’t go getting all emotional on me,” she said, setting her mug on the tray and standing up. “I’ll end up with my mascara under my eyes. I hate it when that happens. I’m going to go start dinner. Then I’ve got class with Professor Wilson.”

Holly followed her down the stairs, then detoured into Jordan’s study. He was asleep with the sheet bunched up around his waist.

Dark hair narrowed as it arrowed down his belly. Where the sheet dipped dangerously low, she saw the first hint of black curls that surrounded his—

Holly jerked her attention to his face. Oh, God, he was naked! She’d never seen a naked man before. She had a vague idea of what they would look like down there, but no real practical experience.

Before she started to hyperventilate, she reminded herself this was a sickroom. Jordan needed her care and concern, not her adolescent interest.

There was a bowl of water on the nightstand. She dampened the washcloth Louise had left, then brushed it over Jordan’s face. She could feel the heat radiating from him. She sat on the edge of the bed and continued to cool him. She ran the cloth over his chest and his arms.

The familiar ministrations were almost comforting. She’d done this countless times for her mother. The fact that Jordan was a man didn’t matter. It was all about healing.

She murmured soothingly, telling him he would soon be better. The fever would break, and his strength would return. Over and over she dipped the cloth in the water, squeezed it dry, then brushed it over his chest and face. After twenty minutes he opened his eyes.

“Holly?”

“I’m right here. How do you feel?”

He squinted at her, then cleared his throat. “Hot.”

“You’ve got a fever. Do you want some water?”

“Yeah.”

She raised the bed slightly, then poured a glass from the pitcher. He tilted his head forward. She shifted so she could support his shoulders, then held the glass to his mouth. He sipped slowly.

When he was done, she continued to stroke him with the cloth. With her free hand she touched his face, then his arm. His eyes fluttered closed.

“That’s nice,” he said.

“You’re trying to do too much,” she told him. “You’ve got to concentrate on getting better.”

He opened one eye. “And I was about to tell you how glad I was to see you. I take it all back.”

She smiled.

“Did Kyle get you moved?”

“Yes. I’m right upstairs.” She leaned closer and brushed his hair off his forehead.

His eyes opened, and he stared at her. She was close enough to kiss him. She refused to think about that. Right now he needed a nurse.

“You brought that damn cat, didn’t you?”

“Of course.” She moved the washcloth across his chest.

“It’s good that I know you,” he muttered.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re the touchingest nurse I’ve ever met. If I wasn’t so sure you were innocent, I would swear you were coming on to me.”

Holly froze. In her mind’s eye she saw how this must look to him. She was sitting on his bed with her hips pressing intimately against his. One hand caressed his face while the other stroked his chest. Okay, the hand on his chest held a washcloth, but that was just window dressing.

“I…” She closed her mouth and wished she could die.

“Don’t stop,” he said. “I like the attention. I know you mean it impersonally, like a nurse, but my body doesn’t exactly understand.” He reached for the sheet.

Holly sprang to her feet. When all he did was draw the material up to his chest, she realized she’d overreacted. She dropped the washcloth and pressed her hand to her face. She was going to die. Absolutely die.

She turned on her heel and raced from the room.

“Holly, wait!” Jordan called after her.

She ignored him and kept running. When she reached the cool quiet of her room, she threw herself on her bed and shut her eyes.

How could she have been so silly? Why had she made a fool of herself? It was horrible. She was never going to be able to face Jordan again.

She heard a faint meow-purr, then Mistletoe jumped on the bed and sniffed her face.

“Your mother is a fool,” she said, pulling the soft cat down next to her. Mistletoe settled against her side.

What must Jordan be thinking about her? She so wanted to impress him. It was obvious she didn’t have a clue as to how to act around men, and he was the last male she should be practicing on.

She wanted to run away and never face him again. The only problem with that plan was the reality of the situation. She had just moved into Jordan’s house. This time there was no escape.






CHAPTER SEVEN



Jordan had heard Holly come into the house, but so far she hadn’t come looking for him. At first he’d told himself she was busy, but after nearly an hour he knew she was avoiding him. The big question was why?

What had he done or said to offend her? He didn’t remember much about the previous evening. As Louise had delighted in informing him when he’d finally awakened from a long and restless sleep, his overactivity had caused him to spike another fever. If he kept this up much longer, he was going to fry his brain.

He’d thanked the housekeeper for her concern and had privately agreed with her assessment. He had to start following the doctor’s instructions, or he was never going to get well. That meant staying off his feet most of the time. Which he planned to do, just as soon as he found out what was wrong with Holly.

Moving slowly, he peeled back the sheet and swung his feet to the floor. There was a pair of jeans tossed casually over the nightstand. He grabbed them and tugged them on. He considered a shirt, but didn’t think he had the strength. Besides, Holly had seen him bare chested before and hadn’t seemed to notice. He doubted she was going to start now.

He braced himself on the bed and nightstand, then pushed to his feet. The muscles in his legs trembled but didn’t give way. After a couple of minutes he felt strong enough to start walking.

Louise had left nearly an hour before. He’d heard her car pull out right after Holly had arrived. The house was huge, and Holly could be anywhere. Once in the hallway, he stopped and listened, then followed the faint scraping sound coming from the dining room.

He grabbed the railing and climbed the three stairs to that level, then rounded the corner. The large crystal chandelier’s light filled the room. A radio sat in one corner of the bare floor. Strains of classical music drifted toward him. Holly had pushed a drop cloth close to one wall. A piece of plywood resting on two sawhorses gave her a large work space. There were bottles and brushes, a few cans and a spatula. He took all that in quickly before turning his attention to her.

She stood with her back to him, carefully peeling off strips of wallpaper. She wore jeans that hugged the curves of her hips, rear end and thighs. For a moment he couldn’t think about anything but holding her against him. He wanted to trace the curves, cup her softness, touch her, taste her, be with her, in her.

Although he hadn’t dated in a while, when he had, he hadn’t favored one particular type of woman. He found all their bodies attractive, all their differences intriguing. But looking at Holly, he felt a stirring deep inside, as if she aroused him on a more primal level. He wasn’t sure why. She wasn’t fashion-model thin, but in his mind that was the best part. He tried not to think about how she would feel on top of him, her breasts spilling into his hands, her legs brushing against his.

He swallowed hard and ignored the pressure between his legs. Holly raised her hand to test the seam of the wallpaper farther up the wall. Her sweatshirt rose a couple of inches, exposing pale white skin and the curve of her waist. He swore silently. If she could destroy his self-control without even trying, he didn’t want to know what she could accomplish when she put her mind to it. Heaven help them both.

“Hi,” he said.

She spun toward him. The spatula went clattering to the floor, and she covered her cheeks with her hands. Her blue eyes widened. “I didn’t hear you,” she said breathlessly.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He motioned to the wall. “What are you doing here?”

She turned her attention to the wall, staring at it blankly as if she had no idea what it meant. In the few moments before she spoke, Jordan studied her profile.

She had a small nose and full lips. Freckles dotted her cheeks and nose. Her thick hair had been pulled back into a ponytail that hung to the middle of her back. He did his best not to notice the thrust of her breasts. He didn’t want to be in more trouble than he was. Life would be a lot easier if he could remember what he’d said or done to upset her.

“This is the dining room,” she said at last. “I’m working on the wallpaper. I use these chemicals instead of a steamer because I don’t know what’s underneath. They didn’t use the same kind of building materials seventy years ago. I brought home some wallpaper books for you to look at. There are two ways to go. There are reprints of original wallpaper or Victorian-inspired prints.”

She gave him a quick look, then returned her attention to the wall. “I think you’d be happier with a Victorian-inspired print. The reproductions are often too busy for contemporary tastes. Also, you’ve got a chair rail running around the room.” She touched the molding about three feet off the ground. “You could paint under the chair rail, then use paper above it. That’s not how many of the Victorians did things, but it looks nice. I’m not sure how authentic you want the rooms. For most people it’s a compromise between the flavor of the period and what they can actually live with.”

She paused to take a breath. He realized she was babbling, and hoped that was a good sign. She seemed more nervous than angry. He moved closer, then leaned against the doorjamb to steady himself.

“I don’t want to talk about the dining room,” he said. “I want to talk about why you’re avoiding me.”

She gasped softly and ducked her head. He could see the color climbing her cheeks. “You know why.”

At least she’d admitted it. That was something. “Holly, I don’t—”

She cut him off with a wave of her hand. “I understand.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I do. It’s silly, really. My only excuse is that while my mother was ill, I took care of her. One of the nurses told me once that chronically ill people don’t have much human contact. Oh, they’re bathed and fed, but no one touches them just because. They need that contact. It keeps them connected and feeling alive. I did that for years. I guess it’s a habit.”

She turned her attention from the wall to him. Her mouth twisted. “Pretty stupid, huh, but I swear it’s the truth.”

“I appreciate your honesty, but I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. What exactly are you apologizing for?”

Her mouth opened and closed a couple of times before she got the words out. “You want me to say it?”

“If it’s not too much trouble.” At her look of incredulity, he shrugged. “I had a fever last night. I don’t remember what happened.”

“You don’t remember?” Her voice rose in volume and pitch. She spun on her heel and began to pace the room. “He doesn’t remember. I don’t sleep the whole night, and he doesn’t remember. Great. Just perfect. I knew it. I’m not ready to be out in the world. This proves it. I should have become a nun.”

When she passed in front of him, he grabbed her arm and held her in place. “Would you please tell me what you’re talking about?”

She drew in a deep breath. “You had a fever. I was trying to cool you off.”

“So?”

“I was…touching you.”

Where? For how long? Had she liked it? He was sure he had. His blood heated on cue and headed south. He released her arm, but she didn’t move away. “And?”

“And, that’s it. I used a washcloth and wiped off your face and chest.” Her gaze lowered to the floor.

“Wish I’d been conscious,” he muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing. I appreciate the concern and the effort. So what’s the problem?”

She linked her fingers together in front of her stomach, then released them. “You were sort of asleep and then you woke up.”

Now it was Jordan’s turn to be embarrassed. Had he made a pass at her or worse, although he wasn’t sure what would be worse. Maybe he’d flashed her.

“And,” he prompted.

“And, well, you said I was the touchingest nurse you’d ever been around.”

“And?”

“What do you mean ‘and?’ Isn’t that enough? You said if you didn’t know better, you would think I was making a pass at you.”

He searched his brain for some other meaning to her words. “I don’t think I understand.”

“I was touching you,” she shrieked.

“What’s the problem? I happen to like you touching me.”

She gave a strangled moan and sank slowly to the floor. After drawing her knees to her chest, she lowered her head until he couldn’t see her face. “I just want to die.”

Jordan tried to crouch next to her, but it hurt too much. Awkwardly he lowered himself to the floor and braced his sore back against the wall.

“I’m really sorry,” Holly murmured. “It’s really all because of my mom. I was just so used to taking care of her that I—” She paused and looked at him. “I said this already, huh?”

“Yeah.”

She nodded. “I just didn’t want you to think…” Her voice trailed off.

“Think what?”

She shook her head as if indicating she couldn’t speak. Jordan tried to understand her state of mind, but he didn’t know what the big deal was. So she’d touched him. So he’d commented on the fact. It was hardly a hanging offense.

He stretched his legs out in front of him, then winced as the injured muscles protested. He placed his palm on her arm, then slid down until his hand was over hers. That seemed to give her courage.

“I didn’t want you to think I was coming on to you,” she said. “That never crossed my mind.”

“Bummer.”

“What?” She stared at him as if he’d grown a second head. “You can’t be serious.”

“Why not? I’d love to have you come on to me.” He tugged on her hand until she relaxed enough to let him lace his fingers with hers, then he rested their joined hands on his left thigh.

She stared at him. “But I’m…But you’re…” She shook her head. “You’re teasing me, right?”

“Nope.”

“But I’m not sexy. I don’t even know how to be sexy. I’m inexperienced to the point of being stupid around men, and I’m fifteen pounds overweight.”

He forced himself to keep staring at her face when what he really wanted to do was drop his gaze to her breasts. “Don’t you dare lose a pound. You’re perfect.”

Conflicting emotions raced through her eyes. He could see she wanted to believe him but she didn’t dare. Jordan frowned. Why didn’t Holly know she had the ability to turn him on? Had someone hurt her that badly? Animal rage surged inside him. If a man had caused her to doubt herself, he would find him and punish him.

“Wow,” she said. “That was pretty amazing.”

“What?”

She shrugged. “Your family mentioned you were the brooding one in the group. I didn’t believe them. You’ve always been so friendly. But just now you got this look on your face.”

“Sorry. I was thinking about something else.”

“I could tell.” She stared at him. “Do you really brood?”

“Sometimes.” But not around Holly. When he was with her, he forgot about being on the outside looking in. With her, he belonged.

Warning lights began to flash, but he ignored them. He knew his friendship with Holly was dangerous, but he was willing to risk it. After all, it was just temporary. When she could afford her own place, she would move out and disappear from his life. So it was safe to enjoy the short time they had together.

She shifted and sat cross-legged. His knees hurt just thinking about trying that position.

“Jordan, do you really think I’m sexy?” She shook her head. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. I’m not fishing for compliments. I’ve just never thought of myself that way. I’ve never been involved with a man, so I don’t know how they think.”

It took every ounce of self-control not to pull his hand free of hers. Jordan sat very still, trying to absorb what Holly had just said. She’d never been involved with a man. No way could she mean that. He’d suspected she was innocent, but not that innocent.

“By ‘never,’ you mean less than ten or something, right?” he asked desperately.

She stared solemnly. “‘Never’ as in ‘none.’ I had a boyfriend when I was fifteen. That lasted for a couple of months. He even kissed me a few times, but it wasn’t anything like when you and I did.” Her voice got lower and lower. “Then my mom was diagnosed with the cancer, and I didn’t have a lot of extra time to spend with him. He didn’t understand.”

“Teenage boys are notoriously selfish,” he said. “I know. I was one once.” He shifted his hand so he could brush his thumb back and forth across her palm.

She smiled at him. “I tried to understand. In my head it made sense. We were both young. He wanted to have fun. There was this dance, and I was supposed to go with him. But my mom was just out of the hospital. I was scared she was going to die. I didn’t want to leave her alone, so I told him I couldn’t go.”

He could hear the pain in her words. Jordan released her hand and draped his arm around her shoulders. At first she stiffened, then slowly she relaxed against him. Her head rested on his chest.

“He took someone else,” he said quietly.

She nodded. “This girl. Colette. Can you imagine a fifteen-year-old named Colette? I blamed her because that was easier than facing the truth. After the dance he stopped calling me. We never went out again.”

He rested his chin on the top of her head and ignored the heat from her hand resting on his thigh. “Who was next?”

She sniffed. “No one. That’s the entire story of my love life. Pretty pathetic, huh?”

“You didn’t date?”

“I tried, but not a lot of single guys came into the antique store. I went to the local junior college, but I didn’t have extra time to socialize. Just when I thought it was all going to be okay, the cancer came back.”

“I’m sorry,” he murmured.

“Thanks. I’m fine with most of it. Mom and I never wasted time with each other. We got to say goodbye. A lot of people don’t get that chance. I do regret how I grew up. I had to do it fast, and I missed out on a lot of stuff like dating.”

It was worse than he’d thought. If she’d only dated one guy when she was fifteen, then she was a virgin. He winced at the word. So much for a quick affair. He wasn’t usually the type, but he would have made an exception for Holly. Now he couldn’t. She was too innocent.

“You’re twenty-eight?” he asked.

“Twenty-eight and never been kissed.” She laughed and glanced up at him. “Well, I’ve been kissed, but I’ve never done anything else. I’ve never even seen a man naked.”

She squeezed her eyes shut and ducked her head. “Oh, my, I can’t believe I said that.”

Jordan was having a little trouble with it, too. He was torn between running for cover and volunteering his services. Between the subject matter of their conversation and her nearness, he could give her an eyeful. Hell of a time to develop a conscience.

“What are your plans?” he asked. “Find some nice guy, get married and have a couple of kids?”

“I’d like to, but I don’t think it’s going to happen. I haven’t had great luck with relationships.”

“One relationship isn’t enough to judge.”

She straightened and looked at him. “That’s a kind of luck. Relationships require trust, and I’m not very good at that.”

“You had a good one with your mom.”

She smiled. “It’s hardly the same thing, but yes, we did have fun together. When she was feeling well, she used to take me places. We got great at having a good time with no money. We went to exhibits and parks. The free day at the zoo.”

A single strand of hair slipped onto her cheek. Holly brushed it away impatiently. “She used to take all the holidays seriously. Half the garage was filled with decorations. Not just for Christmas, but for all of them. We had painted pumpkins for Halloween, decorated flags for May Day, stuffed hearts for Valentine’s. On her last Christmas she gave me Mistletoe.”

It was as if the cat heard her name. The gray, flat-faced spawn of the devil strolled into the dining room. Her belly hung low, and she walked with a rolling gait.

“Hi, sweetie,” Holly cooed as she reached out to pet her cat. Mistletoe sat down to accept the attention. As she purred, she glared at Jordan.

“That cat hates me,” he muttered.

“I don’t know why. She’s normally very friendly.”

“Sure. That’s why she spends the afternoon spitting at me.”

“She does not.”

“Sure, she does. She knows exactly when I’m nearly asleep, and she comes in and hisses. Once I’m awake, she leaves.” He glared back at the cat.

“She really likes Kyle.”

“That proves my point.”

Holly laughed.

Mistletoe rose to her feet and gave a quick pftt before heading out. As she passed by Jordan’s feet, she swiped out with her right front paw. He pulled back just in time to avoid being skewered.

Mistletoe raised her tail to a saucy angle and sauntered out of the room.

“She’s a miserable animal. I hope she doesn’t pass her personality on to her kittens.”

“She’s sweet,” Holly protested. She stared after her cat. “But I have to admit, she doesn’t like you much.” She smiled at him. “So I’m even more grateful that you let me bring her with me. And thanks for letting me be here, too. I don’t want you to think I’m going to be in the way for the holiday stuff.”

“You won’t be in the way. The family is huge and one more only means more fun.”

“Thanks. Work keeps me busy during the day, but nights are hard. Especially at this time of year. Okay, okay, enough emotion. I don’t want to get all weird and cry or embarrass you.”

“I don’t embarrass that easy.”

“I do.”

“I noticed.”

She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “So you’re not mad at me anymore?”

“I was never mad. Just confused.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead. He wanted to do a whole lot more, but that seemed the safest at the moment. “Friends?”

“I’d like that.” She scrambled to her feet. “So what do you think about the wallpaper?”

As she discussed his various options, he thought about all she’d told him. She’d been alone for a long time. Even before her mother had died, Holly had been responsible for too much. He couldn’t change her past, but he could give her a Christmas to remember. He vowed then to make that dream come true.






CHAPTER EIGHT



Holly glanced around her store in amazement. She and her mother had often talked about what they wanted A Victorian Parlor to be. They’d discussed the separate rooms, a formal parlor set up in the front, alcoves of decorative items, paintings, several tables with wallpaper and fabric samples. Furniture was scattered throughout the store, but the majority of it was in the huge room to the rear. As they’d planned, she’d filled the store with soft lighting and homey scents. From the moment she’d put the sign up and opened her doors, business had been good. In the past couple of weeks it had become spectacular, and she knew exactly who was responsible. Jordan.

Even on a Thursday afternoon the shop was crowded. Women clustered together in groups and cooed over the ornaments displayed on several Christmas trees. Her wreath inventory was down by half. If business kept up at this pace, she would sell out before Christmas. She was thrilled about all the sales.

In order to keep prices down, she’d bought in as high a quantity as she could afford. The purchases had drained her financial reserves to zero. When she’d worried about making a wrong decision, she’d consoled herself with the fact that the Christmas items wouldn’t spoil. What she didn’t sell this year, she would sell next. In fact, part of her plan had been to buy two years’ worth of inventory. Instead, she was selling it all in one year.

The front door opened, and a handsome couple walked in. The man was tall, maybe six feet four, with dark hair and an earring glinting from his ear. He looked dangerous, the kind of man who was deadly to women and their hearts. The woman also had dark hair, but hers was curly and long, nearly to her waist. She was slender and dressed in a wool jumper over a long-sleeved white blouse.

Holly studied them for a moment and realized she’d seen them when she’d first visited Jordan in the hospital.

The woman caught her eye and smiled, then started in her direction. She glanced at the tag on Holly’s apron.

“You must be Holly. I recognized you from Elizabeth’s description,” she said. “I’m Rebecca Lucas, and this is my husband, Austin.”

The three of them shook hands.

“Thanks for stopping by,” Holly said, then motioned around the store. “Are you looking for anything in particular, or do you want to browse?”

Rebecca glanced at her husband. “You want to run for the hills, don’t you?”

Austin shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Too much girl stuff. And it smells weird in here.”

Holly laughed. “Most men feel that way. If you head toward the back and through the room with the furniture, you’ll find an alcove with coffee, a couple of chairs and a TV. Most of the husbands hide out there.”

“Go on,” Rebecca urged. “I want to get some decorations for the house and have a chat with Holly.”

Austin looked at his wife for a moment. Holly saw a flash of love so bright, it nearly brought tears to her eyes. He touched Rebecca’s face. The tender gesture was at odds with his dark and dangerous appearance. Then he turned and headed for the back room.

Rebecca stared after him. “I know what you’re thinking. I used to picture him as a pirate and wish he’d kidnap me and hide me on his desert island. But behind that tough exterior is a very gentle man.”

“If you say so,” Holly murmured, wondering how someone as innocent looking as Rebecca had tamed such a hard man. She pushed the thought from her mind. “Do you want something particular for your house?”

Rebecca tilted her head. “Elizabeth told me your wreaths were beautiful. I’d like a couple for the foyer. And maybe some ornaments for the tree.”

“The wreaths are on all the walls. Everything I have is out. Do you have a particular theme? I have angel wreaths, toy wreaths, some with fruit, plain, fancy, whatever you’re looking for.”

Rebecca laughed. “I’m not organized enough to have a theme. I just want something pretty.” She glanced around at the crowded store. “You’ve got plenty of other customers. Go ahead and help them while I look around.”

Holly saw a couple heading for the cash register, so she excused herself. For the next half hour she rang up purchases and wrapped delicate ornaments. Then the crowd faded. Holly saw Rebecca talking to another couple. Even if they hadn’t introduced themselves, she would have recognized the man as pure Haynes. He had the tall, dark good looks of all the brothers. There was a bit of gray at his temples, a few more lines, so Holly guessed he was the oldest. She was right. Craig and his petite redheaded wife, Jill, were in town for a few days.

Rebecca saw her and motioned her over. “Have you met these two?”

Holly nodded. “They introduced themselves when they first came in.” She smiled at Jill. “When’s the baby due?”

Jill touched her rounding belly. “May. I wish it were tomorrow. I remind myself she’ll be worth it, but the waiting is hard.”

“I remember how that feels,” Rebecca said. “Are the boys excited about getting a sister?”

“Very,” Jill said. “Danny is so thrilled he won’t be the youngest anymore.” She leaned against her husband, who wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

Holly ignored the flicker of envy that filled her. Holidays were the worst, she told herself. Since her mother had died, she’d really felt alone at Christmas. But soon it would be the first of the year, and everything would return to normal.

“You had the test to determine gender?” Holly asked.

Craig and his wife exchanged a glance. “Not exactly,” Jill said. “It’s sort of a family thing.”

“There hadn’t been a girl born to the Haynes family in four generations,” Craig said. “I’m one of four brothers, my father is one of six and so on. We figured we couldn’t have girls.”

Rebecca brushed her long dark hair off her shoulder and smiled. “Then Travis married Elizabeth, and they had a girl. Everyone was stunned. Next Kyle and Sandy had a daughter. Jordan is the one who came up with the theory.”

“What theory?” Holly asked.

Jill sighed. “It’s very romantic. Haynes men have a daughter when they’re in love. If they’re not, they just have boys.”

“So if you want to have a boy, you have to have a fight first?” Holly asked.

Craig chuckled. “I don’t think that would work. We’d still be in love. So Jill’s convinced it’s a girl. So far, the ultrasound is proving the theory correct. I guess we’ll find out in May.”

“Not being married to one of the Haynes brothers,” Rebecca said, “I’m free to have a child of either gender.”

Holly wondered if the theory was true. But that didn’t make sense. There were four brothers. Did that mean their father had never loved their mother? She thought about asking, then figured this wasn’t the time. Maybe later she would discuss it with Jordan.

Craig and Jill had completed their shopping. Holly rang up their purchases, then wrapped everything. Craig collected the packages.

“Louise has our phone number,” he said. “Call us if you need anything.”

Jill gave her a quick hug, then laughed when Holly bent to avoid her belly. “I know, I’m getting bigger every day. I’m so pleased Jordan’s found you.”

Holly didn’t know what to say. She walked to the front door and held it open. When they were gone, she turned and saw Rebecca leaning on the counter staring at her.

“Is something wrong?” Holly asked, touching a hand to her hair and hoping she hadn’t smudged her cheek.

“No. Everything is exactly right. I had wondered what it was about you that Jordan liked. Now I understand.”

Holly felt herself flush. She glanced around the store and was relieved when she realized most of the customers had left. There were a few browsing in the other rooms, but she and Rebecca were the only people up front.

“He doesn’t exactly like me.” Hmm, that wasn’t right. “What I mean is we’re just friends. I’m staying with him to help him fix the house.”

Rebecca raised her eyebrows. “So you are living together. Elizabeth told me you were, but I didn’t believe her. Imagine Jordan letting a woman into his house.”

“But it’s not like that.”

“Then why are you blushing?”

“Because I—” Holly clamped her mouth shut. She was only making it worse.

Rebecca shook her head. “I’m teasing you, Holly, and I shouldn’t. I was just as tongue-tied when I was first around Austin. There’s something about the men they grow here. I wish I could tell you it gets better, but it doesn’t. Austin still has the power to make me feel clumsy and foolish, but he’s too sweet to use it. Instead, he makes me feel beautiful and loved.”

The sharp jab of envy returned, this time stabbing a little deeper. Holly wouldn’t mind feeling that way once in a while. But it wasn’t to be. She’d chosen her path a long time ago. Love required trust, and too many people had let her down for her to ever take that leap of faith again.

She glanced out the front window and saw Craig tenderly helping his pregnant wife into the car. Concern and affection filled every gesture. She wished it could have been different for herself. She wanted too much.

“But it’s not like that,” Holly said as she walked to the counter. “We really are just friends.” And sometimes she wasn’t sure about that. So many things confused her. The way his kiss had made her feel, the passion—at least, she thought it was passion—that had flared between them. Her embarrassment when he’d pointed out how much she touched him while he was ill, then the gentle way he’d tried to make her feel better. She still remembered the feel of his arms around her. She didn’t know what to think.

Rebecca stretched out her arm and rested her hand on top of Holly’s. “I’m teasing you, and that’s not fair. I know how difficult it is in the beginning. The family is overwhelming.”

“But wonderful. Everyone has come in to buy things. Even you and Austin.” Holly frowned. “He’s really not related?”

Rebecca shook her head. “They all met when Austin and Travis were in junior high. Austin was a bully, but the Haynes family gave him a place to belong. It’s what those brothers do best.”

She glanced around as if checking to make sure they were alone, then lowered her voice conspiratorially. “I’ll tell you a secret. They didn’t grow up in a very happy home, and they learned early on to depend only on each other. They all wanted a loving wife and family, but it seemed beyond them. They tried relationships and failed. Each of them gave up, resigned to living alone. But they were wrong.” Rebecca smiled. “First Travis found Elizabeth, then Kyle courted Sandy. Just last year Jill dropped into Craig’s life. It’s not that the Haynes brothers didn’t know how to love—it’s that they hadn’t met the right woman.”

Holly backed up a step. “I’m not the right woman.”

Rebecca studied her for a moment. “Too bad, because you’ll never find another man like Jordan or another family like this one. They’ll take you in and love you until you never have to be afraid again.”

“I’m not afraid,” Holly said quickly, then wondered why she bothered to lie. Of course she was afraid. Sometimes she was afraid she would die of the loneliness.

“My mistake,” Rebecca said lightly. “I thought you might want something special with Jordan. It’s fine that you don’t, but do me a favor. Don’t break his heart.”

“He’s not interested in me that way.” Holly glanced down at herself. The long apron she wore only emphasized her wide hips. “I’m not his type.”

Rebecca’s smile widened. “Aren’t you?”

Before Holly could say anything else, Austin came out of the back room and wanted to know if they were going to live there permanently. Rebecca laughed, then pointed to half a dozen wreaths she wanted to buy. Austin got them down, then collected the ornaments she indicated she liked.

As Holly wrote up the order, she had to clench her jaw muscles to keep her mouth from hanging open. Somewhere she’d heard a rumor that Austin and Rebecca were wealthy. They’d just bought more in a few minutes than any three other customers combined. She frowned. That wasn’t true. All the Haynes family members had bought a lot.

A warm feeling stole over her. Her stay in Jordan’s house was temporary, as was her connection with his relatives. Because she was part of Jordan’s life, they were including her. She realized she should enjoy the time while it lasted and give back with the same generous spirit. She had much to be grateful for. It was almost Christmas, and this year she wasn’t going to be alone.

* * *

Jordan dipped his brush in the can of paint, then straightened. Every muscle in his legs complained.

“I heard that,” Holly said without looking at him. “You’re doing too much.”

“I’m fine.”

“And a liar.”

He grinned. “Okay, that too. I’ll finish this door frame, then I’ll quit for the night.”

“Good. If you have a relapse, your relatives will blame me.”

He glanced at her. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor. She wore tight jeans that outlined every generous curve and an old sweatshirt that had faded to a misty gray. Her long blond hair had been pulled back in a braid to protect it from the paint that splattered the front of her clothing.

She wielded a paint brush and roller with the speed and finesse of an expert. In one short week his dining room had been transformed. The floors had been in better shape than either of them had realized. Someone had coated them with wax. Once the buildup was removed, the natural beauty of the hardwood shone through. The old wallpaper was gone. The ceiling had been painted creamy white, and next week Holly would hang the new wallpaper. He had taken her suggestion and used the chair rail as a dividing line in the large room. The bottom would be painted colonial blue. Holly was doing that now. The top would be papered. It wasn’t authentic, but it fit the shape and function of the room.

“I called about the furniture,” Jordan said. He was in charge of painting door frames to match the ceiling and the chair rails. “It will be here in a week.”

She looked at him over her shoulder. “Great. Just in time for Christmas.”

The chandelier illuminated her features. She’d gotten into the habit of washing off her makeup when she came home from work. He could see the freckles sprinkled on her nose and the tops of her cheeks.

“Speaking of which,” she said, “are you going to get a tree?”

“Sure. Sunday. It’s the annual Haynes family Christmas-tree hunt.”

Her eyebrows drew together. “How do you hunt Christmas trees? They can’t run away.”

“It’s what we call it. Just the men and the kids. We leave women folk at home.”

“Sounds odd, but okay.” She ran her roller across the paint pan, then returned her attention to the wall. “I’ve put aside a few ornaments from the store. I’d like to contribute them to the decorating.”

“I’d like that,” he said. “I always chop down a big tree, then it looks sort of bare and I have to feel sorry for it.”

She shifted until she was on her knees, then worked the roller back and forth, smoothing on paint evenly. “I hope you don’t plan to do your own chopping.”

It was making him hurt just watching her paint. “Doubtful. I’ll get one of my brothers to do it.”

“Speaking of them, Craig, Austin and their wives were in the store today. In the last couple of weeks half the town has been by to stock up on Christmas supplies. This is going to be my best month yet.” She gave him a shy smile. “I know I have you to thank for that.”

He shrugged. “I made a few phone calls. No big deal.” There was a light in her eyes that made him feel uncomfortable. He hadn’t done anything special.

“It is a big deal, and I appreciate the business. I’m keeping my fingers crossed that they came to the shop as a favor to you, but that they really liked what they saw so they’ll come back again because they want to.”

Jordan put down the paint brush and stretched.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Sore but better. I’m more mobile. I was up most of yesterday, and there aren’t any repercussions today. If I continue to heal, I’ll be back at the fire station by the first of the year.”

“Do you miss work?”

“Yeah. I like my job.”

“Me, too.” She smiled.

He bent down and picked up the brush he was using and returned his attention to the door frame. They worked well together. There was just the right amount of conversation, sprinkled with laughter. He didn’t have to think when he was with her. He considered telling her that, but didn’t think she would appreciate the news or view it as a compliment.

“It will be nice to be here for the holidays,” Holly said. “Thanks for including me.”

“You’re no trouble at all.”

Before he could say anything else, Louise walked in with a couple of sodas. “I’ve got to leave for my class,” she said. “I brought you these.”

He took the cola drink she offered him. “Thanks.”

Her eyebrows arched in surprise. “You’re welcome.”

“You’re the best,” Holly said, and popped the top on her diet soda.

“I finished the salad,” Louise said. “The steaks are ready to go on any time you want to cook them, and the baked potatoes are washed.” She addressed her comments to Holly, but kept glancing at him.

Jordan understood her wariness. Since Holly had moved in, he’d made an effort to be polite to Louise. It was an armed truce. He needed the housekeeper to stay, because she made Holly’s presence possible. Louise was their chaperon. If she left, Holly would go, too. He didn’t want that. He figured he should probably be smart enough to figure out why, but he didn’t want to have to think about it. He only knew that he liked having Holly around. If the price of that was civil conversation with Louise, he would gladly pay.

As much as he hated to admit it, sometimes he forgot he wasn’t supposed to like Louise. The older woman was funny and great at her job. She genuinely cared about his family. He wondered how much of that came from guilt. If he let himself forget the past, he could be friends with her, but he wasn’t willing to do that yet.

“Enjoy your class,” he said.

Louise gave him another puzzled look, then left.

Jordan finished the door frame about the same time Holly finished the first coat of blue paint. She stood up and surveyed her work.

“It’s going to be stunning,” she said. “The colonial blue is just the right color.” She glanced at her watch. “You hungry?”

“Starved.”

“Let’s go fix dinner.”

He followed her into the kitchen. He liked watching the sway of her hips as she walked. The feminine motion appealed to him on a basic level. It was tough to hang back and be polite when all he really wanted to do was haul her close and have his way with her right there on the hall floor.

When they entered the kitchen, there were stacks of cookie sheets in the sink.

“Louise has started baking,” Holly said as she studied the counter. She pointed to a foil-covered dish. “Samples for dessert. I can’t wait.”

“Louise bakes every year for Christmas. It’s a tradition.”

She pointed to one of the chairs by the kitchen table. He sank down and relaxed, letting the pain ease out of him. Holly worked quickly. In the past couple of weeks she’d become familiar with the kitchen.

“My Mom used to make cookies, too,” she said as she pricked the potatoes with a fork and set them on a dinner plate. “I think they were sugar cookies. You know, the kind you can decorate. I was in charge of the icing.” She leaned against the tile counter and smiled. “I used to get more on my clothes and eat more than ever got on the cookies. She always did special stuff like that with me. We had a lot of fun.”

A single strand of blond hair fluttered near her cheek. She brushed it away slowly. Her blue eyes were large and thoughtful, focusing on a past he could only imagine.

“What other traditions did you have?” he asked.

“She used to fill a stocking for me. I loved it. There wasn’t anything expensive. Oranges, those chocolate kisses, pens for school, adhesive tape.” She looked at him. “What is it about kids and sticky stuff?”

“I’m not sure, but they do love it.”

“We always had a real tree. It wasn’t very big, but it was beautiful, especially at night, with the lights.”

“Did you ever see your father at the holidays?”

Instantly her face changed. All emotion faded, along with her color. Her mouth straightened, and she folded her arms over her chest.

“I met him once,” she said. “It was about six years ago. My mother was very ill, and the expenses were enormous. I knew who he was. He has a lot of money. I thought maybe—” She swallowed. “I went to see him to ask him if he could help with the medical bills. He said no and that I shouldn’t bother him again.”

Hurt hovered around her like fire. He could see it burning away her self-control. He ached for her. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She shrugged. “It’s no big deal. I didn’t care on my behalf. I was worried about my mom. I didn’t want her to know I’d gone there or that he’d turned me down.”

Jordan glanced at his lap and was surprised to see his hands curled into tight fists. Consciously he relaxed. Holly’s father was a first-class bastard, and he would like nothing more than to teach him the price of hurting his own daughter. Holly might claim not to feel pain, but he could see it and feel it radiating from her. She raised her chin slightly and blinked. He realized she was fighting tears.

“I suppose it’s silly,” she said, her voice thickening. “But he never said anything about being my father. I thought he would. I guess I wanted him to acknowledge me. But he didn’t say a word.”

Jordan stood up and crossed the linoleum floor. When he was in front of her, he held out his arms, inviting her to find comfort with him. He didn’t touch her, somehow sensing the decision had to be hers.

She hesitated for a moment, then threw herself against him. Her hands clawed at his sweatshirt, and her face pressed against his chest. A sob shook her, then another. He held her close.

“It was so h-horrible,” she said, the words muffled and broken. “I just stood there staring at him. I could s-see we even sort of looked alike. But he didn’t say anything. He didn’t care about her, and he d-didn’t care about me. I thought fathers were supposed to love their children.”

Jordan thought about his father. “They are, but not all of them do.”

He cupped the back of her head and ran his other hand up and down her spine, all the while murmuring soothingly. He ached for her. It wasn’t a physical pain like he had from his injuries. This was down to his soul and into the blackness. It was a hungry pain of loss and emptiness, of forgotten promises and broken dreams. The depth and intensity stunned him. Most of the time he was able to disconnect from everyone else. He was used to not feeling much at all.

When her sobs lessened, he kissed her cheek and brushed the tears from her skin. She continued to cling to him, and he continued to hold her. He knew he was supposed to be comforting her, but there was something soothing and welcoming in her warmth. He tried to ignore the way her breasts flattened against his chest and her thighs brushed his.

She sniffed a couple of times. “I must look horrible,” she murmured. “I always do when I cry. My eyes get puffy, and my nose gets red.”

“I think it’s cute.”

She laughed, then stepped away from him. “Thanks, Jordan. I appreciate it.” She cleared her throat. “I want to go take a shower. Would you mind if we put off dinner for a half hour or so?”

“That’s fine.”

She nodded, then started for the door. He called after her, “Holly, your secret is safe with me.”

She glanced at him. “I know. You’re a good friend.” Then she left the room.

He stared after her in equal parts of pleasure and annoyance. He was pleased that she trusted him to hold her and keep her secrets safe. After all, he was a master at keeping secrets. But he didn’t like her thinking of him as a friend.

How else should she think of you? a voice in his head asked mockingly.

Jordan didn’t have an answer for that. He didn’t want a relationship; at least, that was the story he always told himself. He knew firsthand the dangers involved. But a flicker of need inside warned him letting Holly go wasn’t going to be as easy as he’d first thought.






CHAPTER NINE



Holly smoothed the oversize sweater, then reached for the towel on her head. When she pulled it loose, her wet hair tumbled onto her shoulders. She stared at herself in the mirror, then shook her head.

It didn’t matter that she’d spent several minutes splashing cold water on her face. She still looked puffy and red eyed. It was obvious she’d been crying.

She should have changed the subject, she told herself. She could talk about her mother and their holiday traditions, and she could talk about that ill-fated trip to visit her father, but she couldn’t talk about them together. Every time she thought about what that man had said, how cruel he’d been, she got so mad and so hurt for her mother that she…

Tears burned, but this time she blinked them away. She wasn’t going to cry any more. She was supposed to be here looking after Jordan, but every time she turned around, he was taking care of her.

She reached for her brush and began the slow process of untangling her hair. When that was done, she plugged in the blow dryer, then bent over at the waist and started drying her hair. The low, steady roar of the machine was soothingly familiar. She cleared her mind of unpleasant thoughts and resolved only to think about nice things for the rest of the evening.

That was easy, she thought with a smile. She would focus on Jordan. A delicious, sensual shiver went through her as she remembered what it had been like when he’d held her. She knew he’d meant it as a comforting gesture. But she’d liked the feel of his arms around her. She’d felt safe and comforted at the same time. He was strong yet gentle. Usually she didn’t show a lot of herself to other people. She didn’t have much experience with relationships, even friendship, and her awkwardness made her wary. But around him, she forgot to be afraid.

Very out of character, she told herself as she straightened and began to dry the front of her hair. But then several family members had told her that Jordan was a brooding loner, and she’d never seen that part of him. Maybe they were different with each other than they were with the rest of the world. Maybe the odd circumstances allowed them to let go of the barriers normally in place. She would like to believe Jordan thought of her as special, even though she knew she was fooling herself. He probably had dozens of women in his life. He wouldn’t have time for her.

Then why aren’t any of those women here? a voice in her head asked.

Holly didn’t have an answer for that. She didn’t want to think about it, either. If she allowed herself to hope, she would end up being disappointed, or worse, hurt. She didn’t want to do that. Besides, there was no point in wishing for a romantic relationship when she wasn’t willing to commit to one.

Something warm rubbed against her leg. She glanced down and saw Mistletoe.

“We always want what we can’t have,” she said, then turned the blow dryer to warm and patted the counter.

Mistletoe was huge, with her wide belly hanging low. The cat couldn’t make the jump to the counter easily, so she jumped onto the toilet, then stepped across. When she stretched out by the sink, Holly petted her soft fur.

“How’s my pretty girl? Are you enjoying this big house?”

Mistletoe purred. Her wide, flat face and green irises made her look wise. Her eyes closed in pleasure as Holly pointed the blow dryer at the cat’s coat.

Mistletoe loved the heat of the machine. She could lie there for hours being warmed and petted. Her purr rumbled as low as the motor. Holly felt the vibrations through her fingers. She turned the dryer off after a few minutes. Mistletoe bumped her fingers with her damp nose as if asking for more.

“Wait until you have your babies,” Holly said.

Mistletoe stretched, then rested her head on her front paws, as if she intended to nap on the counter.

“Fine by me,” Holly said. She glanced in the mirror. Her nose was still red, but some of the puffiness had gone down around her eyes. Her hair wasn’t completely dry, but that always took forever. She pulled it back into a loose ponytail and walked out of the bathroom. First she would check on Jordan, then she would finish dinner.

As she approached the study, she heard a muffled curse. When she walked in the room, Jordan was pacing shirtless. He held his right arm close to his chest. Lines of pain stretched from his nose to his mouth.

“What’s wrong?” she asked as she hurried to his side.

“I painted the baseboards. At least, I started to. Then this muscle seized up in my back.” He tried to straighten his arm, then grimaced.

Holly walked behind him. She touched him by his shoulder blade and felt the large knot of muscles. “I used to massage my mother,” she said. “Do you want me to try and do you?”

He turned so he was facing her. “I’m in too much pain to be done,” he said, then grimaced.

She stared at him blankly. “You don’t want me to rub your back?”

“Yeah, that would be great.”

“Then why did you say—”

He cut her off with a shake of his head. “Joke. Bad timing. Forget it.” He glanced around the room. “Where do you want me?”

“Lie down on the bed.” As soon as she said the words, she started to get embarrassed. Thankfully he did as she asked without looking at her first.

She went into the bathroom by his room and found a bottle of body lotion. As she returned, she tried not to notice how he looked wearing jeans and nothing else, stretched out on clean white sheets. Her insides felt funny, as if they were being jolted by a slight electric shock. She wore socks but not shoes, and she couldn’t stop her toes from curling.

He was hurt, she reminded herself. He was in pain and he needed help. This was medicinal. She wanted to heal, not indulge in some bizarre fantasy.

She approached the bed slowly. His eyes were closed, and a dark lock of hair fell across his forehead. A twitch by his mouth was the only indication of his pain.

She sat on the edge of the bed and uncapped the lotion. After pouring some in her palm, she shifted so she was facing his back and touched her hands to his skin.

He was hotter than she’d expected. While she worked at the knotted muscles, part of her mind stood back and noted differences. Her mother’s skin had been thin, her back more narrow, her muscles easily manipulated. Jordan was pure male in his prime. Lean ropes of strength challenged her trained fingers. She pressed her palms against the tightness, trying to force the lactic acid out, and with it, the pain.

She leaned toward him, using her body weight to increase the pressure. Her conscience split in two. One side was the nurse, noting the slight relaxing of tension in his body. That portion of her allowed her to straddle his narrow hips so she was able to put more pressure into her massage. The other part of her, the shy, inexperienced woman, was shrieking at what was going on. She couldn’t believe she was doing this, on his bed, in his room, with nothing but a few layers of clothing between them.

As she worked, moving slowly, starting her strokes low at the small of his back and sliding up, she tried to ignore the curve of his rear pressing intimately against her. She tried to ignore the dryness of her throat and the nearly uncontrollable urge to giggle. She wanted to stand up and scream, Look at me. I’m touching a man’s bare back. But she doubted Jordan would understand.

She rubbed the knot and found it was much smaller. Jordan groaned. “If I pay you a million dollars, will you promise to never stop?” he asked.

“Do you have a million dollars?”

“Not with me.”

“Too bad. I would have promised.”

She stretched up until she reached his shoulders and neck. She squeezed the muscles there.

“This is heaven,” he murmured. “I haven’t felt this good in weeks.”

“I aim to please.”

“You’re doing a damn fine job.” He raised his head. “You’re also probably getting a cramp in your hands.”

She shook out her fingers. They were a little sore. “I’m fine.”

“Stop for now,” he said. “You can do more later.”

“Sure.”

She slid off him. Now that she wasn’t massaging him, the nurse inside her faded away and she was left with just the woman. Awkwardness returned, and with it a feeling of self-consciousness. She needed to get away from this bed.

But before she could leave, Jordan turned toward her and grabbed her hand. “Don’t go.”

It wasn’t what he said; it was the way he said it. Holly stared at him. The low, throaty sound of his voice vibrated in her ears. Something about the tone or the pitch sparked an answering resonance deep in her soul. Don’t go. He said it the way she’d always imagined men said it to women. She was immobilized. She felt as if she’d forgotten how to breathe.

A dark light flared in his eyes. Some forbidden spark that tempted her. She wasn’t sure what she was being tempted for or with. Their gazes locked. She thought about looking away, but he held her in his spell. The room faded around them. There was nothing in the world but the man in front of her.

“Holly.”

He spoke her name as if the sound were precious to him. She tried to swallow, but nothing was working. It was then that she noticed he was circling her palm with his thumb. Sensations skittered up her arm, diffusing in her chest, then refocusing in her oddly sensitized breasts.

“I want to kiss you,” he said, his gaze never leaving hers. “And touch you. If that frightens you, then you can go, now or later. I’m not going to make love to you, though. Not because I don’t want to, but because—” He paused, then gave a rueful grin. “I couldn’t handle the pressure right now. Maybe when I’m stronger.”

She blinked several times, sure she couldn’t have heard him correctly. He announced he was going to kiss her and touch her? Just like that? He was talking about sex? And it wasn’t even seven o’clock? Was he crazy?

But curiosity and anticipation were stronger than terror. The thought of leaving was quickly pushed aside. She remembered Jordan’s last kiss, and definitely wanted to repeat the experience. Most women experimented with the opposite sex while they were still in high school, or at least in college. Holly knew she was backward when it came to the man-woman thing. Even if Jordan hadn’t made her blood race and her heart pound, she still would have been tempted to kiss him again.

If nothing else, she trusted him not to hurt her or do something that would make her uncomfortable.

“You’re not leaving,” he said. “So the idea of kissing me doesn’t horrify you?”

Embarrassment forced her to look away. How long were they going to talk about it? Couldn’t they just do it? She shook her head.

“Good.”

He tugged her closer. She resisted and sat straighter.

One corner of his mouth curved up in a smile. “I’m in a weakened condition. You’re going to have to come to me.”

She stared at him uncomprehending.

“I can’t sit up,” he said.

“Oh.” Then she got it. The muscles in his back. His pain. “Oh!” He needed her help. She could do that.

But when she went to lean toward him, she found she couldn’t do that. It was too bold, too beyond her comfort level. She didn’t know what to do.

“Jordan, I can’t.”

“Yeah, you can. Kiss me, Holly.”

She stared into his eyes, then allowed herself to get lost in the dark depths. She leaned forward and touched her lips to his.

The hand he was still holding got caught between them, and her wrist bent back. Sharp pain shot up her arm, and she pulled back. It wasn’t going to work.

“I’m just not good at this,” she muttered, and turned away.

“Sure, you are.” He raised the bed a little, then patted his belly. “Straddle me like you did when you were giving me a back rub.” He grinned. “I’m pretty sure I can stand it.”

She eyed him doubtfully. She might not have ever seen a man naked before, but she knew where all the parts went. If she straddled him, then his…his…she-knew-what would be pressed awfully close to her private parts, and she wasn’t sure that was right or even legal. Although the statement about him being able to stand it was confusing. Would it hurt him?

“Never mind,” Jordan said suddenly. “Bad idea. Why don’t you let me get some rest?”

Now Holly was really confused. What was going on? One minute he wanted to kiss her, the next he was dismissing her?

Then she looked at him closely and recognized the tension around his mouth. He was embarrassed. She wasn’t sure by what, if it was his weakened condition or the fact that he thought she wasn’t interested. It didn’t matter. Holly’s already soft heart melted. She grabbed his hand in both of hers.

“Don’t be mad,” she said quietly. “I don’t mean to be shy, but this is all new to me.”

He gazed at her for a minute, then relaxed perceptibly. “Yeah?”

“I swear. Tell me what to do.”

His eyes narrowed. “Is this some sort of new-tech nursing technique?”

“I’m sure kissing is considered a breach of professional ethics.” Her voice was prim. “I’ve never heard of it being prescribed for medicinal purposes.”

“A guy can always hope.”

He smiled and she relaxed. “Tell me what to do.”

“Straddle my stomach.”

Feeling as coordinated and elegant as a newborn giraffe, she did as he requested. Thank goodness her sweater was loose so he couldn’t get a good look at her body. That would be too embarrassing to stand.

“Lean forward,” he instructed. “Rest your forearms on the bed.”

“But then my—” She glanced down at her breasts. “Then I’ll be touching you with my chest.”

His smile broadened. “That’s the point.”

“Oh. Are you sure?”

“Trust me.”

She did as he requested. Their faces were inches apart. She could feel his sweet breath fanning her face. Her breasts nestled against his lean strength as if they’d spent their whole lives looking for this one spot to rest.

Holly wasn’t quite as comfortable. She didn’t know what to do with her hands. She felt as if her butt was sticking up in the air. To make matters worse, every inch of her was tingling and trembling, and she couldn’t catch her breath.

“This would have been a whole lot easier when I was sixteen,” she murmured.

“Not for me. Back then I was more interested in results than the process itself.”

She didn’t know what that meant, but before she could ask, he raised his head slightly and kissed her.

It was better than she remembered. His lips were firm and warm as they caressed hers. He brushed against her sensitive skin, awakening the nerve endings and reminding them why they’d been put there.

He opened his mouth. She didn’t need urging to follow suit. The anticipation of those few seconds waiting for his tongue to touch hers nearly made her swoon. Suddenly she knew what to do with her hands. She cupped his face and urged him closer. She buried her fingers in his thick dark hair and tried to communicate her need.

He got the message. He invaded her mouth, touching, stroking, tasting, leaving wickedly wonderful sensations in his path. He stole her breath, made her relax against him, made her want more. She squirmed in delight when he drew her lower lip into his mouth and suckled it. The gentle tugging started a chain reaction that coiled all the way to that waiting place between her thighs. Tremors rippled through her.

This wasn’t a kiss; it was a life-changing event. She felt herself being pulled under, drowning, and she didn’t care. She followed his retreat, invading his mouth, assaulting him as he’d assaulted her. She felt answering shudders in his muscles.

His hands stroked down her back. One played with her hair, while the other discovered the sweet spot where her derriere curved into her legs. He touched that place over and over again. It tickled yet sent hot rivers of feeling through her legs and up her chest.

She wanted to kiss him forever. She liked the hard breadth of his body below hers. She’d been denied physical passion so long, she wasn’t sure she would ever get enough.

He reached for the hem of her sweater and tugged it up. Holly broke their kiss. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

When the sweater was bunched around her waist, he slipped his fingers under it and began to touch her bare skin.

“You’re doing something. I can feel it.”

Lines deepened by the corners of his eyes as he smiled faintly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She wasn’t sure she did, either. He traced her spine up to her neck. His soft touch sucked away her strength. She couldn’t even protest, not that she wanted to.

He touched her shoulders, then down her sides and over her ribs. Without planning the action, she raised herself slightly. She didn’t even know what she’d done until his hands slipped under her, circling around and coming to rest on her breasts.

Large hands cupped her full curves. He didn’t move, but just supported their weight against his palms. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the sensations. No man had ever touched her there. Everything was new. The whisper of embarrassment, the tingling, the way her nipples puckered and ached for more of his caress.

Then he began to stroke her. His thumbs swept across the taut peaks. She felt the jolt clear down to her toes. Her arms trembled violently, then strength faded and she collapsed against him.

He didn’t give her time to have regrets. He claimed her mouth, sweeping inside, taunting her, tempting her, teasing her until all she could do was cling to him.

She didn’t recognize herself anymore. She was painfully alive and aware of her body. She’d never thought about physical pleasure before, and now she couldn’t think about anything else.

His hands stroked her back. She was vaguely aware of a slight tugging on her bra, but she ignored it. Jordan could do whatever he wanted. She was never going to protest again.

“Sit up,” he said, then kissed her cheek and her jaw.

She did as he asked. She swayed for a moment, finding balance, then glanced down at him. His bare chest was in reach. Not sure where she gathered the courage, she placed her hand on top of his breastbone. His eyes closed slowly, and he breathed her name.

“Touch me,” he said.

She wasn’t sure where or how, but figured she couldn’t really hurt him. She brushed her hands against the sprinkling of hair between his flat nipples. She traced the shape of his ribs and the width of his shoulders. She wondered what he would taste like, but couldn’t bring herself to test his skin to find out.

After several minutes he stilled her hands. “Take off your sweater.”

“Why?” she asked, her voice squeaking on the single syllable.

When he didn’t answer, she swallowed hard. Okay, take off her sweater. No big deal. Hadn’t she just promised herself she was going to do whatever he asked? Besides, if she took it off he might touch her breasts again, and wouldn’t that be lovely?

She did as he requested and in the process realized he’d unfastened her bra. She didn’t want to think about how awkward it must look as she tried to pull one piece of clothing off while attempting to keep another firmly plastered against her chest.

Finally she was able to pull her sweater over her head with one hand while the other held the bra against her breasts. She tossed the sweater on the floor.

“That, too,” he said, tugging on the hook end of the undergarment.

“I can’t,” she said miserably.

“Why?”

She looked away. “They’re too big. It’s ugly. I always wanted those little perky breasts like you see in the magazine ads.”

“Everything about you is beautiful.”

She glared at him. “Oh yeah, right. Including the extra fifteen pounds. I’m stunning. Modeling agencies are pounding at the door to get me to work for them.”

He studied her for a moment, then nodded as if he’d come to some conclusion. “Scoot up.”

That she could do. She scooted a little closer.

“Close your eyes.”

That request made her suspicious, but she did as he asked. Still, she didn’t release her death grip on her bra. Fortunately he didn’t try to take it away from her.

Instead, he placed his hands on her thighs. He stroked her from knee to hip bone. With each back-and-forth, his hands slipped closer and closer to the insides of her legs until at last his thumbs brushed over private places. She jumped.

“Keep your eyes closed,” he said.

She found it difficult to breathe, but it was easy to not look. He kept his thumbs there, touching, pressing more than moving. He seemed to be looking for something. She was about to tell him there wasn’t anything there when he found it.

He rubbed a tiny spot. A shudder raced through her, and goose bumps broke out on her skin. What was that? Would he do it again? He would and he did. Several times he touched that magical place, caressing her until she was weak. Then he moved away and stroked her bare arms and shoulders.

Her breasts ached. There was no other word to describe the heavy sensation that filled them. Her nipples were tight. She needed relief, but didn’t know what to do. She suspected Jordan had the answer. But that would mean letting him look at her. The battle was lost the moment he traced a single finger over the outside curve of her left breast. The soft touch was so sweet, she wanted to weep. Instead, she relaxed and let him pull the bra away.

Within fifteen seconds she wondered what she’d been fussing about. After a minute she decided she’d been a stupid fool.

He touched her breasts as if they were precious and objects of worship. Long fingers caressed every curve, every inch of sensitized skin. His thumbs teased her nipples, circling the tight peaks until she could think of nothing else but having him touch her like that for always.

“If I give you a million dollars, will you promise never to stop?” she asked.

“I’ll promise without the million dollars,” he whispered. “Why would I want to stop?”

She opened her eyes and glanced down. His tanned fingers contrasted with her pale skin. Somehow, with him touching her, she could believe she wasn’t ugly there. When his thumbs and forefingers gently pinched her nipples and she saw, as well as felt, the delicious tug, her hips arched involuntarily.

Her breathing increased, and she didn’t know why. Her skin was hot; her panties felt damp. Everything confused her, but it was wonderful.

When he urged her to stretch out next to him, she didn’t protest. She lowered the bed so it was flat as he used a couple of pillows to support his back. He turned on his side so he faced her. Then he did the most amazing thing. He bent his head and took one of her nipples into his mouth.

The moist heat overwhelmed her. She whispered his name, then buried her hand in his hair to hold him in place. Unbelievable heat and longing filled her.

He suckled her breast, then moved to the other side and repeated the wondrous event. She barely noticed his hands slipping under her leggings and brushing against her bare skin. It was only when one of his fingers touched that magic spot between her legs that she realized what he was doing.

But then it was too late. He’d begun to move back and forth, then around. Speech was impossible. She half expected her heart to stop beating.

“Relax,” Jordan whispered, then stuck his tongue in her ear. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to make you feel good.”

He was. Absolutely. She tried to tell him, but she couldn’t.

He nibbled on her lobe. “Do you feel the pressure building?”

She nodded. It was incredible. Every fiber, every cell, focused on his fingers and what he was doing there.

“Have you ever felt anything like this before?”

“No,” she gasped.

“Good. Just go with it.” A spasm jerked her body. He chuckled. “It’s not going to take very long.”

She wasn’t sure if that was good or bad, but decided it didn’t matter. He bent over her and kissed her. Their tongues danced. He drew her into his mouth and sucked. The quick spasm matched the rhythm between her legs. She thought she would die of the pleasure.

Then his hand shifted slightly. She became aware of an insistent, pleasurable pressure. She focused on it. Something she didn’t understand swam just out of reach. Jordan broke the kiss, then bent over her breast. He stroked his tongue against her nipple. That was all she needed.

For a moment the world stopped, suspended on a point of pleasure so intense, she finally understood why lovers were willing to risk everything for this moment. Then time resumed, and the release crashed through her body. She gave herself up to it, riding it, feeling it, becoming one with the man at her side, knowing nothing would ever be the same again.

Jordan watched Holly’s face, the flush that climbed from her chest to her cheeks, the way her lips parted as if she needed to draw in more air. At last her eyes fluttered open.

“Wow,” she said reverently.

“Pretty amazing, huh?”

Her hand fluttered for a moment. “I need a new set of words to describe that.”

He kissed her forehead. “I’m glad.”

He was. Except for the intense, throbbing pressure in his groin, he felt great. He couldn’t give Holly everything she deserved, but he had opened a door for her. He was pleased that she’d found pleasure in his arms.

He kissed her gently. “What about my dinner?”

She stirred. “Hmm, I’m hungry, too. Steak and baked potato. Give me fifteen minutes.”

She sat up slowly, then stretched. Her long hair tumbled down her back. As she raised her arms, he saw her left breast and the rosy-tipped nipple. His erection flexed against the fly of his jeans, but he ignored the signal. He’d promised not to make love with her, and he intended to keep his word. Holly was innocent enough not to realize he was aroused and suffering. Better for both of them if she didn’t offer to take care of him.

She stood up and reached for her bra. He had a brief view of her bare chest before she turned quickly and dressed. Surprising him, and probably herself, she bent over and gave him a quick, hot kiss before she left to start dinner.

Jordan stared after her. Holly Garrett was deadly. He could feel the danger all the way down to his soul. There was something about her that appealed to him. Was it her innocence or her sweet spirit? He wasn’t sure. All he knew was she made him want things he could never have. He treated her differently than he’d ever treated another woman. In the past he’d always held back. With her, he wanted to give.

But he couldn’t get involved. He knew the price love required. His parents, Travis and his first wife, Craig and Krystal. Everyone he knew and cared about had paid a high, ugly price for the privilege of love. He was going to play it safe. That’s why he’d always held himself at arm’s length from relationships.

So how had Holly slipped inside his barriers? Was it because they’d never officially dated? She’d just been around, and he’d grown to like her.

He drew in a breath. For the first time in his life he wanted more. He wanted to be with her, make love with her, hold her, confess his darkest secrets. For the first time he was tempted. He wanted to believe it was possible, that this time was different. But he’d learned his lesson too well for that. This time was exactly the same. If he risked getting involved, both he and Holly were going to get burned.






CHAPTER TEN



It was early afternoon on Sunday when Louise and Holly pulled the last cookie sheet from the oven. They’d finished decorating the sugar cookies while the batch of chocolate-chip cookies had been baking. The delicious smells filled the house. Vanilla and chocolate, sweet icing, cinnamon, all surrounded by the homey scent of fresh-brewed coffee for the expected guests.

Louise expertly transferred cooled cookies to a large plate then handed it to Holly. “Take these into the living room,” she said.

“But there are three plates in there already.”

Louise winked. “I know how these girls eat. The cookies will disappear. Trust me.”

Holly did as she requested. Once in the living room, she rearranged the plates of treats, then glanced around at the open area. Jordan’s contribution to furniture had been a single sofa and a rather ratty-looking recliner. The dimensions of the room were substantial. In honor of the events of the day, Holly had loaned a few antique sofas, some tables and floor lamps. Nothing matched, but at least everyone would have a place to sit.

She stared at the plain white walls and thought about how beautiful the house could be. They’d finished the dining room yesterday. Kyle and Travis had come over to help move in the furniture Jordan had ordered. With some time and effort the rest of the house would be just as lovely. She wanted to be a part of the project.

As she ran her fingers along the stiff back of a Victorian-influenced blue settee, she imagined the house filled with laughter. She’d been happy here. Others could be, too. She wondered what it would be like to live here permanently, to know she was going to raise a family here. She’d thought about having children, of course, had wanted to, but didn’t think it was likely. She wasn’t sure she was prepared to be a single parent. The thought of raising a child on her own terrified her, and she admired those who were able to keep it all together without someone else to depend upon.

She’d thought of family, but she’d shied away from marriage. She knew she would never trust anyone enough to be able to commit to forever.

She heard voices in the kitchen. Louise’s higher pitch followed by Jordan’s low rumble. Her heart began to beat faster. Funny, after all they’d been through, working on the house every day, talking about nearly every aspect of their lives, he still had the power to make her knees weak.

A restlessness swept over her, propelling her to walk faster through the room. Energy she didn’t understand filled her, spilling out, making her want something, if only she could figure out what that something was.

Jordan?

The thought came unbidden, but once it arrived, she couldn’t let it go.

Heat coiled low in her belly as she remembered how he’d touched her and what wonderful pleasure he’d brought her. There hadn’t been a repeat of that incredible time together, but the aftereffects lingered.

He touched her more now. He stole kisses in the hallway. She’d even kissed him once, although the thought of it still brought a flush to her cheeks. If asked, she wouldn’t be able to define their relationship. They weren’t dating or lovers. They seemed to be more than friends, although she wasn’t sure. Most frightening of all, she was starting to sense she might be able to trust Jordan. If she did, if she allowed herself to fall for him, that would ruin everything. No matter how nice he was to her, in her heart she knew she wasn’t his type. When he was healed and able to get on with his life, he would go back to the kind of women he was used to.

The sound of cars in the driveway broke through her musings. She walked to the front window and stared out. A gleaming Mercedes pulled up first, followed by a minivan and two sport-utility vehicles. One had a small open trailer hitched to the back bumper.

Adults and children spilled out onto the driveway. Holly stared in amazement. She’d met most of the adults of the family, but not many of the children. It was one thing to know intellectually that Craig had three boys and Sandy and Kyle had four children, counting the baby. It was quite another to see all of them running around.

She watched as the adults called to each other and laughed. The women hugged, and the men shook hands. It was as if they hadn’t seen each other in months instead of just a few days. Holly fought a tightness in her throat. She envied Jordan his beautiful Victorian house, but even more than that, she envied him his close, loving family. While she appreciated that they drew her in and made her feel welcome, she wished she was there because she belonged instead of on a temporary basis by virtue of living in Jordan’s house.

She wondered if Louise fought these feelings. She and the housekeeper had talked about their solitary lives. The Haynes family offered a refuge.

“Are they here?” Jordan asked as he walked into the room. He moved easily with a natural elegance that only added to the temptation he already provided. Late last week he’d started physical therapy, and the exercises and treatments seemed to be easing his pain.

“They just pulled up.” She looked at him, then at the jacket he was holding. “Are you going to be all right?”

“I swear I won’t cut down a single tree.” He made an X over his heart. “My brothers will take care of that.” He moved next to her and tugged on her long braid. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. I’ll see you later this afternoon.”

He started for the front door. Out of nowhere Mistletoe materialized and sauntered in front of him. He had to sidestep suddenly to avoid tripping on her. Jordan swore under his breath. Mistletoe gave him a long, unblinking stare, then turned away and began washing her face.

“Mistletoe, that’s rude,” Holly said. The cat ignored her.

Jordan opened the front door and moved out onto the porch. Holly followed. She watched as he walked down the steps and greeted his family. His sisters-in-law fussed over him, while his brothers teased him about being a slacker. Holly smiled and knew even though it was temporary, she was going to enjoy every minute she had with this family.

Elizabeth, Rebecca, Jill and Sandy started up the stairs toward the house. As they did, Louise came out onto the porch and shrugged into her coat.

“Everything is set up,” the housekeeper said. “The coffee is in a carafe, and I’ve started a second pot. You know where everything else is.”

Holly stared at her disbelievingly. “You’re not leaving.”

“Sure. I always go with the guys. Someone has to be around to keep track of the little ones. Take the girls to the bathroom, that sort of thing.”

Holly glanced from Louise to the four women she didn’t really know. “But I can’t be the hostess.” It wasn’t right. Besides, she was terrified.

“You’ll be fine.” Louise gave her a wink. “If there’s a lull in conversation, ask them how they met their husbands. That will keep them talking for hours.”

With that, she walked down the stairs and approached the minivan. Holly looked at the four women now standing in front of her. “Hi,” she said awkwardly, and stepped back to let them in.

Elizabeth led the way. She paused and gave Holly a hug. “Thanks for having us.”

“My pleasure,” Holly muttered, not wanting to say it hadn’t been her idea to entertain these women alone. She’d thought Louise was going to be here. Whatever were they going to say to each other?

They all walked into the living room and found seats. Holly busied herself taking coats and bringing in the coffee. How long would the men and children be gone? Two hours? Three? It was only one in the afternoon. What if they were gone until dark? How would she survive? She couldn’t think of a single thing to talk about.

When there was nothing else to keep her in the kitchen, she reluctantly made her way toward the living room. The four women there were chatting easily, as if they’d known each other for years. They had, Holly reminded herself.

She hovered by the entrance to the living room until Elizabeth saw her and patted the sofa where she was sitting. “Come sit with me,” she said.

Holly crossed the room and perched on the edge of the seat. She forced her lips into a smile, hoping it looked more natural than it felt.

Jill, her pregnant belly rounding the front of her flannel maternity top, reclined on a chaise by the fireplace. Rebecca and Sandy shared a sofa across from the one Elizabeth and Holly sat in. Holly felt everyone staring at her.

“I’ve got it,” Rebecca said as she snapped her fingers. “I know what’s different. You’re blond.”

Holly touched her head self-consciously. “I know.”

“None of us are. The Haynes brothers generally prefer brunettes.”

“Excuse me?” Jill said, pointing to her own red hair. “That’s not completely true.”

Elizabeth laughed. “Craig always has been his own man.” She nodded slowly. “You’re right, Rebecca. Holly is our first blonde.”

Holly held up her hands. “We’re just friends. Jordan and I don’t date.”

Knowing looks were exchanged. Holly felt herself flush.

“Sandy, throw me a pillow, please,” Jill said. She grabbed the pillow as it flew toward her, then tucked it under her back. “Everything hurts. Little people like me aren’t supposed to puff up this much. It’s fine for you tall types.”

Rebecca tossed her long, dark, curly hair over her shoulder. “Jill is our poor little troll.”

“I’m not a troll, I’m short. Something people like you can’t appreciate. Do you know what it’s like to never be able to reach the top shelf at the grocery store? I have to stand there waiting until a tall person walks down the aisle. It’s humiliating.”

Sandy leaned back against the sofa and sighed. “I can’t believe you’ve already got Craig’s three boys and you’re going to have another child.”

Rebecca, Elizabeth and Jill stared at her, then laughed.

“You had three kids, then had a fourth with Kyle,” Elizabeth said.

Sandy nodded slowly. “I know. I can’t believe Jill was as foolish as I was. Four children. Do you know how much laundry that is?”

“I refuse to think about it. Anyway, Louise will come to help.” Jill touched her belly. “I know it’s going to be a lot of work, but it will be worth it.”

Rebecca leaned forward and grabbed a plate of cookies. She took two, then passed it on to Sandy. “You don’t regret the baby for a minute,” she said.

“You’re right,” Sandy said. “Although four is a handful. That’s why this afternoon is so wonderful. In fact—” she glanced at Holly “—you might never get rid of me.”

“At first I thought the men taking their children to get Christmas trees and not taking the wives was a bad idea,” Jill said. “I thought I might feel left out.”

“Don’t,” Elizabeth told her. “It’s cold out. The children constantly have to go to the bathroom, although not at the same time. They argue, they whine, they can’t agree on the tree they want. Oh, and the men will come home with huge monstrosities that won’t even begin to fit in the house.” She took the plate from Sandy and picked out a couple of cookies, then handed it to Holly. “It’s much better to stay in here and be warm. We have witty conversation, no husbands, no children. Gee, Holly, Sandy’s right. None of us will want to leave.”

“You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

Elizabeth winked. “Oh, sure. We believe that.”

Sandy started to prop her feet up on the coffee table, then froze and looked at Holly. “Is this a valuable antique?”

“No, it’s Jordan’s.”

“Whew! Okay then, let’s trash the place.”

Everyone laughed. Holly joined in and felt some of her tension ease away. These women were nice to her, and she appreciated that. She enjoyed their company. By the end of the day she would probably be able to figure out who was married to whom. Except for Rebecca, who wore a dark wool jumper over a cream turtleneck, they were dressed in jeans and sweatshirts. No one had on a lot of makeup or expensive jewelry. They were friends, and they obviously welcomed Holly into their circle. She wished she could tell them how much that meant.

Elizabeth looked at Jill. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired, even though I’ve been sleeping well.”

“It gets worse.”

Jill grimaced. “I sort of figured that. When are you going to have another one?”

Elizabeth poured herself a cup of coffee. “We’ve been talking about it. Little Jessica is nearly two. If we’re going to do it, now’s the time. I want another baby. Of course, that would mean three girls.” She shook her head. “You know what they say.”

Holly stared at her. “About having girls?”

Elizabeth nodded. “With boys you just have to worry about one—” she pointed to her lap “—you know. But with girls you have to worry about all of them.”

Laughter exploded in the room. When they had quieted, Jill said, “I think you should have another baby.”

“We’re thinking about it, too,” Rebecca said. “Of course, not being married to an official Haynes brother, I have the option of either a boy or a girl.”

Jill glanced at Holly. “How long have you known Jordan?”

Holly cleared her throat. She reached for her coffee, then changed her mind. Better to not have something to spill. “A few weeks. After my apartment was destroyed in that last big storm, he offered to let me live here for a while. I’m helping him restore the house in return for room and board.”

Jill stared at her. “You’re living with him?”

Holly felt color flare on her cheeks. “No,” she said quickly, then realized she was.

“They’re not living together,” Rebecca said.

“What would you call it?” Jill asked.

“Louise is here,” Elizabeth said. “I’m sure everything is very circumspect.”

For the second time in ten minutes, laughter broke out in the room. “A Haynes brother behaving himself,” Sandy said. “Oh, that’s new.” Her smile faded. “I suppose out of all of them, Jordan is the most likely to be a gentleman.”

“The first time I met Travis, he picked me up and carried me,” Elizabeth said. “It was very romantic.”

“Fine for you,” Sandy grumbled. “The first time I met Kyle after I moved back here, he came riding up on his motorcycle, all tanned and muscled. I couldn’t even speak. There I was, a grown woman with three children, and I couldn’t form entire sentences. I didn’t know whether to throw myself at him or run away screaming.”

“I was naked,” Jill said brightly. Everyone turned to stare at her. “Okay, maybe not naked, but I was just wearing a skimpy little robe. I thought it covered me just fine. Craig later told me it didn’t. He spent our whole first conversation in a very uncomfortable state.”

Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. “I believe Rebecca has the best story of all.”

“It’s silly,” Rebecca said, and nibbled on a cookie.

Jill brushed her short red hair off her forehead. “I don’t think I ever heard this story. What happened?”

Rebecca waved her hand. “Nothing.”

“Not nothing.” Elizabeth picked up her coffee and gestured with the cup. “Rebecca had a crush on Austin. It was very tragic. She couldn’t even be in the same room with him without knocking something over or spilling. So one day she went to see him.”

Rebecca drew in a deep breath. “If the story has to be told, I’ll tell it. Although I don’t know what purpose it serves.”

“Entertainment,” Elizabeth said.

“I went to see him at his house. It was raining, and my car got stuck. When the storm got worse, he lost his phone, so we couldn’t call for a tow truck.” She folded her hands primly in her lap. “There. Are you happy?”

Elizabeth grinned. Her brown eyes danced with amusement. “That’s not the whole story. Tell us the good part.”

“I had to spend the night.”

“And?”

Rebecca rolled her eyes. “We made mad, passionate love. All right? Can we drop this now?”

Holly was surprised. “The first night you went over to his house?”

“It was an accident.”

Jill sat up. “Honey, there are no accidents.”

Rebecca smiled. “You’re right. I seduced him. Although he denies it. He says he was the one doing the seducing.”

“They all do,” Sandy said. “It’s better to let them think that. At least they’ve all grown up. You should have been here in high school. They were dangerous heartbreakers then. No female was safe.”

“Did your heart get broken?” Holly asked.

“Not really. Jordan and I went out for a while, but we didn’t have chemistry, so we ended up being friends. Good thing for all of us. It would have been so awkward to face him as my brother-in-law if we’d gone at it hot and heavy in the back of his car.”

At first Holly didn’t recognize the tight feeling inside her belly. Then she realized it was annoyance. She didn’t want any of these women to have a past with Jordan. It was illogical and unfair, but it was how she felt.

Then Sandy’s smile faded. “All teasing aside, I think we’re very lucky women. The Haynes brothers, including Austin, are about the best men I’ve ever met.”

“You’re right,” Elizabeth said. “I never thought I’d be willing to risk caring about anyone again. Travis taught me differently.”

“I agree,” Jill said, then sniffed. “But can we please not talk about this. I’m pregnant, and it doesn’t take very much to make me cry.”

Sandy leaned over the sofa and took her hand. “Don’t cry. We’ll tell funny stories instead.”

Holly reached for the carafe of coffee. It was empty. “I’ll go get some more,” she said, and stood up.

“I’ll help,” Rebecca said, and followed her.

When they were in the kitchen, Rebecca shut the door. “I don’t mean to intrude. I just wanted to make sure that you’re all right. This is new to you, and sometimes the teasing can be a little overwhelming. For what it’s worth, if we didn’t like you, we wouldn’t be telling these wild stories.”

Holly felt her eyes tear, and she didn’t have the excuse of being pregnant. “Thank you for that. All this is very different for me, but I like having everyone here. You’re all so nice and you barely know me.”

Rebecca touched her arm lightly. “We heard good things about you. Jordan has talked to his brothers and to Austin. Word gets out. Jordan mentioned your mom died a couple of years ago and you’re all alone. We’re happy to share our holidays with you.”

“Thanks.”

Rebecca leaned against the counter. “Austin and Jordan are a lot alike. They’re both loners.”

“I don’t understand. Everyone says that to me, but Jordan’s not a loner. He’s friendly and open. He’s got a great sense of humor. Sometimes I feel as if you’re talking about someone else.”

Rebecca’s delicate eyebrows rose slightly. “Interesting. You’re seeing a side of him he keeps hidden from most people. I wonder what that means.”

“Nothing,” Holly said quickly.

“You know what they say about people who protest too much.”

“We’re just friends.” She ignored the image of the evening she’d spent in his bed. Nothing had happened, she reminded herself. They had both been fully dressed. Well, she didn’t have her shirt and bra on, but aside from that…

He’d touched her, though. Touched her in the most intimate way a man can touch a woman. And he’d made her feel wonderful things. He’d shown her the possibilities.

“Why isn’t Jordan married?” Holly asked.

Rebecca reached for the pot of brewed coffee and began to pour it into the carafe. “Probably because he doesn’t date.”

“How could he not? He’s so good-looking and fun. There must be women crawling all over him.”

“Maybe, but he manages to ignore most of them.” Rebecca looked at her. “You’re the first woman I’ve seen him with since I moved to Glenwood, and that’s been nearly four years.”

Holly couldn’t take in that thought. It didn’t make sense.

“Jordan holds a lot of himself inside. He doesn’t open up easily or share what he’s thinking.”

“I agree with that,” Holly said. Jordan rarely talked about personal things. She didn’t have a clue as to what he was thinking about her, or their situation.

“The Haynes brothers don’t make it easy,” Rebecca continued, “but they’re worth the trouble. Just one warning. Once you fall in love, there’s no getting over it.”

Holly took a step back. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m not going to fall in love with Jordan. I know I’m not his type.”

Rebecca picked up the full carafe. “Of course you’re his type. But that’s not what’s at issue. As for not falling in love, we don’t always get a choice. I’ll go ahead and take this back to the living room.”

Holly stayed in the kitchen for a few more minutes. Love? The concept startled her. She’d never thought of her feelings in that context. She didn’t love Jordan. She barely knew the man. But the word had a nice ring to it. Love. She would like to love someone and have him love her back. But that required trust, and she’d been let down too many times.

She shook her head. Everything was too confusing. This time last month she’d been living a solitary, albeit happy, life. It had been just her and Mistletoe. Her business had been growing steadily, and she was content. Now her life was upside down. Still, she wouldn’t trade it away for anything. Looking at the world from a new point of view showed her things she’d never seen before.

She glanced at the clock and saw it was nearly two-thirty. Then she hurried back to the living room. She hoped the men and children didn’t return too quickly. She wanted to spend some time with her new friends.

* * *

The crowd returned a little after seven. They’d called at five to say they were stopping for dinner. The “hunt” had been successful, but everyone was hungry. The women had ordered pizza and continued the fun until the cars had pulled up in front of the house.

They grabbed coats and walked onto the porch. Holly saw the small trailer was now filled with several cut trees. Children circled the cars, calling out for their fathers to make sure they put each tree on the correct car.

Jordan headed for the stairs. Holly could see he was limping.

“Are you all right?” she asked as she hurried to the edge of the porch.

He looked up. The light by the door illuminated his face. There were shadows under his eyes and lines of strain around his mouth. “I’m tired,” he said.

“You’re hurting.” She tucked her arm under his and helped him inside. He collapsed on one of the sofas.

When she would have settled next to him, he waved her away. “Go be social,” he said. “I’ll be fine here. Oh, and make sure Kyle brings in the tree.”

Holly hesitated, not wanting to leave him alone but knowing she should see everyone off. Reluctantly she returned to the porch. Elizabeth pulled her to one side.

“I have a favor to ask,” the woman said. “May I bring over several presents? They’re for the children. I’m afraid they’re going to find them. I know it will be okay with Jordan, but I don’t want him to be responsible for them. Men don’t remember things like bringing presents back in time for Christmas morning.”

“Sure,” Holly said. “There are plenty of closets here. Do you want me to wrap them?”

“They’re already wrapped. But thanks for the offer.” Elizabeth squeezed her hand. “I know there isn’t a romance between you and Jordan. Speaking for all the Haynes wives, I wanted to tell you, we would love it if you two got together. You’re good for him, and I think he’s good for you, too.” Elizabeth’s brown eyes danced. “If he’s anything like his brother, I promise you won’t be disappointed when the lights go out.”

Holly already suspected that. “You’ve all been so nice to me. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“You don’t have to.”

Impulsively Holly gave her a hug.

“Hey, if there’s hugging going on, I want to be included,” Kyle said as he carried one end of a huge fir tree up toward the open front door.

“Talk to your wife,” Elizabeth said.

Travis came up the stairs, holding the thick end of the tree. “Wife,” he said.

Elizabeth laughed.

Holly led the way inside. Austin followed behind with a tree stand. In about ten minutes the tree was up in the living room’s bay window. Five minutes after that the appropriate trees had been tied onto car roofs and everyone had left.

Holly checked on Jordan. He pulled himself to his feet and grimaced. “I’m tired,” he said. “Would you mind if we decorated the tree tomorrow?”

“Not at all. I’m worried about you.”

He gave her a half smile. “I’ll be fine. I just need to rest.”

The front door opened, and Louise stepped inside. “What a day,” she said. “Those little ones about ran me into the ground.”

Jordan’s jaw tightened. Had something happened to upset him?

“I have a few ornaments I brought from the store,” Holly said. “I want to bring them down before I forget.” She waved at Louise and headed for the stairs.

“The tree looks nice in here,” Louise said.

Jordan grunted.

Holly started up the stairs. Some premonition made her slow her step. Something was going to happen. She could feel it.

“Do you want me to hang the lights tonight?” Louise asked, her voice slightly muffled as she walked into the living room.

“No,” Jordan roared. “Haven’t you done enough today? Just stay the hell out of my life.”






CHAPTER ELEVEN



As soon as he said the words, Jordan wanted to call them back. It would be a big mistake to get into this now. They were both tired, and nothing would be accomplished.

But watching Louise with his nieces and nephews had been more than he could stand. She’d held the little ones, played with the older ones. All the kids adored her. He hated knowing she’d wormed her way into his family under false pretenses.

Louise tossed her coat over a chair by the entrance to the living room, then she walked toward him. Her cheeks were flushed, her blue eyes bright with anger. In her purple slacks and fuchsia shirt, she didn’t look like anyone’s idea of a dangerous person, but he knew the truth…and her secrets.

She came to a stop about three feet in front of him. After planting her hands on her hips, she glared at him. “I’ve had it with you, Jordan. I’ve been here nearly a month. I’m tired of the rude comments, the innuendos and hostile looks. Your attitude stinks. If you’ve got something to say, then be man enough to say it.”

He stared at her for a long time. “You don’t want to hear this,” he said at last, his voice low.

“Try me. Or are you only good at being a bully?”

The taunt did what it was supposed to. The heat of his anger increased. He made one last effort to maintain self-control, then let it go. “I don’t like you, Louise. I haven’t for a long time.”

“Why?” she asked, her confusion obviously genuine. “What did I ever do to you?”

“You destroyed my family.”

She stared at him as if he were crazy. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He focused his attention on her face. He wanted to see her admit the truth. “I know about your affair with my father.”

His expectations were fulfilled. Louise paled to the color of chalk, then sank onto the sofa behind her.

“Oh, Lord,” she murmured. “After all these years.” She raised her head and looked at him. “How did you find out?”

“That’s not important. The point is I know what you did.”

She tried to smile, but her lips were trembling too much. “What I did? You make it sound like I planned the affair. I didn’t. I was just seventeen. Still in high school.” She turned away. “A virgin.”

He saw the flush of color on her cheeks. Jordan steeled himself against any hint of softer emotion. After what she’d done, she deserved to suffer.

She drew in a deep breath. “He came to the high school and talked about drunk driving. I was sitting in the front row. Your father was older, of course, but a handsome, charming man. He smiled at me and—”

“Spare me the details.”

Her spine straightened. “All right. Have it your way. I was seventeen, and Earl Haynes seduced me. There, I confess my crime. Are you happy? What I did was wrong, I admit that. I knew he was married.” She was silent for several seconds. “I’m not proud of what I did. My only defense is that I was naive.”

“He had a wife and four sons. Did you ever think about what your so-called innocent affair would mean to us?”

She flinched.

Jordan fought to keep his anger flowing. He didn’t want to feel anything for the woman in front of him. Not compassion or empathy.

“He said no one would ever know.”

“There’s an excuse.”

“I’m not excusing, I’m explaining. I was so young.”

He folded his arms over his chest. “That’s it, then? You were young? Don’t you want to declare undying love for my father?”

Her blue eyes darkened with regret. “I didn’t love him, Jordan. I don’t know if that makes it worse or better, but it’s the truth. You can say whatever you want, but none of it will be more ugly than what I’ve already said to myself.” She drew in a deep breath. “It was twenty-nine years ago. Maybe it’s time to let it go.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he said. “But there’s so much more to the story.”

For the first time she looked frightened. “What do you mean?”

“I told you I knew everything. I know that you left town nearly thirty years ago. I know you were pregnant and that you had a child.”

Louise’s eyes fluttered closed. He suspected if she hadn’t been sitting, she would have swooned. As it was, she swayed on the sofa.

“No,” she murmured. “No. Not now. Not after all this time.” She covered her face with her hands.

“What happened to the child?”

“Adoption.”

He’d expected as much. Even so, the single word shocked him. There was another Haynes in the world. A half sibling he didn’t know.

He glanced at Louise. Her shoulders shook, and she rocked back and forth, but she was silent in her pain. Jordan found he had to turn away.

He’d expected to enjoy this conversation. He’d rehearsed it a thousand times in his mind. Louise had always been broken and crying, begging forgiveness. But he didn’t feel any satisfaction. Lives had been destroyed, and it was too late to bring back the past.

“I’ve been punished enough,” she said. “You have no right to discuss this with me. What happened between your father and me was a mistake, but no one ever knew. I’m not responsible for the destruction of your family. Earl Haynes did that all on his own.”

He turned back toward her. There were tears on her cheeks, and for the first time she looked every day of her forty-six years. “That’s where you’re wrong. Seventeen years ago you came back to Glenwood, and my father got in touch with you.”

Her mouth opened. “No,” she breathed.

“Yes.”

“No. I mean, Earl contacted me, but I wouldn’t have anything to do with him. I was older. I’d learned from my mistakes. Jordan, I swear, I refused to even talk to him. I wasn’t interested in having a relationship. He was married, and even if he hadn’t been, I would never have trusted him.”

“Too bad you didn’t make that clear.”

“What?”

“You should have told him you wouldn’t be interested even if he were single.”

“I did.”

“He didn’t believe you.”

She frowned. “What are you talking about?”

This time Jordan didn’t have to search for the anger and pain. It swelled up inside him, fueled by ugly wounds left over from a childhood fraught with hurt.

“My father was convinced you would want him if he wasn’t married. Because of you, he asked my mother for a divorce.”

“That’s crazy.”

Jordan curled his hands into fists. “After twenty-five years of screwing everything in a skirt in a fifty-mile radius, after twenty-five years of being a complete bastard to my mother and beating the crap out of his kids, my father wanted a divorce. So he would be with you.”

Louise stared at him wide-eyed. “I don’t believe you.”

“You damn well better. I was there. I heard everything.”

She shook her head. He didn’t know if she still didn’t believe him or if she didn’t want him to continue. He didn’t care which; he was determined to finish his story.

“After he asked for the divorce, he left. My mother stood in the kitchen, her home for the last twenty-five years, and she started to laugh.” He shuddered. “I still remember the sound,” he added softly.

It had been horrible. He’d been sixteen, just old enough to believe he couldn’t cry anymore or ask for comfort.

“Jordan, I—”

He cut her off. “She left. She packed her bags that afternoon and left. I begged her not to go, but she wouldn’t listen. She said we were all old enough to take care of ourselves, then she was gone.” He glared at the woman sitting on the sofa. “She never contacted us again. Not a phone call or even a letter.”

“I’m sorry,” Louise said as a tear rolled down her cheek. “I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt any of you.”

“That’s not good enough.”

He walked over to the fireplace and stared at the unlit logs. He was filled with conflicting emotions. In a small corner of his mind, he felt compassion for Louise. She had been young, and she’d gotten in over her head.

She should have known better, he reminded himself. If she hadn’t slept with a married man, none of this would have happened. He poked and prodded his anger until it flared back to life.

So many lives ruined. Hers, his mother’s, his brothers’. “What happened to the child?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I never saw her again.”

Jordan froze. For one intensely agonizing second every cell in his body screamed in pain. Then he sucked in a breath, and the moment passed. But it left him weak and shaking.

“Her? You had a girl?”

“Yes. Why is that surprising? Oh, Lord. You can’t really believe that family curse, can you?”

The Haynes curse. No female child had been born in four generations. Until Travis had fallen in love with Elizabeth. Until Kyle had fallen in love with Sandy. Haynes men who love their wives have girls. Haynes men who love the one they’re with have girl children. Louise had a girl.

The son of a bitch had loved her. Really loved her. He’d never loved his wife. Jordan doubted his father had cared about his sons, either.

His chest tightened, and it was hard to breathe. He turned on his heel and left the room. Once in the foyer, he didn’t know where to go, so he stepped outside, onto the porch.

The night air nipped at his skin, but he didn’t care about the cold. At last he could draw in a breath. He exhaled a steamy cloud of air. The front door closed, and he heard Louise’s footsteps on the wooden floor.

“I’ll pack my bags and be out of here by morning,” she said.

He wanted her gone but it wasn’t an option. “No. You can’t go. I’ve kept this secret for seventeen years. If you go, I’ll have to explain. I’m not going to ruin everyone’s holiday by confessing all now. Besides, if you left, Holly wouldn’t be comfortable staying here with me alone. I want her to have one good Christmas. I want you to stay until after the first of the year.”

“Fine.”

He couldn’t tell her emotional state from that single word, but he didn’t care what she was thinking. Even though having a daughter wasn’t her fault, he blamed her for that final insult.

He heard the front door open, then Louise spoke. “I was only seventeen,” she said. “I made a mistake. I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“You knew enough to destroy my family.”

She sucked in a breath. “You’re never going to forgive me, are you?”

“No.”

“As quickly as that? You don’t even have to think about it?”

He didn’t answer.

After a moment she said, “It must be nice to always be right. You obviously get a lot of satisfaction from that. I’ve been wrong lots of times, but then you already know that. Tell me something. What’s it like never to make a mistake? What is it like to know there isn’t one single thing you’re ashamed of?”

Louise didn’t wait for an answer. Instead she went into the house and closed the door behind her.

Jordan stood alone in the cold. Somewhere out there was his half sister. He didn’t know anything about her, and she didn’t know anything about him. She didn’t know that she was a Haynes, and that was a lucky break for her.

He tried to imagine what she would look like. She must be—he did some quick calculations—twenty-eight. Only a couple years younger than Kyle. They had a little sister. He hoped she’d had a better life growing up than the Haynes brothers. He hoped there had been parents who had cared about her.

He held on to the porch railing and wondered what he was supposed to do now. After the New Year, Louise would leave. She probably expected him to tell his brothers all he knew, but he wouldn’t. It was her secret to keep or give away. He didn’t care what she did as long as she got the hell out of his life.

* * *

Holly stared into the darkness, but sleep would not come. She glanced at the clock. It was after midnight. Finally she gave up and threw back the covers.

The corner of the blanket hit Mistletoe’s butt, and the cat murmured a sleepy protest. Holly petted her in apology, then pulled on her robe and slippers. If she couldn’t sleep, maybe some milk or an hour of pacing would help.

She crossed the room and opened the door, then stepped into the hallway. The house was silent, a contrast to the noisy thoughts swirling through her brain. It had been wrong of her to listen to Jordan’s conversation with Louise, but she hadn’t been able to help herself. She’d been heading upstairs when Jordan had told Louise to stay the hell out of his life. Holly had climbed to the top of the stairs, then sunk down on the landing and eavesdropped. She’d heard everything, except whatever they’d said when they went outside.

She didn’t know what to think. At last Jordan’s anger made sense. He’d been sixteen when he’d found out the housekeeper had had an affair with his father, and that the affair had led to the birth of a child.

A baby. Holly pulled her robe tightly around her and hugged her arms to her chest. Fierce longing filled her. It was probably the result of the afternoon spent with Jordan’s sisters-in-law, all of whom had children.

When Holly reached the bottom of the stairs, she saw a light coming from the study where Jordan slept. She hesitated, not wanting to intrude but wondering if he was in pain from his strenuous day.

She crossed through the library, then stopped at the open door to the study. Jordan was sitting up in bed. He was holding a book but staring off into space rather than at the pages. He didn’t notice her at first, and she took the opportunity to study him.

He wore sweats, and the loose-fitting clothing merely hinted at the strength concealed beneath the soft fabric. Lines of tension straightened his mouth. Undiluted pain filled his eyes.

“Jordan?”

He glanced up at her. Instantly his expression shuttered. A second before, she’d been able to read his soul; now she didn’t even know what he was thinking. She recalled Rebecca’s claims that Jordan was a loner, always on the outside looking in. For the first time she believed that might be true.

“You’re up late,” he said, putting the book on the bed.

“I couldn’t sleep.” She stuffed her hands into the pockets of her robe. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

He turned his dark stare on her. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

He was a cool stranger, and that frightened her. “You were gone a long time today, and I was concerned you might have overdone things physically. Are you in pain?”

He closed his eyes briefly. “No.”

She wondered if she should leave or risk staying. The cowardly part of her said running wasn’t a bad idea, but her compassionate nature won out. She settled on the overstuffed chair next to the bed.

There wasn’t an easy way to say it, so she just blurted it out. “I was standing on the stairs. I heard everything.”

He opened his eyes, but he didn’t look at her. Instead, he stared at a place behind her left shoulder. Not a single twitch of a muscle gave his thoughts away.

“Jordan?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “It was a long time ago.”

“Of course it matters. There are so many unresolved issues. I’m sorry you had to carry this around for so long. It must have been hard for you.”

He didn’t respond.

She drew in a slow breath. “You know, it’s not all Louise’s fault.”

He grimaced. “Being female, you would take her side.”

“That has nothing to do with anything.”

“If it’s not her fault, then whose fault is it?”

“Louise deserves some of the blame, just not all of it.”

“How convenient of you to take care of assigning blame,” he said sarcastically. “Why don’t you divide it all up, then let me know how much is mine, how much hers and how much belongs to everyone else? After all, you’re such an expert on relationships.”

His words pelted her like sharp stones. She felt the individual blows, even though she would bear no physical scars. This Jordan was hard and ugly. She didn’t like him or trust him. But she still cared about him, so she stayed in her seat.

As if he read her mind, he looked at her and gave her a weak smile. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be such a bastard. There’s a lot going on, and it’s tough to talk about. You can’t understand this situation, Holly. You’re too innocent.”

“As innocent as Louise was when this first happened to her?”

The smile faded. “One point for your side.”

She felt his pain and tried to ignore her own. “Jordan, this isn’t about points, or winning and losing. It’s about life. You’ve got to come to grips with this. Not for Louise, but for yourself.”

“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. If she’d just slept with the old man, I could have understood that. He was a first-class bastard, and he would have enjoyed seducing schoolgirls. I doubt Louise was the first or the last. But that’s not all she did. She should have just stayed away. Instead, she had to come back. She returned to town and destroyed my family.”

His rage was a tangible creature, living and breathing in the room with them. Holly gathered her courage. “It sounds to me like your family was destroyed long before Louise came back to town.”

“We had problems. Everyone does. But if she hadn’t come back, my mother wouldn’t have left. Now Louise is here, in everybody’s lives. I hate that. Every time I turn around, she’s at another family function.”

“She’s not hurting anyone. She takes good care of the family. What’s wrong with that?”

“She’s playing us for fools.”

“No.” Holly leaned forward and clasped her hands together. “She cares about everyone in the family, even you. She loves the children.”

“Love.” Jordan laughed harshly. “It will be the death of us.”

A coldness swept over her. “What do you mean?”

“This love you’re so proud of only destroys. If you’d asked my father, he would have said he loved his sons. The beatings were just to keep them on the right track. He loved his wife. So what if he fooled around? He slept in his own bed every night. That made things okay. His father and uncles, his brothers, even his grandfather had done the same thing before him.”

He paused for a moment and leaned back against the hospital bed. “You want to hear about love? Craig loved his first wife, Krystal. She was an alley cat, but he didn’t know for years. She was just like our father. She came on to each of his brothers. It scared us, and we never told him. Krystal claimed she loved Craig. Supposedly she loved her boys, although she managed to leave them and never once visit them after the divorce. Love destroys everything it touches.”

Holly didn’t know what to say to him. Her first instinct was to tell him he was wrong. Love didn’t hurt. But it had hurt people in her life. Her mother had loved her father, and he’d let her down. Even when she was dying, he couldn’t be bothered to help.

Holly knew love sometimes did hurt. Like when her mother had died. But there were good sides to love. She’d had wonderful times with her mother.

“Sometimes love is worth the risk of hurting,” she said.

“You really believe that?”

“Yes,” she said. “What about your family? You care about them.”

“One exception in a long, ugly list of rules.”

She studied his face. He was tired. She could see that in the shadows under his eyes. She wished she could make him feel better. “We’re quite a pair,” she said. “You believe love hurts, and I’m afraid to trust anyone.”

Like love, trust was a risky business, but when it worked, it was worth the potential for heartbreak. Did she believe it enough to convince him of that?

“I wish I had the right words to make you feel better,” she said miserably.

“That’s not your job. I’ll be fine.”

She thought about the sixteen-year-old boy who had learned ugly family secrets. He’d said he’d kept them to himself, and she believed him. He’d carried this burden for a long time. She didn’t agree with his need to blame Louise, but she understood where the impulse came from.

“You’re exhausted,” he said. “Go to bed. I’ll be fine.”

She shook her head. “In a minute.” She rose, then perched on the edge of his mattress. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“You have nothing to be sorry about.”

She didn’t tell him she was sorry for him. He wouldn’t want her pity or her understanding. Instead, she told him without words. She leaned forward and rested her head in the crook of his neck, then wrapped her arms around him.

He didn’t respond in any way. She continued to hold on to him, willing him to accept her comfort. Bits of the evening’s conversation filled her mind. He’d carried dark secrets for too long. She wanted to help him, but he wouldn’t let her.

Her eyes burned, and she tried to force back the tears. One escaped. Before she could brush it away, it fell on his neck.

Jordan grabbed her arms and set her away from him. He studied her face, then reached up and touched a tear. “I’m not worth even one of these,” he said gruffly.

“You’re wrong. You’re worth so much more.”

He muttered a curse, then hauled her against him. She settled against his strength and held him tight. How alone he must be, this man who refused to believe in love. How alone she was, a woman who refused to trust. Would they ever be able to take that leap of faith, or were they destined to spend their lives searching for the one thing they feared to claim?

Holly knew she didn’t want that to be her destiny. She wanted more out of life. But she was afraid.

Another time she would wrestle with the demons that kept her alone. Another time she would search her heart and try to find the key to escape her solitary world. For tonight it was enough to hold and be held in Jordan’s comforting arms.






CHAPTER TWELVE



When Holly came down to breakfast the next morning, she found Louise already up and making coffee. If she hadn’t known what had happened the previous night, she might not have noticed the slightly puffy eyes and shadows from sleeplessness, but she still would have known something was wrong. It took her a moment to figure out why, then she realized it was Louise’s clothes.

Instead of her normally, bright, barely matching colors, Louise wore black jeans and a plain white long-sleeved shirt. Also missing were her frequently zany earrings. Plain gold studs gleamed in each earlobe.

Before Holly could say anything, she heard Jordan behind her. She turned and gave him a tentative smile. He didn’t respond, but as he walked past her, he squeezed her hand.

She’d spent most of last night in his bed. They’d held each other silently. Finally, when his breathing had slowed and she’d known he’d fallen asleep, she’d made her way upstairs to her room. She hadn’t been able to sleep much, instead replaying the events of the previous evening over and over in her head. Mistletoe had cuddled close, and the cat’s warmth and gentle purring had been a great source of comfort as she’d wrestled with all that she’d learned.

Questions of right and wrong, who had hurt whom and why had dominated her thoughts. At last she understood why Jordan was always angry with Louise. She wished there was an easy solution for everyone, but there wasn’t. She felt badly for both him and for the housekeeper.

Jordan stepped into the kitchen. Louise didn’t turn around, but her shoulders stiffened.

“The coffee’s not ready,” she said. “It’ll be a few minutes. I’ll bring you a cup.” The housekeeper’s hands shook as she measured out the coffee grounds.

Jordan stared at her for a moment. Holly watched him. Emotions flashed through his eyes. She recognized compassion and a flicker of regret, but anything else disappeared before it could be identified. He paused in the kitchen, then turned and left.

Louise filled the pot with water. “Talk about tension,” she said, then tried to smile. The corners of her mouth trembled.

“I’m sorry,” Holly said, then crossed to the other woman.

Louise blinked several times. “He told you.”

It wasn’t a question. “No. I overheard. I didn’t mean to, but…” Her voice trailed off.

Louise’s blue eyes filled with tears. “Everything is going to come out eventually. I suppose you think I’m a horrible person.”

“The thought never crossed my mind.” Impulsively Holly reached toward her and gave her a hug. Louise hugged her back, then quickly straightened.

“All this emotion before I’ve even had my morning coffee. I’m not sure my old heart can stand it.”

Louise turned back to the coffeepot and flipped on the switch. Then she settled at the small kitchen table by the window.

It was a cool, crisp winter day. The clear sky provided a perfect backdrop for the bright sunlight. Holly took the seat next to her.

“Everything he said is true,” Louise said, resting her hands on the table. “I knew it was wrong to fall in love with Earl Haynes, so I’m not sure why I did it.” She shrugged. “There are the usual excuses. I didn’t feel that anyone cared about me, and Earl made me feel special. Pretty, even. I never meant to hurt anyone.”

A tear trickled from the corner of her eye. She wiped it away impatiently. “I was a fool.”

“You were very young.” Holly leaned toward her. “I don’t understand everything that happened. I agree that you made a mistake, but you were only seventeen years old. He was an adult. He should have known better.”

“Maybe.”

“Not maybe. He was a mature man with a wife and four children. He took advantage of you.”

Louise sniffed. “You sound so sure of everything.”

“I am. He was the sheriff in town, too. He used his position and authority to his advantage. You never had a chance, Louise. Stop blaming yourself.”

“It’s hard to let go of the guilt,” the older woman admitted. “I’ve carried this secret around for so long. I probably should have realized why Jordan didn’t like me, but I never thought he knew.” She shook her head. “Now everything makes sense. He blames me for destroying his family.” She looked at Holly. “I swear I wouldn’t have come back to town all those years later if I’d thought it was going to make trouble. I had no idea what Earl was going to do.”

“That’s not your fault, either,” Holly said.

“Maybe not, but Jordan won’t forgive me. Having the baby was bad enough, but forcing his mother to leave is so much worse.”

Holly hated how Louise was taking all the blame on herself. Maybe because she was new to the situation, she could see more clearly. There were misunderstandings on both sides.

“Jordan’s mother didn’t leave because of you,” she said. “She left because her husband asked for a divorce.”

“To marry me.”

“But you didn’t want him to get a divorce. You didn’t want to have anything to do with him. It’s not your fault.”

Louise drew in a deep breath. “In my head I know what you’re saying makes sense. In my heart that’s a different matter. I feel so guilty. It’s not all about the Haynes family, either. Some of it is about my little girl. I think about her all the time. I want her to be happy and s-safe.” Her voice broke, and she had to turn away to hide her emotions.

Holly tried to imagine what it must be like to have to give a child up for adoption. She couldn’t think of anything more tragic.

“Did you get to see her when she was born?”

“Just for a minute.” This time Louise managed a full smile. “She looked just like a Haynes. Big eyes, lots of dark hair. She was so pretty. And then they took her away.”

“You’ve never tried to get in touch with her?”

“No.” The tears returned. Louise brushed them away. “What would I say to her?”

“How about the truth? You were young and frightened, and giving her to a loving couple seemed to be the best thing to do.”

“That sounds so nice. The truth is not seeing her is my punishment for what I did. I don’t deserve to have her in my life.”

Her friend’s pain cut through Holly, too. She knew what that kind of emptiness and longing felt like. She understood about being alone.

“It’s too bad your daughter has to be punished, too,” she said softly. “Look at all she’s missing. A wonderful mother and four half brothers. Have you considered the fact that she might want to be in your life?”

Louise stared at her. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. But what if she likes her world the way it is?”

“What if she doesn’t? The worst that will happen is that she won’t want to see you. I know it’s scary and a risk, but what if she’s been waiting her whole life for you?”

“What if?” Louise echoed softly.

* * *

This year the family had chosen to go caroling on Travis’s street. They bundled up against the cold, passed out sheet music and flashlights, then started down the block.

“We have to rotate where we sing,” Jordan explained to Holly. “We’re really bad, so we give the neighbors a break by not coming back for a couple of years.”

She leaned against him and grinned. “I don’t believe that.”

“Most of the Haynes family is tone-deaf. Trust me, it’s awful.”

It had been nearly a week since Jordan’s confrontation with Louise. Christmas was in three days. A sort of armed truce had settled over the house. Louise avoided him whenever possible, and he avoided her. He’d heard the housekeeper talking with Holly several times. Snatches of conversation had carried to him. He knew they were talking about the past and the child Louise had given up for adoption.

A girl. A Haynes daughter. Once again the rage filled him as he remembered his father had cared for Louise as he had never cared for his wife and family.

It wasn’t fair, but then so little in life was.

They came to a stop in front of the first home. The porch light was on, and there was a lit plastic Santa on the front lawn. The Haynes family was loud and filled with laughter as they prepared to share their Christmas spirit. The smaller children were already asleep, and had been left behind with Louise to watch over them. The older ones were more interested in playing than singing.

Someone called out the name of the first song. There was a brief moment of shuffling as everyone found the right page, followed by a single note from a pitch pipe. As if that would help.

“‘Hark, the herald angels sing.”’

The words were clear, but the key was wrong and the voices didn’t blend at all. The neighbors came out onto the porch and tried to act pleased, but they were obviously pained by the discord.

Holly actually had a very nice voice. She sang softly, but he could hear the clear tones and perfect melody. Maybe there was hope.

Kyle heard, too. “This one can sing,” he said, and grabbed her arm. “Come up front where they can hear you. Maybe they won’t throw things at us.”

Holly gave Jordan a quick glance. “It’s okay,” he told her. “You do sound better than the rest of us.”

She wore a thick blue sweater that matched the color of her eyes. The cold night air brought out the pink in her cheeks. In the light of the overhead lamp he saw her smile, and something deep inside him responded.

He liked her. The knowledge should have scared him into bolting, but all he could do was stand there and be grateful for her presence. Everything about her was wrong for him. Her decency, her innocence, her trust. But until the holidays were over, he was going to enjoy every stolen minute with her. When their time together was over, he would retreat to the darkness of his world and survive there.

His longing for her was about more than sex, he thought as she turned and went with Kyle to the front of the group. Even as the thought passed through his mind, his gaze dropped to her round hips and generous behind. He adored her lush feminine form. He knew that she agonized about an extra couple of pounds, but he didn’t want her to change. He’d spent hours reliving the evening when he’d pleasured her. He could still see, taste and feel her full breasts. He wanted to feast on them forever.

But more than wanting a physical relationship, he enjoyed his time just being with Holly. He liked talking with her and working with her. He liked the care she took as she completed a task on his house. He liked her views of the world and her unflagging enthusiasm. Despite the blows the world had delivered, she still believed everything could work out for the best.

They began a second song. Jordan dropped behind Austin and Rebecca, who were absorbed only in each other. Lindsay, Sandy’s oldest from a previous marriage, had brought a girlfriend with her, and they were doing more giggling than singing. Neither teenager noticed as he slipped behind them to the rear of the group.

Jordan cast a longing glance at the house to their left. Travis’s house. Would anyone notice if he went back?

Before he could decide, Elizabeth moved next to him and slipped her arm through his.

“I thought Holly had cured you of this,” she said, glancing up at him.

“Of what?”

“For a while you were actually like the rest of us. Smiling, participating in conversations. Once again you’re brooding. Want to talk about it?”

He shrugged. He didn’t have anything to say to her. He wasn’t prepared to expose Louise’s secret, and he didn’t want to discuss their argument.

“Is it a guy thing?” Elizabeth asked.

“It’s a family thing.”

She stared at him for a long time. He realized she was a part of the Haynes family. He dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it came out.”

Her brown eyes saw more than they should. She continued to study him, then she nodded and disappeared into the crowd. A couple of minutes later Travis walked over to him.

“Elizabeth sent me to talk to you,” Travis said. “What’s going on?”

Jordan didn’t want to talk about it, but the look on his brother’s face told him he wasn’t getting a choice. He shifted on the walkway and pulled his coat closer against the evening chill.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about Dad,” he said, which was, in a way, the truth.

Travis grimaced. “Why bother? I’m glad the old man lives on the other side of the country. I wouldn’t send him a Christmas card if Elizabeth didn’t make me. You want to get in touch with him?”

“No,” Jordan said shortly.

“I didn’t think so. He’s a bastard down to his bones.” Travis’s expression hardened. “I’ll never forgive him for what he did to all of us.”

Craig was standing nearby and overheard the conversation. As the group moved on to the next house, he dropped back to join them.

Travis spoke. “You ever call Dad?”

“Why would I?” Craig asked. “I don’t have anything to say to him. Nothing I’ve done has ever been good enough for him. I quit caring about him and his opinion a long time ago.” Bitterness darkened his voice.

Jordan stared at his oldest brother. He’d never thought about what Craig must have gone through because he was the firstborn. He had endured the brunt of Earl Haynes’s rage. Jordan remembered Craig had often taken the blame for things he hadn’t done. When Travis had asked why, Craig had said he was bigger, so the beatings didn’t hurt him as much. With the hindsight of an adult, Jordan knew Craig had just been looking out for his brothers.

Around them another song began. The words of peace and hope contrasted with the mood of the conversation. They paused to listen.

“You guys okay?” Elizabeth asked when the song ended.

Travis looked at her. “We’re fine.” But he stayed on the sidewalk with his brothers. By now Kyle and Austin had joined them. Only the women and children walked up to the next house. In the back of his mind Jordan noticed that the group sounded slightly more in key.

“I blame the old man for a lot,” Travis said. “I never knew how to be a husband or a father.”

“None of us did,” Craig said. “I knew I was supposed to be the leader, but I never knew what I was doing. Obviously, or I wouldn’t have married Krystal.”

“I nearly lost Sandy because of him,” Kyle said. The night air was cold, and he pulled his leather jacket closer. “I was afraid I wasn’t good enough for her and her kids.”

“I nearly lost Elizabeth,” Travis said.

“We all made mistakes,” Craig said. “Everybody does, but I know we would have done better without him and his brothers around.”

“I remember not wanting to be like them,” Travis said. He shoved his hands into his coat pockets.

They nodded. Jordan had made that vow, too. He didn’t want to be like his father or uncles, using women, then tossing them aside. He’d wanted more. Then he’d learned how much it hurt to love someone, and he’d decided to avoid relationships altogether.

Austin cleared his throat. “For a while I thought you guys were lucky. You still had a family. Folks who cared about you. Then I figured out sometimes it was better to be alone.”

“We’ve come a long way,” Craig said, and slapped Kyle on the back. “Even you, baby brother.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Craig was right. They had grown and changed. None of them had turned out like their father. Jordan wondered what his brothers would say if he told them the truth about the past. No one had ever figured out why their mother had left. At first he hadn’t said anything because he was too stunned. In his heart he’d hoped she would come back. He’d hated Louise and the tragedy she’d brought to their lives. Then he hadn’t mentioned the truth because he’d been afraid.

In his young, sixteen-year-old mind he’d worried that if he brought everything out in the open, Earl would marry Louise. Jordan couldn’t bear the thought of her being his stepmother and a part of the family.

Conversation flowed around him. He was caught up in a dilemma. He believed Louise’s affair was her secret to keep, but what about the child? Should he tell his brothers they had a half sister? She was grown up now and living her life somewhere. Did they have the right to get in touch with her? Did she want her life disrupted, or would she welcome the addition of four half brothers?

It wasn’t until Holly rested her fingers on his arm that he realized that the caroling party had broken up.

“Are you feeling all right?” she asked, then touched his face. She was in her nurse mode, fussing over him.

“I’m fine.” He captured her hand and brought it to his mouth, where he kissed her palm.

He heard her breath catch in her throat. “You’re thinking about Louise,” she said, and there was only a slight tremor in her voice.

“A little,” he admitted. He put his arm around her and headed back to Travis’s house.

“You haven’t told them, have you?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know what to say.”

She snuggled close. “You’re a very complex man, Jordan Haynes. On the one hand you’re angry and resentful toward Louise for all that happened, but on the other hand you won’t expose her secret. What does that say about you?”

“That I’m a fool.”

“I prefer to think of you as a gentle soul.”

“Thanks. That’s what every guy likes to hear.”

She laughed softly, then sighed. “Are you going to tell them about the baby?”

“I don’t know. It was a long time ago. Wherever she is, she’s not a baby anymore, she’s a woman. Would she want to be a part of this?” What he didn’t say was that he did want to find his half sister. The reason he held back was Louise. By admitting the truth, he would be giving Louise a permanent place in the family. He still blamed her for everything that had happened. He didn’t want to reward that by welcoming her as one of them.

“I always wanted a sister,” Holly said. “You’re lucky to have such a close family.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you’d met my father.”

“I heard a little about him from Louise and from what you’ve told me. He sounds difficult.”

“That’s a nice way of putting it.” He thought about the past. “If I’d figured the truth out sooner, about my father and Louise, I mean—”

“What would you have done? You were too young to have made any changes.”

“You’re probably right.” They paused by the front steps of Travis’s Victorian home. Everyone else had gone inside.

Holly stood on the first step so they were nearly at eye level. She placed her hands on his shoulders. “So you admit you were young and didn’t know what to do?”

“Sure, if it makes you happy.”

Her gaze locked on to his. “Louise was young, too.”

Jordan tried to turn away and she tightened her hold on him. He could have broken away easily, but he didn’t want to hurt her feelings.

“It’s not going to work, Holly.”

“Why not? It’s true. She was seventeen years old. She made a mistake. You’ve just admitted you could have made mistakes, too. Why does it have to be all her fault? Your father was the adult. If anyone deserves blame, it’s him.”

He didn’t want to argue about this, and he didn’t want to listen to her words. “What’s your point?”

“I’m saying that it might be easier to blame Louise than to blame your father, but that doesn’t change the truth.”

He stared at her a long time. He didn’t want to believe what she was saying, but he wasn’t sure he could continue to ignore it.

She studied him, her pretty face solemn. Then she smiled and took his hand. “Come inside where it’s warm,” she said, tugging him along with her.

As her words sank in and he took a step closer, he had a flash of longing so intense, it took his breath away. He knew she was talking about going into the house and out of the cold, but for that single heartbeat he wanted her to be talking about more. He wanted her to be inviting him into her heart.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN



They arrived home close to midnight. Holly knew she should be tired. She’d been up most of the previous night talking with Jordan, then had put in a full day at the store. Customers had been waiting when she’d first opened the doors, and she’d had to stay late to take care of everyone’s requests. It seemed many people had saved their Christmas shopping for the last minute.

Instead of exhaustion, however, she felt a strange restlessness. The caroling had been great fun. The more time she spent with Jordan’s family, the more she adored them. He was lucky to have so many people to care about him. For the first time in years she understood the meaning of security. Although it was only a temporary situation, she trusted Jordan to look out for her. She hadn’t trusted anyone in so long. The sensation was unfamiliar, but she was willing to risk getting used to it.

Jordan held the door open for her, then stepped into the house behind her. He flipped on the lights in the foyer.

“It’s so quiet,” she whispered, then giggled. “I guess I can talk in a normal voice. There’s no one here to wake up.”

“Except the damn cat.”

He took her coat and hung it up in the hall closet. Holly looked in the living room, but didn’t see a sign of Mistletoe. She frowned. Her cat didn’t like Jordan, but she always came out to spit at him. Mistletoe also came to greet Holly and get her cuddling.

“Mistletoe?” she called.

Jordan glanced at her. “What’s the problem?”

“She’s usually waiting for us by the door.” A seed of worry planted low in her belly. “I hope she didn’t get out.”

“Unlikely. You saw her right before we left, right?”

Holly nodded.

“I was the last one out, and I know I closed the door. I had to unlock it to get back in. Louise was baby-sitting the children all evening, so she wasn’t here to accidentally let Mistletoe out. She’s probably sleeping upstairs.”

“You’re right. She’s been a little tired lately. Maybe she didn’t hear us come in.” Holly started for the stairs.

“I’ll check the downstairs,” Jordan said.

“Thanks.”

She sighed softly. She knew he didn’t care much for her cat. And she couldn’t really blame him, given that Mistletoe had taken an instant dislike to Jordan.

The old house was silent. Holly went from room to room switching on lights. Some of the second-story bedrooms had furniture, but most were bare.

Louise had a room right by the stairs. The housekeeper had fallen asleep in Travis and Elizabeth’s guest room, and they’d left her there. Travis had promised to bring her back in the morning. Now Holly got on her knees and checked under the four-poster bed. Nothing. She checked the closet and even the small space behind the dresser.

“Mistletoe? Where are you?” she called as she entered the hallway.

She was halfway to her room when she heard Jordan’s voice from the first floor.

“I found her,” he said. “In my room.”

She headed toward him. He was waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs. There was an odd light in his eyes and a half smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

“What is it?” she asked.

He took her hand. “Congratulations. You’re a grandmother.”

“Mistletoe gave birth? Is she okay?”

“She looks great. There are four kittens.”

Elation followed on the heels of relief. She quickened her step. “I thought she was acting a little odd these last couple of days. I should have realized.”

They entered Jordan’s makeshift room. The closet door was open. Clothes had been pulled off hangers to create a nest. Mistletoe lay in the center, curled protectively around four tiny kittens.

Three were gray like their mother, and one was black. Mistletoe blinked sleepily, then gave a throaty purr.

Holly crouched down next to her and stroked her head. “What a clever girl you are. Four wonderful babies.” She petted her cat but didn’t disturb the kittens. They were so tiny, with thin, slick fur.

“Are you hungry?” Holly asked, then glanced at Jordan. “Do you think we should move her food in here along with her litter box? Then she wouldn’t have to go so far.”

“Sure.” He rose to his feet and left.

While he was gone, Holly continued to speak softly to her cat. Mistletoe savored the attention, as if she knew she’d done a wonderful thing.

“She’s not even spitting at you,” Holly said when he returned with the cat’s food and water.

“Oh, I think she got back at me already tonight.” He pointed to the makeshift bed.

For the first time Holly realized Mistletoe had given birth on a pile of Jordan’s clothes. On top was his favorite sweater.

“Oh, no.” She covered her mouth with her hand and stared at him. “Jordan, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

She dropped her hand to her side. “You’re not mad?”

“It’s just some clothes, Holly. If they can’t be cleaned, then they can be replaced.”

“But Mistletoe has been so mean to you, and it’s her fault you were injured in the first place.”

He touched her arm. “It’s okay. I swear.”

She looked into his dark eyes, then studied the shape of his mouth. Her own father hadn’t been willing to help her mother when she was dying. Through her life many people had let her down. But this man had opened his home to her, introduced her to his family and generally made her feel as if she finally belonged somewhere.

Deep in her heart, in a place that had been empty and cold for so long, a tiny flicker of hope burned brightly. She didn’t understand the tingling she felt when Jordan was near or the pleasure she took in his company or the way his kisses and touches had made her feel. She didn’t understand anything. She only knew that he was the most wonderful man she’d ever met in her life, and she would have done anything for him.

Jordan reached past her. Mistletoe eyed him mistrustfully, then sniffed his fingers. When she was done, he gently stroked the top of her head. The cat didn’t purr, but she didn’t pull away, either. After a couple of minutes he rose to his feet.

“Maybe we should let them be,” he said, holding out his hand.

She took it and he pulled her up. “You’re right. I’m sure she needs to rest.”

As they walked through the library, he continued to hold her hand. Holly thought about pointing out the fact, but she liked the feel of him so close to her. When they reached the living room, he paused in front of the fireplace.

“Maybe we should celebrate,” he said. “I’ve got some champagne in the refrigerator.”

The only light came from the Christmas tree. She could see the planes of his face, the shape of his body, but the rest of the room disappeared into shadow. They were alone in the house, and she felt as if they were in fact alone in the world. Her stomach tightened nervously.

“I’d like that,” she said, and sank down on the thick carpet.

Jordan moved to the fireplace, where he touched a match to the kindling and logs stacked there. The dry tinder caught instantly. By the time he returned with two half-full glasses, the scent of wood smoke mingled with the piney fragrance of the tree.

He detoured around the back of the sofa and hit a button on the CD player. After a couple of seconds she heard the opening bars to a familiar Christmas carol. He settled on the floor next to her and held out one of the glasses.

As she took it, she noticed her fingers trembled. She could barely touch her glass to his when he proposed a toast. Her throat was tight, her skin both hot and cold, her gaze unable to hold his. The urge to bolt for safety battled with the need to stay and be close to him.

She glanced at the tall tree they had decorated last week, then at the fire. Anywhere but at the handsome man sitting next to her.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured.

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right.” She shifted until she was sitting cross-legged, then set her champagne on a nearby coffee table.

Jordan frowned. “You don’t think you’re attractive?”

The question confused her. “I don’t think I have to wear a paper bag over my head, if that’s what you’re asking. But beautiful?” She shook her head. “I’m not like those actresses on television—skinny and sophisticated with perfect makeup.”

“I wouldn’t think you were beautiful if you were like them.” He set his champagne next to hers, then leaned closer. He fingered a strand of her hair. “Soft. Just like I thought it would be.” He cupped the back of her head and held her still. “Amazing.”

She blinked. He was kidding, right? Or she was dreaming. She wasn’t really having this conversation with him. Jordan Haynes, single hunk, didn’t really think she was attractive, did he?

“But I have to lose fifteen pounds,” she blurted out, then felt herself flush with embarrassment. “I don’t have skinny thighs.”

He pressed his lips against the side of her neck. “I don’t want skinny thighs. You’re perfect the way you are.”

“But everything is too big.” His lips were making her skin tingle, and she was having trouble forming words.

He moved to her earlobe and nibbled on the sensitive skin. “Trust me, Holly. You’re built to drive men wild.”

She jerked her head back and stared at him. “You’re kidding, right?”

But he wasn’t smiling. His eyes were dark, his expression intense. If she hadn’t known him so well, he might have frightened her.

“Jordan?”

“Trust me. Men want you.”

He might well have been speaking Russian. “Even you?” she asked without thinking, then could have cheerfully died. Right there on the rug. Instant death. She wouldn’t have complained at all.

Unfortunately she continued to live. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “Stupid question. I’ll just head up to my room and bury my head under the pillows.”

But before she could stand, he had his arms around her and was lowering her onto the rug. The fire in his eyes burned hotter and brighter than the one in the hearth.

“Especially me,” he said, his voice thick with an emotion she couldn’t identify. Then he kissed her.

This time she was prepared for the sensations he evoked. At the first brush of his mouth, her body filled with heat. By the time he got around to testing the seam of her mouth with his lips, she was already weak with longing.

She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close. He was hard muscle and angles to her curves. His long legs brushed against hers.

He tasted her, explored her mouth, teased her until she couldn’t catch her breath. She laced her fingers through his hair, feeling the silky strands. With her other hand she traced a line down his spine. She could feel the heat of him through his shirt.

Unexpectedly Jordan pulled away. He rolled onto his back and covered his eyes with his forearm. “Damn, this is going to hurt.”

Holly stared at him. “What’s wrong? I thought your back was doing better. Did you overdo it at physical therapy today?”

He gave a weak laugh. “My back is great,” he said. “I don’t feel a thing…there.”

Then what was hurting? “I don’t understand.”

“Do you remember the last time we did this?” He dropped his hand to his chest.

She nodded slowly. She remembered every detail of the magic she’d felt in his arms. Some nights she couldn’t sleep because she was remembering. Her body got hot, and she felt an odd restlessness.

“When a man wants to make love, his body changes.”

She knew enough about the process to have figured that part out, but she didn’t say anything. She also didn’t dare lower her gaze from his face. Was he…like that? Would she be able to tell?

Jordan sat up and rubbed his hand over his face. “Arousal brings a certain amount of pleasure, which later turns to pain if it’s not followed by release. Last time—”

She shot into a sitting position as if she’d been jolted with electricity. Humiliation flooded her. Last time he’d touched her and made her feel those wonderful things, but he’d done nothing for himself.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “You must think I’m a thoughtless, selfish…” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t have any words. She’d been a jerk. Or worse.

“Just innocent,” he told her. “You didn’t know.”

“You should have told me. I would have done, well, something!”

“I’m intrigued to imagine what.”

She risked glancing at him and saw that he was teasing her. Then his smile faded.

“Holly, you’ve never seen a man naked. You can’t be expected to understand the workings of male anatomy or the details involved in making love.”

He had a point. “What if I want to?” she asked without thinking. She flinched in anticipation of his rejection, but didn’t take the words back.

“See me naked or make love?”

She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but he didn’t look mad. “B-both.”

The silence made her nervous. Oh, there were Christmas carols in the background, and the snapping of the logs on the fire, but Jordan didn’t speak. Of course he wouldn’t want her. She wasn’t like his other women. She wasn’t attractive enough or experienced. He wouldn’t want to bother with her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and started to stand up. “My mistake.” She had to get out of here before she started to cry.

He grabbed her hand and held her fast. “Don’t go,” he said. “Please.” He gave her a half smile. “I want to make love with you, Holly. I’m stunned that you would pick me to be your first. Stunned and honored.”

“Yeah?” She wanted to believe him.

He kissed her gently. “Yeah.”

They stared at each other for a moment. She swallowed nervously. “What do you want me to do?”

“Just sit there. I’ll be right back.”

He headed for the stairs and took them two at a time. At least he wasn’t acting as if this was going to be hideous. A small but comforting thought. She pressed a hand against her now-fluttering tummy and wondered if she was making a mistake.

She laughed softly. No. She’d chosen wisely. Jordan was tender and considerate. He would make her first time wonderful. With him, she wouldn’t mind being awkward and asking questions. He had a way of easing her discomfort, even when she was embarrassed.

He returned with a thick quilt and a small box. She got up and helped him spread the quilt in front of the Christmas tree. Then she shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Are you sure it’s okay to do it here?”

He kissed her forehead. “We can do it anywhere you like. I thought this would be romantic.”

She glanced around at the tree and the flickering fire. It was romantic. “Okay.”

He set the box next to the champagne glasses. “I’ll take care of protection.”

“P-protection?” She took a step back. Oh my gosh. They were going to have sex. Sex as in they needed protection. She stared at the box as if it contained live snakes.

“Holly, are you all right?”

“Ah, fine.”

He stood in front of her and took both her hands in his. His dark gaze met hers. “I know this is strange and you’re scared. I wish I had the right words, but I don’t. I’m just as scared as you are.”

Somehow that was comforting. “But you’ve done this before.”

“Not with you.”

Interesting logic. She liked it. “I’m afraid I’m going to say or do something stupid.”

“I’ll promise not to laugh if you will.”

“Why would I laugh?”

He smiled. “Sex is pretty silly. Have a seat.” He settled next to her, then reached for the box. “These are condoms. Have you seen one before?”

She shook her head.

He opened the box and dumped the contents onto the quilt. Before she could pick one up, he was undoing the box and smoothing it flat. She glanced down and was stunned to see detailed instructions along with some odd-looking illustrations.

“They tell you how to use them?” she asked, her voice rising into a shriek.

“How else would you learn?”

“I thought guys just sort of knew.”

“Sorry. At the beginning we’re just as nervous and ignorant as everyone else.”

She scanned the instructions. Involuntarily her gaze dropped to Jordan’s lap. He was wearing jeans, and she couldn’t tell if he was “erect” as they mentioned in step one. If she couldn’t even tell that, how on earth was she going to figure anything else out?

Before she could panic even more, he reached for one of the packages and ripped it open.

“W-what are you doing?” she asked, terrified the next step was undoing his pants and pulling “it” out.

“Trying to show you it’s not scary.” He handed her the open package. “Take it out.”

She assumed he meant “it” as in the condom and not “it” as in, well, his “it.” She cleared her throat, then dumped the contents onto her palm.

The condom was flat and round, sort of an ivory color. She inhaled the faint odor of latex.

“You can unroll it,” he said.

She held it between her thumbs and forefingers, then did as he suggested. When it was completely unrolled, she stared at it. The condom hung limply from her fingers.

“Somehow I was expecting more,” she said.

“Still scared?” he asked.

She wiggled it slightly. “Not of this.”

“Good.” He rose to his feet. “I’m going to get more champagne. I’ll be right back.”

Holly stared at the condom. It looked like a weird little balloon. An idea formed in the back of her mind. She tried to ignore it, but once there, the idea demanded attention. She glanced toward the kitchen, but didn’t see Jordan. After taking a deep breath, she cupped the open end of the condom, then brought it to her mouth.

It blew up perfectly. With three deep breaths she had it nearly as big as a loaf of bread. Behind her glass clinked against the wood table. Jordan had returned.

He crouched in front of her, took the blown-up condom from her now-shaking fingers and grinned. “Ah, I’m afraid I’m not going to meet your expectations.”

“Oh, no.” She buried her face in her hands and heard a whistle of air as he deflated the protection.

“My brothers and I found out they also make great water balloons.”

She risked a quick glance through her parted fingers. He was sitting next to her on the quilt. Firelight made his dark hair shine. His face was in shadows, but she could see the hint of a smile tugging at his lips.

When he saw her looking at him, the smile faded. “I want to make love with you,” he said slowly. “But I’m not going to rush you. I want your first time to be perfect.”

She didn’t care about perfection. She only wanted to be with him. “Tell me what to do.”

“Trust me.”

“I do.”






CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Jordan touched her face, then trailed his fingers down to her shoulders. Holly remembered the last time he had stroked her and the feelings he’d evoked. Could she do the same to him?

She frowned. “Would you like me to touch you? I mean would you enjoy it?”

“Enjoy’ isn’t the word I’d use.” He must have caught her confusion. He smiled. “I was thinking more of ecstasy.”

She wasn’t sure she could do ecstasy, but she was willing to try. She shifted until she was kneeling in front of him, then leaned forward. He didn’t move as she got closer. Instead of touching his mouth with hers, she pressed her lips against his neck, in that sensitive spot just below his left ear.

His warm skin appealed to her. After several chaste kisses she risked touching him with her tongue. He tasted of himself, a combination of masculinity and temptation. A faint tremor rippled through him.

She continued her exploration, tracing the curve of his ear, then trailing a damp path to his mouth. As she kissed him, he held her arms and lowered them both to the quilt.

Bodies touched, tongues stroked, breath mingled. Their slow dance of arousal left her weak and shaking, but she didn’t want to stop. She figured that she’d gotten lucky with Jordan. He was a kind, gentle man who made her heart beat faster and her thighs tremble. For some reason he liked her, even wanted her. Men like him weren’t usually interested in women like her, and she didn’t understand what combination of circumstances had allowed him to find her appealing. Whatever it was, she was grateful. She wanted her first time to be with him because she knew he would make it wonderful. She didn’t even mind being afraid.

She lay half on top of him. He shifted her so one of her legs slid between his. She braced one arm on the floor. Her free hand rested on his chest. As he tilted his head and explored her mouth, she wondered if it was all right to touch him as he’d touched her.

Tentatively, almost hoping he wouldn’t notice, she spread her fingers and began moving across his chest. He moaned low in his throat. He’d laced his fingers in her hair, and now he urged her closer. The rate of his breathing increased, as did hers.

“Unbutton my shirt,” he whispered, then drew her lower lip into his mouth. The sucking sensation forced all conscious thought from her mind, and it was several seconds before she could respond to his request.

Unbutton his shirt. Easy enough, she thought, reminding herself she’d unbuttoned her own shirt countless times. Surely this couldn’t be harder. Could it?

She slid her hand to the center of his chest, then followed the line to the slight V below his collar. The first button came undone easily. As did the second. Then she noticed the combination of hot skin and soft, crinkly hair brushing against her knuckles. How was she supposed to concentrate while that was going on? When combined with the delicious things Jordan was doing to her lips and tongue, she didn’t have a prayer.

She broke the kiss, then pushed herself into a sitting position. “I want to see what I’m doing,” she said.

He raised his arms and tucked his hands behind his head. “Be my guest.”

It was both easier and harder to work this way. Although she wasn’t distracted by his magical touch, she was aware of him watching her. She forced herself to ignore his dark gaze and instead pay attention to his shirt.

The rest of the buttons opened easily. She worked quickly until she reached the waistband of his jeans. Now what?

“Pull out the shirt,” he said helpfully.

She could do that. She tugged until the fabric came free. The cotton was warm from his body, and wrinkled. She unfastened the last three buttons, then drew the center of his shirt apart.

His chest was bare to her gaze. She stared at him. She’d seen men’s chests on television and in magazines. She’d even seen Jordan’s, but this time she was responsible for baring his skin to her gaze.

She could feel the heat of him, inhale his scent. He was alive and real and right in front of her. Tentatively, half-afraid he would protest, she placed her hand on his flat belly.

His muscles rippled under her touch. She glanced at him, but his face gave nothing away. His eyes were closed as if he were completely focused on what she was doing.

She moved her hand up slowly, delighting in the way his chest hair felt against her palm. When she reached his collarbone, she brushed the shirt off his shoulders. He half sat up and shrugged out of the garment, then sank back onto the quilt.

Now his eyes were open. He placed his hands on her hips. “Straddle me,” he said.

She shifted over him, but this time when she came down, she wasn’t on his belly. She could feel his hips between her thighs and something else. Something hard and long. Something that made her insides feel funny and that place between her legs tighten.

He held out his hands. She laced her fingers with his. Slowly he began to draw her closer. She had to lean toward him, then allow him to lower her to his chest. The action required cooperation and trust.

He met her halfway, touching her mouth with his. They kissed. She felt herself slipping into a world she didn’t understand. A world of sensation and desire. She wanted and needed, but the specifics required eluded her. Her body strained toward the release he’d offered her once before. She wanted to feel his hands on her, his mouth touching her breasts.

She broke the kiss and lowered her head until she could kiss his chest. She tasted him there, then trailed through the dark hair to his belly button. She nipped his skin, delighting in his involuntary reactions. He groaned when she suckled his flat nipples. He sighed when she ran her hands from his shoulders to the waistband of his jeans. He gave a half laugh, half strangled moan when she kissed the sweet spot under his ear.

Still straddling him, she leaned close and whispered, “I want to see you.”

His hands moved to his belt. As she moved off him, he unbuttoned his jeans. When he sat up, he removed his boots and socks, then put his hands on the waistband.

“You sure?” he asked.

She nodded. Somehow still being fully dressed made her feel safer.

He pushed off the rest of his clothing, then lay back down.

Holly stared intently at his feet. Her courage had momentarily deserted her.

“Scared?” he asked.

“Uh-huh. But you have nice feet.”

“Thanks. Check out the knees. They aren’t too bad, either.”

Knees? Well, okay, that would be safe.

“Give me your hand,” he said.

“What? Are you crazy? You want me to touch it?”

Involuntarily her gaze shifted to his face. Now she was in the same trouble, but only from the other end.

“Are all virgins this much work?” he asked, his voice teasing.

“Gosh, I really hope so. I’d hate to be the only one.”

She was sitting next to him, her hip pressed against his. It would be so simple to just look down, but she couldn’t.

“Give me your hand,” he said again.

She drew in a deep breath and did as he requested.

“Now close your eyes.”

That was harder, but slowly she lowered her lids.

Surprisingly the darkness comforted her. What she couldn’t see couldn’t hurt her. Not perfect logic, but it worked for the situation.

He drew her hand across his belly. She felt his skin and the crisp hairs. Then her hand bumped into something else. Something so soft it made her think of velvet and satin blended together.

She relaxed her fingers and let him guide her. She found herself holding him. He was long and hard, a steel sheath encased in whisper-smooth skin. From top to bottom she let her fingers discover him.

At last she opened her eyes and stared at him. Her pale fingers gripped him confidently, as if she’d done this a hundred times before. Okay, maybe not a hundred, but at least ten. She touched the thick hair protecting his maleness, then slipped lower to the soft, tender sacs between his legs.

The contrast of shapes and textures amazed her. He was so different from herself. Male to her female. She studied his long, lean legs, then brushed the tops of his thighs.

“This is nice,” she said, amazed that it was.

“I’m glad you approve.”

She continued touching him, then moved her hand up and down in the motion he’d shown her. “Do you like this?”

A muscle tightened in his jaw. “Oh, yeah.”

She glanced from him to the deflated condom resting on the rug by the leg of the coffee table. “It’s good that those things stretch. Otherwise, it would never fit.”

He gave a strangled laugh, then grabbed her shoulders and lowered her to the floor. “Enough,” he said. “You’re driving me crazy.”

“What did I do wrong?” she asked, suddenly panicked. “Did I hurt you?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” he said, looming over her. The fire burned bright in his eyes. “Everything is right, Holly. That’s part of the problem. When you’re touching me, I start to lose control.”

“And that’s bad?”

He smiled slowly. “That’s very good.”

“Then why—”

He cut off her words with a kiss. His tongue plunged inside and circled her own. He tasted her thoroughly.

She reveled in the feel of him on top of her. When he reached for the hem of her sweater, she helped him pull it over her head. The last time he’d done that, she had been shy, afraid to show herself to him. Now she wanted him to touch her bare skin and take her to that place she’d been before.

Her bra followed her sweater onto the growing pile of clothing. Jordan cupped her full breasts, stroking them gently, teasing her nipples into tautness, then drawing the tight points into his mouth. His fingers traced patterns on her ribs before reaching for the snap on her jeans. She didn’t want him to stop kissing her breasts, but she did want his hands between her legs, so she raised her hips enough to push off the rest of her clothing.

And then she was naked before him. For a moment she worried about those extra pounds and the fact that no man had ever seen her completely bare. Then he ran his hands from her ankles to her thighs, and she didn’t care about anything but being with him.

His mouth settled on her breast. She held his head in her hands and urged him to suckle deeper. His bare legs brushed against hers. His hair tickled. She felt his hardness pressing into her hip, and wondered what it would feel like when he entered her. Would it hurt? Would it feel wonderful?

Then his fingers slipped between her thighs, and she forgot to worry about anything. The tension she remembered from the last time they’d done this returned, only faster. Her muscles tightened as her whole body prepared itself for release.

Then his fingers were gone, and his mouth moved away from her breasts. She wanted to sob in protest. Why was he stopping? But he didn’t stop completely. He trailed kisses down her ribs to the slight mound of her belly. He paused long enough to dip into her belly button and make her squirm.

Had she known what he was going to do, she would have tried to stop him. Had she known how good it was going to feel, she would have begged him to do it sooner.

He kissed her lower and lower on her belly, then moved down to kiss her thighs. When she would have closed her legs against him, he nudged to keep her knees apart. Fighting embarrassment and embracing the hopeful belief that anything this wonderful couldn’t possibly be bad, she did as he requested.

Then he kissed her there. A slow kiss, tasting her, teasing her, making her want to scream and faint and beg him to never, ever stop.

Tension returned and with it the promise of a release beyond anything she’d ever imagined. In just a few minutes she was panting and ready, poised yet caught in pleasure too wonderful to end.

The intimacy of the act delighted her. That he would want to touch her that way, there. She felt her body begin to collect itself. Pleasure spiraled, circling higher and higher as the pitch increased.

He flicked his tongue faster, and she was his. Drawn up and out, ripped apart, then put back together. Disassembled with every beat of her heart, assembled by the touch of his tongue.

When her body stopped shaking, she found herself in his arms. He held her close and brushed the hair from her face.

“Jordan?” Her voice shook.

He smiled gently. “How was it?”

She laughed. “I know you don’t have to ask. I vaguely recall mumbling something, and I’m sure you heard.”

“You weren’t mumbling, you were screaming.” The twinkle in his eyes told her he was teasing.

“I’m not the screaming type.”

“I could change that.”

She sighed. “I think you could.” Something flexed against her hip. She wiggled closer. “Now, please.”

He looked into her face as if trying to judge her true feelings on the subject, then he pushed up and reached for one of the condoms.

She’d been afraid that watching him put it on would be awkward, but instead she found herself fighting tears. His willingness to protect her, his genuine concern, touched her down to her heart. Emotions filled her chest. She didn’t want to identify them now. Later, when she was alone, she would figure out what they meant.

He knelt between her legs. Their gazes locked. This was a moment of no return. Once the act had been completed, she would no longer be a virgin.

“Yes,” she said.

He pressed into her. At first she felt a slight pressure. He was large and she was untried, so her body had to stretch to accommodate him.

He leaned forward and kissed her right breast. The slow tug as he drew her nipple into his mouth sparked an answering response deep inside. He suckled again, then pushed in.

The brief pain surprised her. She stiffened and he stopped.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I guess now you know I wasn’t kidding about being a virgin.”

“Holly, I—”

“No.” She flexed her hips, urging him in deeper. “I want this. I want you.”

With one steady thrust he buried himself in her. When she had adjusted to his width and length, he withdrew and plunged inside again. She closed her eyes and found herself caught up in the rhythm of their erotic dance. The low stirring became tension, followed quickly by the urge to press on to a release.

She arched toward him. He moved in and out of her more quickly, then reached a hand between them and touched her most sensitive place.

His fingers brought her to the edge, then she found herself calling his name. Once again she was caught up in the spiraling magic. This time he followed her, straining against her, his muscles hard, his face a mask of intense pleasure. Together they completed the ancient dance of male and female, afterward settling into the safety and warmth of each other’s arms.

* * *

When Jordan rolled over and opened his eyes, the room was dark. His internal clock told him dawn was still a couple of hours away. At first he didn’t recognize the shadowy shapes in the room, then Holly shifted, cuddling against him, and he remembered everything.

They’d made love. He smiled slowly and reached out to stroke her smooth skin. Her heat warmed him to his soul.

After exhausting themselves in front of the Christmas tree, they’d come upstairs to her room. Not only was her bed bigger, but neither of them wanted to disturb Mistletoe, who was in Jordan’s closet.

Once in bed, Holly had gotten shy, wanting to put on a nightgown instead of sleeping naked. When words hadn’t worked to persuade her, he’d tried kisses. He wasn’t sure who had persuaded whom, because they’d ended up making love again, slowly, erotically.

He could still see her body beneath his, feel her passion and taste her sweet skin. She’d been all he’d imagined her to be, and more. He’d wanted to take her again and again, but sleep had claimed them before he could act on his fantasy.

Now, listening to the steady rhythm of her breathing and fingering the silky hair he admired, he wondered how he’d gotten so damn lucky. He’d never met a woman like Holly, and he doubted he would again. She was honest and open, loving, generous, pretty and sexy enough to make him hard in less than five seconds. In short, she was perfect, and that scared him to death.

He slipped out of bed and made his way down the stairs. Once in his makeshift bedroom, he flipped on the lamp by the bed, then checked on Mistletoe. She was curled up on his sweater, dozing. He reached above her and collected his robe, then put it on. After tying the belt, he crouched in front of the cat. Mistletoe glared at him, then spit softly.

“I’m not impressed,” he murmured.

Mistletoe stood up. Her babies made soft mewing sounds, then settled back to sleep. After stretching, Mistletoe stepped out of the closet and wound her way around Jordan’s legs. When he reached down to pet her, she hissed at him, then bumped her head against his hand as if asking to be scratched there.

“Make up your mind,” he told her.

She ignored him and continued to growl and hiss between bouts of purring. Then she ate some food and drank a little water.

Jordan moved to the bed and stretched out on top of the blankets. Mistletoe followed, then climbed on his chest and stood there. They were practically nose to nose, and he could smell the cat food on her breath. She flattened her gray ears, then began to knead. Sharp claws dug in through the terry-cloth robe. He winced with each press of her paw. She seemed to delight in causing him discomfort, because she kneaded deeper, then sank down on top of him and breathed in his face.

He reached up and scratched under her chin. Mistletoe arched her head. When he stopped, she licked his fingers, then nibbled as if warning him to continue or suffer the consequences. He continued.

As he stroked her soft fur, he found himself thinking about Holly and their night together.

She’d been a virgin. He’d known that fact; they’d even discussed it. But knowing it and actually being the first man to make love to her were two different things. He’d felt the tightness, the protective barrier that, once broken, could not be repaired. The act of making love with her had been different from making love with anyone else.

In a primitive male way, he felt a connection and sense of responsibility. She’d marked him with her innocence, and he’d claimed her with his seed. If he were a different kind of man, he would want to hold on to her forever.

If he were a different kind of man, she would be safe with him.

But he wasn’t different. He was stuck in a world where he could not escape the truth. Because he respected her and cared about her, he would not try to destroy her by loving her. As he stroked Mistletoe and listened to her purring, he swore he would treat Holly right. He wouldn’t betray her or let her down. Others had done that before him, but he was going to be different. He was going to give her the best gift of all. He wasn’t going to hurt her. If the price of that was not loving her, then so be it.

* * *

Holly woke to the smell of coffee. She opened her eyes and saw sunlight streaming into her bedroom. Despite the familiar furniture, something was different. She blinked as she tried to figure it out. Then she remembered last night. In the same instant she realized she was naked beneath the covers and that Jordan was entering the room.

She stared at him and felt her heartbeat increase. His hair was tousled, his face unshaven. He wore a white terry-cloth robe loosely knotted around his waist. Bare legs led to bare feet. He was gorgeous and smiling at her.

“I brought you breakfast,” he said, holding out a tray. “Are you hungry?”

“Starved.” After pushing her hair out of her eyes, she started to sit up. The sheet chose not to cooperate, and there was a quick tug-of-war as she tried to get into a sitting position without flashing Jordan.

He set the tray over her lap, then leaned toward her. “You don’t have to work so hard to cover up. I’ve seen it all, and it’s lovely.”

Before she could recover enough to speak, he settled on the bed next to her and poured them both a cup of coffee. There was also toast and fruit.

“I checked on Mistletoe,” he said. “She ate breakfast, and the kittens seem fine. They don’t have their eyes open, though.”

“That takes a little while,” Holly commented automatically, not able to believe they were practically naked, eating breakfast in bed after making love. As if this were normal. She wanted to shriek. It wasn’t normal, at least not in her world. Normal was living alone and being lonely, not passion in front of a Christmas tree and a man who threatened to steal her heart.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

She took a quick sip of coffee and nearly burned her tongue. “Fine,” she said, her voice a high-pitched squeak.

“No repercussions?”

“Like what?”

He smiled. “Are you sore?”

Sore? “From what?”

He reached toward her and pulled at the sheet until the top of her breast was exposed. Then he touched the curve. Nerve endings caught on fire and burned all the way down to her feminine center.

“Making love. Different muscles get used. You were very tight when I was inside you. Are you tender today?”

Oh, my. Heat flared on her cheeks. He wanted to talk about it? About doing that? About making love?

She swallowed, then set her coffee on the tray. “I feel fine.”

“Let me know if that changes.”

She wanted to ask what he would do about it if she was sore, but then she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

He leaned forward and kissed the top of her breast, then her neck, then the sensitive skin below her ear. “You’re feeling a little awkward,” he said, making the sentence a statement, not a question. “I’m going to leave you to shower and dress in private. But you owe me one.”

“A shower? There are four more bathrooms in this house.”

He stood up. “But you’re going to be in this one.”

Men and women showering together? Was that even legal? Her confusion must have shown on her face, because he was laughing as he left the room.

Holly moved the tray and got out of bed. Now that Jordan had mentioned it, she was sore. Her thigh muscles ached as if they’d been stretched a couple of inches too far, and the place between her legs was a little raw. She wanted a long, hot shower. Things would be clearer when she was done.

But as Holly wiped away the steam and stared at her reflection in the mirror, things weren’t better. If anything, they were more confusing.

She tucked the towel around her body and wondered if making love had really changed her. This time yesterday she hadn’t known about the intimacy that joined a man and a woman. While she didn’t regret what she’d done, she was beginning to realize that there was a lot more to sex than just the act itself.

She reached for a wide-tooth comb and began drawing it through her wet hair.

“I’m all grown-up,” she murmured. She had a business that was more successful than she had imagined, and she was taking care of herself. She was smart, capable and she’d finally joined the mainstream. She had a lover. All she needed was a beeper or a cellular phone.

Holly sank down on the edge of the tub and sighed. On the outside she might be just like everyone else, but on the inside she was different. She’d always been a little out of step. Having a lover wasn’t her style. She could say and do all she wanted, but in her heart she was an old-fashioned woman.

She wanted to love the man she gave her body to, and Jordan didn’t love her. Worse, he believed that love caused pain. In his mind it created more problems than it solved. So where did that leave her?

There was nothing to be solved right now, Holly decided. She finished with her hair, then dressed and headed downstairs. Jordan was in the living room, sitting on the sofa in front of the Christmas tree. The quilt was gone, as were the fire and the empty bottle of champagne. Even so, her gaze was drawn to the place where they had made love.

She remembered the beautiful lights on the tree and the scent of the fire. She remembered Jordan touching her with his hands and his mouth, loving her until the world disappeared and they were alone in the universe.

He stood up as she entered the room. He’d showered, too, and his dark hair was brushed away from his face. A worn sweatshirt hugged his shoulders, and faded jeans clung to his thighs with the familiarity of an old lover. She’d seen him dressed that way countless times before. It didn’t matter. Once their gazes met, her heart rate increased and her legs started to tremble.

He stepped toward her and pulled her into his embrace. His arms were strong and sure. She felt comfortable next to him. As his mouth brushed hers, she parted for him. Her body began to heat in anticipation.

He cupped her behind and pulled her hips toward him. Something hard pressed into her belly. Now she knew what his arousal meant. He wanted to make love, and she did, too.

She broke their kiss. “Jordan, I—”

He silenced her by placing a finger on her lips. “This is all going too fast for you.”

She stared at him. “How did you know?”

He touched her face, then reached down and took her hand. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re confused and afraid. Last night was great, but reality is difficult to deal with. You’ve got to be at the shop in—” he glanced at his watch “—an hour. You’ve got other things to do. I’m a complication you don’t need.”

Her eyes burned, and it took her a second to figure out she was fighting tears. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He hugged her. “Don’t cry, Holly. Please don’t be upset. I understand. You need time to think about everything that happened.”

“I know.” She rested her forehead on his shoulder. “I’m not crying because I’m upset, I’m crying because you’re being so nice.”

“I thought being nice was a good thing.”

“It is.” She raised her head and smiled at him. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” His eyes darkened. “I do have one request.”

“Which is?”

“Don’t leave me until after the holidays.”

She thought about what he was asking. The store was doing so well, she had the money to get another apartment. But the thought of leaving hadn’t occurred to her.

“I’ll stay,” she said. “To be perfectly honest, the thought of leaving never crossed my mind.”

“Good.” He winked. “Let’s try breakfast again. This time in the kitchen.”

“Sounds great.”

He headed that way. Holly started after him, then stopped in her tracks. Why wasn’t she thinking of leaving? There was no future for her here, and even if there was, she didn’t want a future with Jordan or any man. She didn’t trust people.

But she did trust Jordan. She cared about him and enjoyed being with him. She wasn’t sure how or when it had happened, but she’d come to trust him…and care about him.

She wasn’t sure when she’d started to trust him and let him inside. Maybe that first day when he’d gone back into her apartment and saved Mistletoe. Maybe the first time he’d kissed her. Jordan Haynes was everything she’d ever wanted in a man. How was she supposed to resist him?

She loved him. With all her heart.

She closed her eyes as emotions overwhelmed her. She loved Jordan. Loved him, loved a man who was terrified of love. She must never let him know. She would have to be strong. She could continue to be his friend, and he would never know the truth.

An odd combination of joy and sadness filled her. She was finally ready to trust someone enough to fall in love, and he wasn’t going to want her. In his own way Jordan was letting her down just like everyone else, but that didn’t make her love him less. She couldn’t help her feelings. It wasn’t fair, but she didn’t want to take her heart back. Jordan would have it forever, whether he wanted it or not.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Nine-year-old Mandy shrieked in delight when she unwrapped the huge box. The Victorian dollhouse had been built by hand from a kit, then painstakingly painted and decorated. Her big eyes got bigger, then filled with tears. She leapt to her feet, ran to the sofa where her parents sat and threw herself at Travis and Elizabeth.

Jordan watched his brother hug her close.

“I’m glad you like it,” Travis said, his voice thick with emotion. “All your uncles worked on it with me.”

Mandy sniffed, then faced the rest of the adults. “Thank you so much. It’s the best dollhouse I’ve ever seen.”

Holly shifted on the floor where she was sitting and glanced up at him. “When did you guys build it?” she asked.

“At the end of summer.” He grinned, remembering the complicated directions and short tempers. “We used to build model airplanes together, but that was a long time ago.”

She raised her eyebrows and smiled. “Did some of you forget how to play well with others?”

“I think so. But it was fun.” He leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “With everyone having girls, we figured we’d better learn how to build dollhouses, or we were going to be in a lot of trouble.”

She glanced around the room. Jordan followed her gaze. Most of the children had already gone outside to play with new toys, bikes and in-line skates. Torn pieces of wrapping paper littered the floor. There were piles of bows, empty boxes and discarded directions everywhere he looked.

Did Holly see the mess, or did she see the happiness in the room? Jordan touched the top of her head, earning himself a quick smile. He knew what she saw. She had a gentle heart and a sweet spirit. She would see the good in the situation.

Travis carried the dollhouse up to the playroom. Mandy ran and got her cousin Nichole, who was her age, and both girls went upstairs with their new dolls. When Travis returned, he settled next to his wife and sighed.

“So what did I get for Christmas? I know I was good all year.”

“How do you figure that?” Elizabeth asked.

He grinned. “You kept telling me.”

She swatted his arm. Everyone laughed.

“I’ve been good, too,” Kyle said. “So what has Santa brought me?”

“Wallpaper for the dining room,” Sandy told him, then grinned when he groaned.

Jordan saw Holly smile at the conversation. Although she had been a little shy at first, she seemed to enjoy spending time with his family. He liked watching her interact with them. His brothers were protective and caring, and his sisters-in-law had claimed her as one of their own. He’d seen her whispering with the other women. They all had secrets, and he hoped she was comfortable enough to share hers. A part of him was curious as to what the females were always talking about, but then he figured he was probably better off not knowing.

Sandy said something, and Holly responded. As she spoke, she rested her head against his knee. He leaned back in the sofa and enjoyed her closeness.

He wanted her. Making love hadn’t decreased his attraction. Instead, he could now picture her naked and beneath him. He knew what she felt like when he was inside her, and he wanted to be with her again. But he understood her caution. Relationships were new to her, and she didn’t want to mess up.

Hell, he was hardly an expert at relationships, either, he reminded himself. He’d never had one that worked. In his heart he still believed that love was destructive. It would be safer for everyone if they just stayed friends. Friendship he understood and trusted.

The only problem was he didn’t know if he and Holly were going to stay friends. She filled his life with joy. Even more, she filled the empty hole in his soul. He’d only known her a short time, yet he couldn’t imagine his world without her. That would be trouble for both of them. He didn’t want to hurt her; he didn’t want to be hurt himself.

So where did that leave them? He had no answer to the question. He would simply have to take each day as it arrived and hope for the best. For today Holly was with him, and that was enough.

“Oh, my. These can’t be for me,” Holly said, drawing him back into the conversation.

He glanced up and saw Elizabeth and Sandy passing out presents. There were several boxes stacked in front of Holly.

She looked up at him. “Jordan?”

He shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I’m always the last to know.”

She counted. “Fourteen boxes? This is crazy.”

Elizabeth paused by her and touched her hand. “It’s not crazy. They’re gifts. We all wanted to get you something.”

“But I can’t accept. It’s too much.”

“You don’t even know what it is yet,” Craig said, and pointed. “At least open a couple so we can all see.” He glanced at his wife. “I bet you already know what it is.”

“Of course,” Jill said, then rested her hand on her belly. “The women always know everything.”

“Don’t you hate that?” Craig said.

“Yeah,” Travis grumbled. “We need to think up some secrets to keep from them.”

Elizabeth kissed him briefly on the mouth. “It would never happen, but it’s sweet of you to want to try.” She returned her attention to Holly. “Please open one of the boxes. If you really don’t want the gift, you can tell us then.”

Jordan understood Holly’s confusion. She hadn’t known everyone was going to get her a gift. He hadn’t known, either, or he would have warned her. She’d baked cookies and passed them out, but he knew she wouldn’t think that was equitable.

He leaned forward and put his hand on her shoulder. “They’re trying to be nice. It means they like you.”

She nodded, then reached for one of the packages. When it was unwrapped, she opened the plain brown box and removed a white china cup and saucer. The old-fashioned design reminded him of some of the dishes he’d seen in catalogs she’d brought home from the store.

Sandy pointed. “We know you lost everything when your apartment was wrecked,” she said. “So we got together and bought you new china. Each box is a place setting, and the other two are the completer set and some serving pieces. Please say you like them.”

“They’re beautiful,” Holly said, sounding a little shell-shocked. She held the cup up to him.

He took it and touched the soft, cool piece. He could see this cup in Holly’s capable hands. His mind filled with the image of her in bed, dressed in satin and lace, sipping her morning coffee. Even more terrifying, he could see himself there, too.

Longing twisted his gut until he couldn’t think about anything else. He wanted her. He needed her. If only there was a safe way to keep her in his life.

“Just be polite and say thank you,” he told her. “You’ll make my family happy, and you’ll get some plates out of it, too. Not a bad deal.”

Elizabeth drew her eyebrows together. “We were trying to help. I hope you understand.”

Holly nodded. “You’re all so wonderful. Thank you. I love my gift.” She leaned over and hugged Elizabeth.

“I think it’s great,” Kyle said, “but twelve place settings seems like a lot for one person. Of course, if she marries—”

He stopped talking suddenly as Sandy jabbed him in the ribs.

“What’d I say?”

Jill and Elizabeth started talking at once. Craig and Travis exchanged knowing looks. Holly blushed. Jordan knew Kyle had simply voiced what everyone else was thinking. It was obvious something was going on between Holly and himself, and they wanted to know what.

Sandy and Elizabeth got busy passing out the rest of the presents. Jordan’s brothers had given him some tools for his new garage. Kyle was disgusted to find out he really was getting wallpaper, then his good humor returned when he opened a box containing tickets for a Caribbean cruise.

Sandy placed a large, flat package in front of Jordan. He looked at the tag. It was from Holly. She scooted over on the carpet to give him room to open it. He tore away the paper and exposed a stunning Impressionist painting.

“Holly, you can’t give me this.”

She shrugged. “It’s not by anyone really famous, so don’t get too excited.”

She’d mentioned a find of lesser-known artists at an estate sale about six months ago. She’d sold most of the paintings, but had admitted to keeping a couple of favorites for herself.

Her blue eyes were dark with a warm and welcoming emotion. “I wanted to give you something special,” she said softly so the others couldn’t hear. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Just be polite and say thank you. Isn’t that what you told me?”

“Thank you,” he said.

“I thought it would look nice in the dining room.”

He grinned. “That’s the only room that’s finished, so I suppose it makes sense.”

There was a second box wrapped in gaudy red-and-silver paper. The gift tag had a paw print on it. “It’s from Mistletoe,” she told him.

“I figured that.” He shook the box. “What do you think she put inside? Something that explodes, or at the very least smells bad?”

“Jordan, Mistletoe is a wonderful cat. I’m not sure why she hasn’t taken to you, but as she likes everyone else, maybe this is your problem and not hers.”

He grinned. “Great. I’ve been judged and found wanting by a cat.”

He tore the paper. When he opened the oversize shirt box, he found a thick pullover sweater in black, gray and midnight blue.

“Mistletoe is sorry she used your favorite sweater for a bed,” Holly said.

“No, she’s not.”

One corner of Holly’s mouth curved up. “Even if she isn’t, I am.”

Around them the other adults were opening packages. Happy comments were exchanged, along with hugs and kisses. If a few of the embraces went on a little long, it only added to the festivity of the morning.

Jordan wanted to haul Holly into his arms and show her exactly how happy she made him. Instead, he forced himself to give her a quick kiss on the forehead. Even as he reminded himself he respected her need to come to terms with their odd relationship, he wanted to claim her as his. He wanted everyone to know that they were lovers and that he cared about her. He wanted her to be comfortable touching him in public.

“Oh, look what I just found under the tree,” Elizabeth said, and handed Holly a small, square, jewelry-size box. His sister-in-law raised her eyebrows. “I’ve always been curious about your taste, Jordan. Guess I finally get to see what it’s like.”

“Guess so,” he said mildly, but his heart started pounding hard against his ribs.

He’d wanted to get Holly something special. Something that would remind her of him without being threatening. His condition hadn’t helped matters. For a while he’d been afraid he wouldn’t be able to get out and around in time. But the physical therapy had done wonders, and he’d been able to find exactly what he wanted.

Holly stared at the small gold-wrapped package. “You shouldn’t have.”

“How do you know? You haven’t looked at it yet.”

She nodded, then fumbled with the wrapping. The black velvet box opened silently, exposing pearl earrings surrounded by a circle of diamonds. Holly stared at the jewelry, but didn’t say a word.

Jordan found himself in the unfamiliar situation of feeling unsure of a gift. “The diamonds are earring jackets,” he said quickly. “You can wear them with other things, and you can wear the pearls alone.” He paused, then added lamely, “I thought they would look nice with your long dresses and fancy blouses for work.”

Holly raised her head and stared at him. Light reflected off the moisture in her eyes. “They’re so beautiful. You spent far too much money.”

“He can afford it,” Kyle said from across the room.

Jordan glanced around and saw they were the center of attention.

“That’s right,” Craig added. “The last dividend check was impressive.”

Holly frowned. “What are they talking about?”

Jordan leaned back on the sofa and grinned. “Didn’t I tell you? When Austin was starting his company, my brothers and I threw in with him. None of us had much money, but we gave him all of it. We now own a chunk of his very successful firm. In addition to being heartbreaking charmers, the Haynes brothers are well-off.”

“I guess that explains the Victorian mansions. I wondered how you did that on a fire fighter’s salary.”

“Now you know.”

She stared at the earrings, then unfastened them and tried to put them in her ears. Her hands were shaking. When the task was accomplished, she sat up on her knees, then leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth.

It wasn’t a passionate kiss. Even as she brushed her lips against his, color flared on her cheeks. But for Holly it was a bold, public move.

Before she could pull away, he touched her cheek and smiled at her. Her warm and welcome expression made him want…something. He couldn’t explain it or define it. The need grew, pressing against his heart. If he had to put words to it, the closest he could come was that he wanted what his brothers had. Not the love. That still terrified him. But the secure relationship with someone who cared.

When all the presents had been opened, Elizabeth assigned tasks. Holly was in charge of piling up the gifts so there was room to walk around, while Jordan was sent to help in the kitchen. He was supposed to be fixing coffee, but instead, he found himself remembering Christmases past.

In the recent past he’d been the odd man out. Even before his brothers were married, they usually each brought a woman around during the holidays. He never had. Somehow sharing that part of his life had been too personal. He hadn’t wanted to deal with a stranger. Better to be alone than with the wrong person.

“What do you look so serious about?” Elizabeth asked.

He glanced up and saw her leaning against the door frame. He shrugged. “Other holidays. This one is better.”

She moved toward him. Elizabeth had a heart-shaped face and wide eyes. When she’d married Travis, she’d made his brothers her responsibility, too. Once she was part of the family, birthdays were remembered and celebrated, and family dinners became a part of everyone’s lives.

She planted her hands on her hips and glared at him. “I swear, if I could have just one wish, it would be to spend five minutes alone with Earl Haynes.”

“My father? Why?”

“That…that bastard doesn’t deserve to live. He hurt you four so much. I want him punished for his crimes, and I want to be there to watch.”

Her fierceness startled him. Although he hadn’t been thinking about his childhood, Elizabeth’s words brought it back to him. His father leaving to be with another woman. His mother crying softly in her room. The four Haynes brothers not sure what they were supposed to feel, only knowing that all the toys in the world couldn’t make their home an easier place to live.

“That was a long time ago,” he said.

“Maybe, but you’re all still suffering because of it. You think I don’t see what he did to you? All of you? Sometimes Travis can’t sleep because of the memories. He’s a wonderful man, yet he was terrified he didn’t know how to be a good husband and father.” She drew in a deep breath, then smiled. “I do love to go on, don’t I?”

“You can be a little intense.”

“That’s because I care.” She stepped closer and placed her hand on his arm. “Jordan, you’ve got to deal with the past. Your chance at a happy present is going to slip away if you don’t get a grip on this.”

He moved back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do. I wish there was a way to erase everything and start over, but there isn’t. Your parents—” She shrugged. “I don’t agree with what your mother did, but I almost understand it. After all that time, she just snapped. Still, I wish she’d stayed in contact with the four of you.”

Jordan thought about what had really happened that last day. “I don’t blame her, I blame the other women. They could have said no to my father.”

Elizabeth stared at him oddly. “Of course they are at fault, but they aren’t the only ones. They said yes, but Earl was the one doing the asking. He spent his whole life trying to seduce anything in a skirt. Maybe it’s easier to blame the women, but the real culprit is your father.”

She crossed the short distance between them. “I know what you’re thinking, Jordan, but it’s not like that. You don’t have to be like him. You are your own man.” She smiled. “If I wasn’t so happily married, I might just make a play for you myself. Except I’d be too late.” She hugged him. “Holly is very special. Don’t let her get away. If you do, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

She left the kitchen, and he was alone. As he made coffee, he thought about what his sister-in-law had said. That it was easier to blame the women than to blame his father. She was right. He did blame Louise. He blamed her for everything. Yet how much of it was really her fault? What about his father’s part in the events? And his mother? In that, he agreed with Elizabeth. He understood his mother’s need to leave Earl, but he resented her walking away from him without once looking back.

The Haynes family was in a hell of a mess. He shook his head. That wasn’t true. His brothers had figured out how to fix things. He was the only one still fighting the past. Maybe it was time to let it go.

* * *

Holly snuggled closer to Jordan. They were sitting on the sofa in front of their Christmas tree. To her right a fire snapped, and the scent of wood smoke filled the room.

“Dinner was great,” she said, then touched her earlobes and the beautiful earrings he’d given her. “Everything about the day was perfect. Thank you for a wonderful Christmas.”

His arms tightened around her. “You’re welcome.”

She closed her eyes and held on to the happiness flooding her body. She wanted this day to last forever. She wanted to always be a part of him, of his world. She wanted to be able to confess her feelings and have them returned. She wanted him to love her.

A small sigh escaped her lips. There was no point in wishing for the moon. Jordan wasn’t going to love her, because he wasn’t going to love anyone. He feared love as she had once feared trust. He and his family had shown her otherwise, but who was there to show him?

Still, if she could have one more Christmas wish, it would be to have him want to be with her always.

“Holly, there’s something I want to ask you,” he said.

“What?”

He straightened slightly, shifting so he could see her face. His dark eyes were alive with emotions she couldn’t read. She felt his tension, but didn’t know the cause. Before she could ask what was wrong, he spoke.

“Holly, will you marry me?”

His question left her stunned and speechless. She could only stare. Marry him? He wanted her to marry him?

“I know this is sudden,” he said. “But I’ve given it a lot of thought. I enjoy everything about you. Being with you, talking to you, making love.”

The joy was so bright and so intense, she thought she might die right there. He wanted to marry her. Her!

“We want the same things,” he continued. “A home and a family. I have the house.” He motioned to the room. “Together we can be a family. I’ve always wanted kids. I’ll take care of you, respect you.” He touched her face, then kissed her lips. “I think we could make it work.”

She searched his face, waiting, but he was finished. The joy faded slowly, like a rainbow disappearing into the mist. At first you weren’t sure it was going, then the edges blurred and it was gone. In the end there was only the memory of how beautiful it had been.

He wanted to marry her, but he hadn’t said a word about his feelings for her.

“Commitment without love?” she asked, pleased that her voice sounded steady.

“I would honor you,” he said, cupping her face in his hands. “I would be a faithful and giving husband.”

Almost, she thought sadly. Almost like love, but not exactly the same thing.

“I care about you,” he told her.

She nodded. Caring. “I appreciate that. You like me and I’m glad. I like you, too.” She pulled away from him, then slowly got to her feet. Her mind was spinning. She didn’t know what to think. It had happened too fast.

Marriage to Jordan. She’d been dreaming of it since the moment she realized she loved him. He was offering her everything she wanted…almost. She could make love with him, share his bed, his life, have his children. She could be accepted by the loving embrace of his family. She could belong.

But he wouldn’t love her. He would never know the down-to-the-bone, heart-filling emotion of love. He would never dream about her the way she dreamed about him.

“Holly?”

She laughed softly, wondering if the sound covered her pain. “You’re right,” she said. “About everything. We would do well together. Mutual affection and respect. Many marriages survive on less. There’s only one problem.” She looked at him and shrugged. “I changed the rules.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m not sure. I—” She broke off, not sure how much to confess. “I was so afraid to trust anyone. Everyone had let me down. Then you came along with your good looks and your smile. You drew me in, and I never had a chance. You offered me everything I’d ever wanted. I found myself trusting you.”

His expression didn’t change, but suddenly she didn’t know what he was thinking. It was probably better that way, she told herself. Better for both of them.

“I’ve only ever asked for three things in my life,” she said. “First, when I was fifteen, I asked my boyfriend to understand when I couldn’t go with him to the dance because my mother was sick.”

“He dumped you,” Jordan said flatly. His hands tightened into fists.

She nodded. “Then I asked my father for money to help with my mom’s medical expenses. You know what happened there.”

“What’s the third?”

“I asked my mother not to die and leave me. She did.” Tears threatened, but she fought them back. “Now I want a fourth thing. I want a miracle.” She drew in a steadying breath. She was probably only going to get to say this once in her life. She wasn’t going to chicken out and miss the opportunity.

“I love you, Jordan. You’re honorable and kind, loving, smart, funny. You’re a good man. You make my knees weak and my heart beat faster. I love you, but I won’t marry you. Not unless you can honestly say you love me back.”






CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Holly sipped her coffee and tried to hold back her tears. She’d been up most of the night crying, and she felt as attractive and puffy as a wet sponge. If she held her head up and blinked steadily, she could get a little control, although the pain in her chest wasn’t going away. At first she hadn’t been able to identify the sharp ache, but she’d finally figured it out.

Jordan had broken her heart.

Oh, he hadn’t meant to. His proposal had been genuine and sincere. He thought they could have a good life together. Maybe that’s what made it worse. If he didn’t care at all, then she could tell herself it was just a crush and she would get over it. But he did have feelings for her. Unfortunately he didn’t love her. She felt as if she’d made the finals in one of life’s most important events only to be told she didn’t have whatever it took to win. There she was, Holly Garrett, first runner-up in the game of love.

Louise came into the kitchen. She’d reverted to her brightly colored clothes. In honor of the holiday season, she wore scarlet fitted trousers and a green patterned shirt. Three-inch plastic Christmas trees dangled from each ear.

She walked to the coffeepot and poured herself a cup. “You want to talk about it, or do you want me to leave and pretend I didn’t see you?” she asked without turning around.

Holly rested her elbows on the kitchen table in front of her. “You can ignore me,” she said.

Louise turned and glanced at her. “I don’t think so, honey. You look a little too miserable to be left alone.” She crossed the room and pulled out the chair next to Holly’s. “Tell me what happened.”

“I—” Fresh tears started down her cheeks. She swept them away, then tried to smile. “Christmas is supposed to be a happy time, yet here I am crying. Pretty silly, huh?”

Louise patted her hand. “Not at all. Life goes on, even if it is the holidays. Sometimes I think all the celebrating makes it worse. We’re dealing with old memories, childhood dreams. You’ve got every right to be a little weepy.”

Holly nodded. She appreciated the other woman’s counsel. At times like this she missed her mother even more than usual. She, Holly, didn’t understand life and men. She wasn’t sure she understood all the questions, let alone had any answers.

“Jordan asked me to marry him,” she said softly.

“Congratulations, child. He’s not the Haynes brother I would have picked, but I know you have a soft spot for him.” She looked closer at Holly and frowned. “You don’t look very happy, though. Didn’t you accept?”

“I couldn’t. I—” She cleared her throat, then stared into her cup of coffee. “He doesn’t love me.”

“What?” Louise sounded outraged.

The tears started again. This time Holly let them fall down her cheeks. “He doesn’t love me. He said he likes me and cares about me, that we get along well together and that we could have a happy marriage.” She paused to swallow a sob. “I want more. I want him to love me with all his heart. Am I crazy, Louise? I tell myself I’m a child wishing for the moon. Jordan is a good man. He treats me like a princess.” She pressed her lips tightly together and fought the tears.

“Oh, honey.” Louise shifted her chair closer, then hugged Holly and drew her close. “I understand.”

“I I-love him.”

“I know. You’ve loved him from the beginning, haven’t you? You came in here all innocent and lost your heart to him. I’m so sorry.”

Holly leaned against Louise. The housekeeper wasn’t her mother, but it felt nice to be comforted. “It’s not your fault,” she whispered. “It’s no one’s fault.”

“It’s mine. He knows what his father did, what he wanted, and that changed him.”

Holly raised her head. “That was a long time ago.”

“Jordan hasn’t forgotten.”

“Louise, you didn’t ask Earl Haynes to divorce his wife.”

“The result is the same, as if I did.”

“You’re blaming yourself for something that isn’t your fault.”

Louise was quiet for a minute. Her blue eyes darkened, and the lines around her eyes and mouth deepened. “I wish I could believe you were right, but in my heart I know the truth. Jordan was scarred that day. You forget I’ve known the Haynes brothers for years. I know that Craig was too responsible, that Travis worried about not being a good father, and Kyle wondered if he would ever grow up enough to care about someone else. I even know that Austin believed himself to be unlovable. And Jordan…” She drew in a deep breath. “Jordan is the most difficult of all.”

“Jordan believes love hurts,” Holly whispered.

“Yes, he does. He’s wrong, of course. All he has to do is look around his family and see all the good that love has brought them. But he’s stubborn, like most men.”

Holly straightened and wiped her fingers across her face. “Am I wrong not to marry him?”

“Only you can answer that.”

Holly nodded. She already knew the truth. Hearing it from Louise confirmed everything she knew. “Since I was fifteen years old, I’ve been scared to trust anyone. My world wasn’t secure at all. I’ve made my peace with that. I’ve learned to trust again. I trust Jordan and I love him. But if he can’t trust and love me back, then I can’t be with him.”

“You’re very brave,” Louise said. “I wish I could be like you.”

Holly frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Louise wrapped her hands around her coffee mug and squeezed until her knuckles turned white. “I keep thinking about what you said about my daughter. I want to get in touch with her. I want to give her a choice.”

For the first time since the proposal, Holly smiled. “Do it, Louise. You’ve lost so much time with her already. If she doesn’t want to see you, then you’ll have the answer to your question. I know that would be painful to hear, but at least then you’ll know. I suspect she’s going to be thrilled to hear from you. Wait until she finds out she has four half brothers.”

Louise shrugged. “I might not tell her that all at once. I wouldn’t want to scare her away.” She thought for a minute. “You’re right. I’ll do it. We’ve lost twenty-eight years already. I don’t want to lose another minute.”

Holly was pleased. At least one of them had a chance at happiness.

* * *

Jordan opened the front door and stepped inside his house. He knew right away that something was wrong. He wasn’t sure if it was the absence of sound or movement, or just a sixth sense kicking in.

He started to take the stairs two at a time, then turned back and headed for the study that had been his makeshift bedroom. The closet door was partially closed. He flung it open and stared at the clean, bare floor. He didn’t have to look any further. Mistletoe was gone, and with her, Holly.

He walked to the chair next to the rented hospital bed that was being returned in the morning. He sank down, rested his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands.

Gone. Just like that. Without warning. Without saying goodbye.

As soon as she’d refused his proposal, he knew he’d done everything all wrong. He should have planned his words better. But the truth was, he hadn’t thought he would be proposing. He’d been thinking about not wanting to lose her when he’d blurted everything out.

He’d been a fool. Worse, he’d hurt her. Now she was gone and he didn’t know what he was going to do.

“She left a note.”

He glanced up. Louise had silently entered the room. She stood in front of him and held out an envelope. He took it, then opened it and glanced at the contents.


Jordan,

I’m sorry to leave this way. It seems so cowardly, but I’m the first to confess I don’t have the courage to face you right now. I’m leaving because I can’t stay. Before it was easy to pretend I didn’t love you. I can’t do that anymore. I know this doesn’t make sense. After all, if I really loved you why wouldn’t I jump at your proposal? Maybe I’m being foolish and wishing for the moon. I don’t know. The only thing I am sure of is that I want a man who can love me back. One who trusts me enough to give his heart. I don’t blame you for not being able to do that. I wish it could have been different.

Much love,

Holly.


He read the paper over and over until he’d memorized every word. Until he couldn’t breathe past the pain or focus on anything but the ripping hole in his chest. Then he crumpled the note in his hand.

“She’s gone,” he said, too stunned to realize he’d spoken the words out loud.

“This morning.” Louise took a step closer to him. “I know you don’t want to hear this from me, and you’re not going to believe me, but I’m sorry, Jordan. Sorry for both of you.” She paused. “I’m leaving, too. You’re back on your feet, and with Holly gone you don’t really need me.”

He nodded without saying anything. She started from the room.

“Wait!” he called, springing to his feet and hurrying after her. “Where did she go?”

Louise’s gaze saw far too much. “Does it matter?”

“Yes.”

“She’s rented the gate house on Kyle and Sandy’s property.” She touched his forearm. “You have your reasons for hating me,” she said. “I don’t agree with them, but I understand. Even so, I’m going to give you a piece of advice. You’re a fool if you let her go.”

He tightened his fist around the small ball of paper. “It’s none of your business.”

She laughed. “You’re right, it isn’t. So what? Are you going to get mad at me? Jordan, you’ve carried a chip on your shoulder for nearly twenty years. I don’t care what you think anymore. You can continue to act like a bastard, but I don’t give a damn.”

Maybe it was the rawness of the pain, or the shock. For once Jordan wasn’t able to hide behind a mask of indifference. For the first time since that afternoon so many years ago, he allowed himself to really look at Louise.

Her plastic Christmas-tree earrings caught the light and twinkled. There were lines around her eyes, and her skin wasn’t as tight as it had been, but other than that, she was the same woman she’d always been. She had a good heart. Her willingness to put up with him proved that.

Jordan thought about how empty his world was going to be now that Holly was gone. If his father had felt a tenth of the same feelings for Louise, then maybe Jordan could understand some of his actions. He still didn’t excuse them, but he could almost understand.

If he was willing to go that far for his father, the truly guilty party, then what did he owe the woman in front of him? She had made a mistake. One she’d paid for every day of the past twenty-nine years. She’d only been seventeen. He’d hated her for destroying his family, when the truth was his family had never been more than a collection of unrelated parts. Earl Haynes had made sure there was nothing left to destroy.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Her gaze narrowed. “What’d you say?”

“I’m sorry. I blamed you for everything, and it was never your fault.”

She planted her hands on her hips. “Dammit, Jordan, I just got this thing figured out. Don’t you go confusing me again.”

He shook his head. “I wanted to blame you because it was safer than blaming my father. It’s been a whole lot easier to be angry with you. I’ve made your life hell. An apology can’t change that or the past, but it’s all I have.”

She pursed her lips, then wiped at the corner of her eye. “I can’t believe this. Now you’ve got me all weepy. Apology accepted.”

He didn’t believe her. “Just like that?”

“Would you feel better if I punished you first?”

“Yes.”

“It’s not my style. I have a big heart, Jordan. I can forgive. I’m not saying I won’t be snippy a time or two when I remember how mean you’ve been, but I understand why you did it. If you’re sincere, then I’m willing to forgive.”

He reached out and drew her next to him. She was stiff at first, then she relaxed against him. “Now I know why my father fell in love with you.”

She swatted his arm and stepped back. “You Haynes boys were always sweet-talkers. Stop wasting time with me. Go find Holly and bring her back.”

Now it was his turn to be uncomfortable. “I can’t.”

“Figures you couldn’t be good-looking and smart. Tell me why not.”

“She needs me to love her.”

“You do.”

He shook his head. “No, I don’t. I won’t love her.”

“Didn’t you learn anything? You don’t get a choice about loving someone, Jordan. It just happens, then you have to deal with it. Can’t you see you’ve loved her from the first moment you set eyes on the girl?”

“No.” He turned away. Not love. Never love. He knew the danger, the price love extracted. He’d felt the cold blade of love, and knew the damage inherent in the emotion.

“There’s no fool like an old fool,” Louise muttered, and left the room.

Jordan was alone in the silence. He listened to it and wondered how long it would take for him to forget the woman he’d lost.

* * *

Jordan felt like a fifth-grader being called to the principal’s office. He stood in front of the fireplace, facing his three brothers and Austin.

Kyle threw himself on the sofa and raised his hands toward the heavens. “You talk to him,” he said in disgust. “He’s not listening to a word I’m saying.”

“I’m listening,” Jordan explained patiently. “I agree with your point. However, nothing has changed.”

Travis paced from the Christmas tree to the far wall. “Everything has changed, Jordan. That’s the point. We’re all different. Ten years ago—hell, five years ago—I would have agreed with you. Loving someone was a terrifying thought. None of us knew how to have a relationship. Dad really screwed us up inside. But we’ve all learned to take a chance. That’s what this is about. When you find someone special, you have to be willing to take risks.”

Jordan frowned. He appreciated what they were trying to do, but they didn’t understand the situation. They didn’t know the real truth. It had been easier for them.

Yet a small voice in the back of his mind reminded him that he wanted his brothers to convince him. He wanted to believe. In the seven days Holly had been gone, he’d learned that surviving without her was nearly impossible. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. He needed to hear her voice, her laughter. He needed to hold her and touch her; he needed to explain how empty his world was without her. He even missed the damn cat.

“We’ve all let the past go,” Travis said. “You’ve got to do the same.”

“It’s not that simple,” a woman said.

Jordan glanced up at the newcomer. Louise entered the living room and looked at him.

“You didn’t tell them, did you?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“Why not?”

“It’s your secret,” he said. “It wasn’t mine to share.”

She wore a cobalt blue blouse that brought out the color in her eyes. But her face was pale, and her mouth pulled into a straight line.

“The time for secrets is over,” she said. “Travis, have a seat.” She motioned to the sofas.

Austin and Craig sat in one. Travis joined Kyle in the other. Louise stood in front of the men and clasped her hands loosely together. Jordan moved behind her and squeezed her shoulders. She gave him a brief smile that didn’t quite take, then drew in a breath.

“Twenty-nine years ago, when I was seventeen, I had an affair with Earl Haynes.”

As she told the story, Jordan walked over and stared at the Christmas tree. There were ornaments from his childhood and several Victorian decorations that Holly had brought. He touched an old-fashioned Santa and remembered her laughing as she’d placed it on the tree. Somehow in a few short weeks she’d woven herself into the fabric of his life. Short of unraveling everything into a pile of string, he didn’t know how he was going to let her go.

His brothers listened quietly. Jordan watched the different emotions play across their faces. Confusion, surprise, concern. He didn’t see any anger. None of them blamed Louise.

“You’re saying we have a sister?” Craig asked when she was finished.

“Half sister.”

Travis grinned. “Hot damn.”

Kyle bounced to his feet. “Hey, I’m not the youngest anymore.”

“Where is she?” Craig asked, also getting to his feet.

“Have you been in touch with her?” Kyle asked.

Louise held up her hands. “One at a time. No, I haven’t been in touch with her. I gave her up for adoption. I don’t know where she is.”

Travis glanced at his brothers. “We have to find her. I know a good private detective. Let’s go down to the station and give him a call.”

Kyle linked his arm through Louise’s and headed for the door. “Do you know her name? Maybe we can trace her through the computer.”

Craig joined them. “I have a couple of friends with federal agencies. They can help, too. We’ll find her, Louise. Then you can invite her home.”

They were still talking when the front door closed behind them.

“How do you feel about having a half sister?” Austin asked.

Jordan turned. His friend still sat on the sofa. “I thought you left with the rest of them.”

Austin shrugged. “Your problem never got resolved.”

“Maybe there isn’t a solution.”

“Maybe.” The other man wore his hair long, and he had an earring in one ear. Compared to the clean-cut Haynes brothers, he was an outlaw. But he was family, so they teased him about his wild ways and accepted him into the fold.

Austin stretched his long legs out in front of him and stared at his black cowboy boots. “You’re afraid,” he said flatly. “That’s what this is all about.”

“Bull.”

“Deny it all you want, it doesn’t change the truth. I know, Jordan. I recognize the symptoms.” Austin glanced up. His dark eyes didn’t give anything away. “I never wanted to care about Rebecca. Sure, I knew who she was. I even knew she had a crush on me. But I wasn’t going to get involved. Not with an innocent like her.”

Jordan thought about Holly’s innocence. She’d been a virgin. Now that was gone. He couldn’t replace what he’d taken.

“Then one day she was in my life,” Austin continued. “Soaking wet and dripping in my garage. I couldn’t turn her away and in the end I couldn’t resist her.”

“Do you have a point?” Jordan asked, perching on the far end of the sofa.

“Yeah, I do.” Austin shifted, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. He laced his fingers together. “The worst part is the unknown. The pain of being alone, the loneliness, is familiar. You’ve dealt with that. You understand it. But loving someone, risking everything, is unknown. There’s no way to know how bad it’s going to be. You barely survive the pain of being alone, so how can you deal with anything worse? So you don’t bother to try.”

“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Jordan said, but he was bluffing. Everything Austin said made sense.

Fortunately Austin ignored him. “I nearly lost Rebecca because I was a fool. You’re doing the same thing.” He rose to his feet. “Don’t. Don’t let pride and fear stand in the way. Even if we’d only had one day together, I still would have risked it. Knowing what I know now, my only regret is that I held back so long. I hate to think of the time I wasted being foolish. Don’t you do the same thing. You’re never going to find another Holly. If you let her go, you’ll spend the rest of your life waiting for the pain to stop. And it never will.”

With that, he left.

Once again Jordan was alone in the silence. He sat in front of the Christmas tree and tried to figure out what he was going to do.

Austin had made sense, but he didn’t know all the facts. Jordan knew loving someone was more than a risk. It was a promise for disaster. He’d seen the consequences of love and what it had done to his family. He’d seen the pain and suffering.

A thin shaft of sunlight danced off the ornaments. He remembered last year when he’d spent the day at Kyle and Sandy’s while the kids decorated the tree. He remembered the laughter and joy in the house.

As he closed his eyes, he could see and hear conversations and incidents from the past few years. Husbands and wives, nieces and nephews, births, holidays, celebrations. Hundreds of disconnected events, thousands of happy moments, with one constant emotion.

Love.

For the first thirty years something had destroyed the Haynes family, but it hadn’t been love. Travis and Craig had chosen poorly the first time they’d married, but then they’d figured out their mistakes.

Love hadn’t torn apart his family. Love had made them whole.

Holly had offered her heart to him, and he’d turned her down. What the hell was wrong with him?

He raced toward the front door, pausing only long enough to grab his leather jacket, then hurried down the porch stairs and to his car.

Fifteen minutes later he stood in front of the small gatehouse she had rented. He raised his hand to knock, then paused. What was he going to say to her? How could he convince her to believe him and give him a second chance?

He figured the words would come or not, then rapped sharply. The door opened, and she stood in front of him.

Her long blond hair was loose around her face, the way he liked it. The silky strands hung almost to her waist. Wide blue eyes stared at him. Her mouth parted slightly, but she didn’t speak. She wore a rose sweater over dark leggings. Her feet were bare. She was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen. He wanted her as he’d never wanted any woman before. He needed her.

“Jordan?” The soft sound of her voice washed over him, healing him and giving him courage.

She stepped back and motioned for him to come inside. He did as she requested, then shrugged out of his jacket and tossed it on the sofa in the small but neat living room.

“Holly, I—” He wasn’t sure what to say. He took her hands in his and gripped them tightly.

“Marry me,” he said. “Not because it’s sensible or because we’d be good together. Marry me because you are the best part of my world. Marry me because without you my soul is cold and dark and my heart doesn’t know how to love. Marry me because I need you more than I need to draw breath. Marry me because…”

He searched her face. She glowed with happiness, and her mouth curved up at the corners.

“Marry me because I finally understand that love isn’t something to be feared. Love makes us whole. Marry me because I love you.”

A single tear trembled on her lower lashes. She blinked, and it slipped to her cheek. She brushed it away impatiently. “Are you sure?”

“That I love you?”

She nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “About anything else? No. Not for a minute. I’m terrified of what’s going to happen. But I’m more terrified of being without you.”

She pulled her hands free and flung herself at him. He held her close and knew that this was where they both belonged. In each other’s arms.

“I love you, too,” she said.

“So you’ll marry me?”

“Yes.” She raised her head and kissed him.

As their lips touched, he knew he’d found where he belonged. Somehow this kind, gentle spirit had seen past his protective barriers. She’d made a place for herself in the dark recesses of his being, and stubbornly insisted he let her chase the shadows away.

As her mouth parted and he dipped inside to taste her, he was vaguely aware of something brushing against his leg. He broke the kiss and glanced down. Mistletoe had bitten into his leather jacket and was dragging it across the room.

“Probably going to take it to her kittens to use as a chew toy,” he muttered.

“What?” Holly said as she ran her hands across his chest, then reached for his shirt buttons.

He didn’t answer, because he was doing his own exploration, reaching under her sweater to cup her behind and urge her against him.

“When we get married, I want a dog,” he murmured, then nibbled on her neck. “I’m going to need some protection against that damn cat.”

“I like dogs,” she said as she unfastened two buttons and pressed her lips on his bare chest. He sucked in his breath. “Maybe a baby,” she continued. “Then it can be three against one. That should be about right.”

He bent over and picked her up in his arms. She wrapped her arms about his neck as he carried her toward the bedroom. He kissed her again. He wanted to have children with her. Lots of golden-haired daughters who looked just like their mother. He wasn’t sure he deserved that much happiness, but he wasn’t about to refuse it. With Holly, anything was possible. They’d found a miracle together and learned firsthand about the magical healing powers of love.





Epilogue



Red roses and poinsettias filled the church. Wreaths of evergreen, trimmed with red velvet ribbons, hung below the stained glass windows.

The guests were seated by the Haynes brothers and Austin, who were acting as ushers. Since Holly was new in town and didn’t have any family, there was no division by bride or groom. Just as well, Jordan thought, watching the church fill up. They were going to have enough trouble fitting everyone in as it was.

What had started out to be a small wedding for just family had ballooned into an extravagant occasion that included most of the town.

Organ music filled the church, accompanied by the quiet rumble of conversation. Perhaps there were those in the crowd who questioned having a Christmas theme wedding in late January, but he didn’t mind. The holiday had brought them together and would always be special to them. There hadn’t been enough time to prepare a wedding for New Year’s Eve, and neither he nor Holly had wanted to wait until the following Christmas to be joined as husband and wife.

As it was, her decision to stay at Kyle and Sandy’s gatehouse until the wedding had sorely tried his patience. He’d barely had a taste of her lush body in his bed, then he was forced to do without. At least all the waiting would end tonight. They would spend the weekend in San Francisco, at an expensive hotel with excellent room service. Then Monday morning they would fly to Hawaii for their honeymoon.

The organ music changed to a classical piece. His brothers and Austin took their places beside him, while his sisters-in-law began their slow march down the aisle. Louise had already been seated in the front row, accepting her due as honorary mother of the bride.

The doors at the rear of the church closed briefly, the wedding march began, and the doors opened.

Holly stood at the end of the long aisle, a beautiful vision in white. Her pale gown clung to her torso before flaring out to the ground. A long veil trailed behind her. She wore her hair piled on top of her head, circled by a wreath of white roses.

Love, still a new and wondrous emotion, filled him. He wanted to go to her and draw her into his arms. Instead he waited, willing her to come to him, knowing that he’d spent his whole life preparing for this moment.

She moved slowly and confidently, her gaze never leaving his. When she reached his side, he held out his hand. She placed her palm on his. At last he was where he belonged. They both were. They smiled, then faced the minister.

“Dearly beloved,” the man began.

“Wait,” Holly interrupted. She looked at Jordan. “Before we say the vows, I want you to know that I love you.”

He searched her face, noting the sincerity in her blue eyes, knowing his expression reflected the same earnestness. “I love you, too.”

The minister chuckled. “I was going to scold you two and tell you that the loving-each-other part comes later in the ceremony, but you’re right. Everything begins with love. As it should.”

They exchanged vows and rings; they kissed and accepted the congratulations of their friends and family. Holly and Jordan had begun their new life with the promise of love, and that promise would last a lifetime.

* * * * *
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CHAPTER ONE

JASPER DEMBENSKI COULD accept an idiosyncratic GPS, the blown tire and the five hailstorms he’d driven through yesterday. It was the lack of coffee that was going to do him in.

He shook the empty coffee can, as if the action would magically produce results. Not shockingly, no coffee appeared. He was going to have to head to the grocery store, which was easier said than done, given that he was driving a thirty-six-foot RV. Or maybe there was coffee up at the main office. If he could grab some there, he could put off having to shop until later in the day.

Jasper was on the last leg of a three-month book tour for his latest suspense novel. Rather than trying to convince him to deal with dozens of flights, rental cars and hotels on the multicity tour, his publisher had enticed him with the idea of traveling via RV. Jasper didn’t mind driving long distances, he enjoyed the solitude and time to think, and the RV parks were actually pretty decent.

He was about eleven hundred miles from home. Once he joined up with Interstate 10, it was a straight shot back to Happily Inc. All he needed was a large cup of coffee. He would find a Walmart or Target close to the interstate and get enough food to see him through the next two days.

He walked out into the warm September morning and started for the main office. Along the way, he nodded at people who waved or called out greetings. RV parks were friendly places. As he wasn’t one for unnecessary chats, he’d learned to keep moving while offering a brief wave. Otherwise, he might get trapped in a lengthy and tedious conversation about the viability of a certain back road or a discussion about the best kind of bait for catfish.

“You git, you hear me? Go on out of here or I’ll get my shotgun.”

The angry words came from his left. Jasper instinctively went on alert, his body tensing as he spun in that direction. Using the RV he’d just passed for cover, he backtracked so he could come around from behind and see what was happening.

“You heard me,” the man yelled. “Get out of here.”

Jasper stayed close to the RV as he circled around and then stepped into view, prepared to get between some jerk and whoever he was threatening. Only the short, round, old man wasn’t taking on his kid or his woman, instead he was raising his hand to a dog. An old dog with ribs showing through dirty fur. A dog who flinched and backed away.

“Problem?” Jasper asked, using his tell me your story before I kick your ass voice, the one he’d perfected during his time with the military police.

The old man glared at him, as if wanting to take him on, then seemed to think better of it. “It’s nothing. Just that dog who’s been hanging out here for a few weeks. Somebody dumped him. If you don’t want a dog, just shoot him. That’s what I say.”

The kindness of strangers, Jasper thought grimly. Or lack thereof. He knew there were more good people than bad, but every now and then he was forced to question his faith in humanity.

The dog—some kind of Lab, shepherd mix—looked at him with sad, knowing eyes, as if he didn’t really expect better of life. He stayed out of reach and, despite the heat, shivered a little. He was obviously starving and might be sick. Who would just dump a dog at an RV park?

“He begs for food,” the old man added, his tone defensive. “I don’t have time to deal with him.”

Jasper thought about the coffee he hadn’t had yet and the eleven hundred miles between him and home. He thought about the book he was trying to write and how slowly it was going. He thought about the nightmares he often had and that there were still enough bad days to keep him humble. The absolute last thing he needed in his life was some old dog.

“If you were him, you’d beg for food, too,” Jasper said. “Don’t shoot him.”

“You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

Jasper sighed before squaring his shoulders and staring down at the old man who was maybe five-five to Jasper’s six-foot-three.

“Seriously?” he asked. “You’re going to go there with me?”

The old man shook his head. “I’m just saying�”

“I know what you’re saying. Don’t shoot the dog.”

Jasper walked to the office. Sure enough they had a huge carafe of coffee that he used to fill his travel mug. While he drank down the dark, hot liquid, he asked about the dog and confirmed it was indeed a stray. A few attempts had been made to catch it, but no one had been successful.

Jasper headed to his RV. He would spend no more than fifteen minutes looking for the dog. If he found it, he would lure it back to his RV with food. Once it was inside, he would take it to a local vet and have it checked for a chip. If there wasn’t one, he would drop it off at a shelter and be on his way. It would take him two hours, tops.

Or less, he thought as he approached his RV and saw the dog sitting outside the side door.

“Good morning,” Jasper said, opening the door.

The dog jumped inside and made his way to the small refrigerator, where he sat again.

“Somebody’s messing with me,” Jasper grumbled.

He pulled out lunch meat he was going to use for a sandwich and gave that to the dog who gulped it down. Jasper quickly scrambled a couple of eggs. Less than ten minutes later, the dog was stretched out on the sofa, completely relaxed and nearly asleep.

Jasper looked up the closest vet’s office and called to explain the situation. The perky receptionist told him they’d just had a cancellation and could see him right away.

“Of course you can,” he muttered.

The drive was easy, there was parking for his RV and damn if the dog didn’t follow him inside the vet’s office with no problem.

Jasper explained the situation to the smiling older woman with a name tag that read Sally. When he got to the part about him giving the dog to a shelter, her smile faded.

“You don’t want to keep him yourself?” she asked.

“Ah, no. I’m not really a pet person.”

Both she and the dog stared at him. Jasper shifted uncomfortably. He wanted to explain that he wasn’t being cruel—rather his reluctance was realistic. He’d been in a really bad place when he’d gotten out of the army. After tons of therapy, medication and stumbling onto the one thing that could get him halfway back to being able to exist in polite society, he was healed enough to pass for normal. But he knew the truth—he would never fully get there. More than one therapist had warned him he was broken beyond repair.

They hadn’t used those exact words—they were too professional for that. But the truth had been clear enough all the same.

But the woman in front of him wouldn’t want to hear that and he certainly didn’t want to tell her.

“I’d like him checked for a chip and maybe given an exam to see if he’s all right,” Jasper said.

“Sure. Let me take you to one of the rooms.”

He and the dog followed her. She paused by a floor scale and motioned for the dog to step on it.

“Come on, boy. Right here.”

The dog obliged. He was forty-eight pounds. Sally winced.

“He should be closer to seventy-five pounds,” she said. “He’s really skinny. Poor guy.”

Jasper and the dog went into an exam room.

“I’ll get one of the techs to come in and scan him. If there’s a chip, we’ll take it from there. If there isn’t, we can talk about whether you want to pay for an exam when you’re just going to take him to the shelter.”

Her tone was pleasant enough but Jasper heard the judgment, all the same. Instead of speaking, he nodded. The woman left and he was alone with the dog.

They both sat and stared at each other. Jasper looked away first.

“You can’t stay on your own,” he said, shifting uneasily in his chair. “Look at you. You need someone to take care of you. A shelter would mean three squares and a bunk, right? And you’d find a family of your own.”

Without wanting to, he recalled reading somewhere that older dogs had trouble getting adopted. Which wasn’t his problem.

“I’ve never had a pet,” he added, glancing at the dog who still regarded him steadily. “I don’t know how to take care of you.”

He supposed there were books on the subject. Plus, the old guy wasn’t a puppy. He would know how to deal with humans. Between the two of them, they might be able to get it right.

“I’m not a good bet,” he added in a low voice. “I was in the army for eight years and I saw things. Sometimes I have flashbacks and I just� I’m better off alone.”

The dog’s head dropped as if he realized what Jasper was trying to say. As if he’d given up hoping and had accepted he was going to be abandoned—again.

Jasper stood up and glared at the dog, who still didn’t look at him.

“I didn’t want any of this. It’s not my fault. I’m not the bad guy.”

The dog didn’t move—he sat there all hunched, as if the weight of the world was just too much for him.

Jasper thought longingly of his quiet house, the sameness of his life when he was home. He had friends, but on his terms. He had relationships with women. Sort of. He just wasn’t like everyone else and wanting him to be different didn’t change the truth.

The dog raised his head and looked at him. In that moment when their eyes met, Jasper would swear he saw down-to-the-bone sadness and despair. It was so real, so visceral, that he felt the anguish as actual pain.

The door to the exam room opened and a petite, pretty, gray-haired woman in a white coat entered.

“I’m Dr. Anthony,” she said with a smile. “For once all my techs are busy and I’m free.” She crouched down and gently patted the dog’s back. “Hey, old guy. How are you? Where’d you find him?”

“At an RV park a few miles from here. They told me he was abandoned a few weeks ago. Apparently he’s been avoiding people, except to beg for food, but he came right into my vehicle.”

Dr. Anthony petted him a little more, before running her hands up and down his legs and along his back as if gently checking for wounds or injuries.

“People can be cruel,” she said as she stood. She pulled a handheld device out of her coat pocket and turned it on. “All right, let’s see if you have a chip.”

Jasper found himself tensing, not sure if he wanted the dog to have one or not. Dr. Anthony ran the reader back and forth a couple of times, checking him closely, then straightening and shaking her head.

“No dice,” she said. “I didn’t think so. Someone who cares enough to get a microchip doesn’t walk away from their pet. Sally said you were going to take him to a shelter?”

Jasper hesitated.

Dr. Anthony gave him a sympathetic glance. “Look, it’s better for him to be there than on the streets. We have a good one nearby. They’ll take care of him. He’s not your responsibility. You did the decent thing, bringing him in. That can be enough.”

Which sounded like permission to do what he knew made sense. Great. He would take the dog there and be on his way.

He opened his mouth to ask for the address, but what he said instead was, “What if I wanted to keep him?”

“You sure?”

Jasper looked at the dog, who stared back at him. He thought about his house up in the mountains and how every now and then, the quiet got to him. He thought about the loneliness he’d seen in the dog’s eyes.

“No, but I think giving him a good home is the least I should do.”

Dr. Anthony smiled. “Okay, then. Are you from around here?”

“California. I’m heading home today.”

“Then I would suggest a brief exam to make sure he’s relatively healthy. I can give you a collar and leash and food that will be easy for him to digest. When you get to your place, find a vet and get him a more thorough exam. You and your vet can discuss what to do as far as vaccinations. He’ll need a few chew toys, maybe a ball and a bed of some kind. He’s an old guy, so he’s going to want to take things easy. Still interested?”

“I am.”

“Good. Now why don’t you put him on the exam table there and we’ll get started.”

* * *

“IT MIGHT JUST be okay,” wedding coordinator Renee Grothen murmured softly to herself as she surveyed the wedding reception. She wouldn’t risk admitting everything had turned out as planned until the last guest had left, but four and a half hours in, things were going really well.

Jim and Monica Martinez were a sweet couple with a fun firefighter theme for their big day. There was a long tradition of firefighters on both sides of the family and plenty of cute touches in the wedding and reception.

Monica’s dress laced up the back and instead of white ribbon to cinch her gown, she’d used bright red. The centerpieces were ceramic boot vases painted to look like firefighter boots, filled with red, orange and yellow flowers. There was even a walk-through fountain at one end of the reception area, created with fire hoses, a pump and a lot of engineering.

Renee walked around the perimeter of the indoor reception space, looking for problems. So far, so good, she thought with cautious optimism. The cake had been cut, the bar service was about to end and the tone of the party had faded from raucous to comfortably tired—exactly as it should. With a little luck, things would wrap up on time and without a crisis. This was Monica and Jim’s day—Renee wanted it to be as perfect as possible. While she always took care of her clients, she tended to unleash her mother bear instincts for her special couples and Monica and Jim certainly qualified.

She spotted Pallas Mitchell, her boss, walking toward her. It was nearly ten on a Saturday night and Pallas, a pretty brunette only recently returned from maternity leave, yawned widely. When she spotted Renee she held up her hands, palm up.

“What can I say? I’ve been home with an infant. These wild late night hours are going to take some getting used to.”

“No one’s judging,” Renee told her. “As I said at seven, at eight and again at nine, go home. I can handle this. You’re barely back and you need to give yourself time to adjust to the schedule.”

“You’ve been running things for nearly six months. You need a break.”

In truth, Renee was a little ragged around the edges, but she’d loved handling Weddings Out of the Box while Pallas had been gone. She’d enjoyed the challenges each unique wedding presented and watching all the details fall into place on the big day.

“I had lots of help,” Renee pointed out. “Hiring college students on summer break was a good idea.” And what they’d lacked in experience, they’d made up for in energy and enthusiasm.

“Now that I’m back, things can return to normal,” Pallas said, covering another yawn.

“Go home,” Renee urged. “Please. I can handle things here. I promise.”

“Okay. I will. Thanks. Don’t you dare come in tomorrow.” Pallas’s voice was firm. “For once, we don’t have a Sunday wedding. Enjoy the break.”

“I will.” Renee would probably pop in to do a little paperwork, but she wouldn’t stay long. “Are you coming to The Boardroom on Monday night?”

In a wedding destination town, the rhythms of the residents were determined by weekend weddings. Happily Inc’s workweek started on Wednesdays as the businesses geared up for the dozens of nuptials that occurred in multiple venues. Which meant the town’s Friday night was actually on Monday.

The Boardroom, a local bar, hosted game nights on Mondays. Board games ruled and tournaments were heated and fun as friends crushed each other at everything from Candy Land to Risk.

Pallas shook her head. “I’ll admit to being a bit of a worrier. When we went a couple of weeks ago, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ryan. He’s only five months old. It’s too soon to leave him at night.”

Renee held in a smile. “Sure. I get that.”

“I know you don’t, but thank you for pretending. Have fun for me, too. Oh, Jasper’s back, so tell him hi, if you think of it.”

Jasper was back? Renee hadn’t heard. She liked knowing he’d returned from his big book tour. Not for any reason in particular, she amended hastily. Sure, he was nice, but there were a lot of nice guys in the world. There was just something about Jasper. Maybe it was because in addition to being good-looking and just a little dangerous, he wasn’t a forever kind of guy.

“I saw that!” Pallas grinned. “I totally saw that. You did the predatory smile thing I was never good at. You want to use him for sex! Did I know this?” She stomped her foot. “Did this happen while I was on maternity leave? What else went on while I was off having a baby?”

Renee laughed. “You’re reading way too much into my smile. I’m happy he’s home from his book tour. That’s all.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Jasper and I are not involved. I doubt we’ve had more than a three-sentence conversation.”

Not that it took many sentences to ask Your place or mine? And while the description of predatory was nice, it gave her too much credit. Would she stalk him and pounce? Not even on her best day. Would she say yes if the man asked? She smiled again. Oh, yeah, she would. Definitely. Okay, probably. If she was feeling brave. Because while she worked her butt off to give her couples their perfect happily-ever-after day, she knew it was never going to happen for her. Those who could—did. Those who couldn’t became wedding planners.

Avoiding relationships might be the smart choice, but it was also a lonely one. She knew Jasper was into the long-term, monogamous, not-serious kind of thing and she was pretty sure she could handle that. Assuming she was his type and he was interested. They could have some laughs, lots of sex and walk away completely unscathed in the heart department. Where was the bad?

“There’s something going on and you can’t convince me otherwise,” Pallas said. “You have depths. I’m very impressed. Okay, use Jasper and then tell me the details because hey, he’s got to be great.” She yawned again. “I’m such a lightweight. I’m leaving now.”

“Good night. Hug Ryan for me.”

“You know I will.”

Pallas walked out of the reception hall. Renee continued to circle the space, looking for any forgotten handbags or phones, and noting how long it would take the cleaning service to return the huge room to order. Doing her job and not thinking about the fact that Jasper was back—that was her.

A loud whoop got her attention. She turned and saw three teenaged guys running through the fountain at the far end of the big, open room. Each of them jumped, trying to touch the arc of water dancing overhead.

The younger brother, she thought as she made her way toward them. And his friends. No doubt they were bored after so many hours with not very much to do. Regardless, she was not going to have them disrupt the reception when it was so close to being over.

As she approached the two running, jumping teens, she saw both sets of parents, along with the bride and groom, still dancing. They swayed in time with the music, oblivious to the fountain and the idiots messing with it. Then several things happened at once.

The younger brother started an extra long run toward the fountain. Jim let go of Monica and spun her out the length of their arms. Monica bumped her mom, who stumbled a little. Dad grabbed Mom, moving all of them closer to the fountain and the younger brother running who had to swerve suddenly to avoid them. As he swerved, he lost his balance and slipped, tumbling into the fountain mechanism. One of the hoses broke free, wiggling and spraying water everywhere.

Renee saw it all happening and knew there was no way she was going to allow her beautiful bride to get soaked. She lunged for the hose, caught it and held it tightly against her chest as the bride’s father rushed to turn off the water to the hose. It took only seconds, but by then the entire fountain had spilled over and Renee was drenched, shivering and had water up her nose even as she wondered if she looked half as ridiculous as she felt.

The new Mrs. Martinez hurried over. “Renee, are you all right?” She turned on her brother. “How could you? This is a wedding, not a water park.”

Aware that end-of-wedding exhaustion could easily lead to emotions spiraling out of control, Renee quickly faked a smile.

“Monica, it’s fine. Don’t worry. Keeping you and the rest of the wedding party dry was my only concern.” She glanced at the water draining onto the floor and realized part of the fountain was still pumping out water. That couldn’t be good. If she couldn’t get everything turned off, she was going to have to call in one of those companies that took care of disasters like flooding. “Really. It’s no problem.”

“You’re dripping and the water’s rising. My dad went to find the main shutoff.”

Renee wrung out her hair and hoped her makeup wasn’t too badly smudged. Then she realized the water level in the reception hall was indeed climbing and hoped Monica’s father found the shutoff soon.

She was just about to go help him when he returned.

“All turned off.” He glanced at the mini flood. “Sorry about this.”

“It’s fine,” Renee lied, her tone soothing, because that was part of her job. To pretend all was well even when they needed to be figuring out how to build an ark.

The rest of the guests were heading out. Nothing like the threat of an unexpected flood to get people moving, she thought, trying to find the humor in the situation.

“I’m so sorry,” Monica told her as she held her dress out of the water and slipped out of her shoes.

“Don’t be. You had a wonderful wedding and reception. Why don’t you and Jim start gathering your things? I have a spare set of clothes in my office. I’ll get changed, then help you make sure you have everything.”

As she spoke, she noticed the water seemed to have settled at about the six-or seven-inch level. Yup, she was going to have to call someone. No doubt she would be here all night. Oh, joy.

“I’m really sorry,” Jim said. “We thought we’d planned for every contingency.” He glared at his new brother-in-law. “Except for stupid.” He turned back to her. “Let us know the cost of cleanup. We’ll pay for it.”

“Thank you. I think the deposit should take care of it but I’ll let you know if there’s a problem. Now if you’ll let me go get changed, I’ll be back with you in ten minutes.”

Monica nodded.

Renee slipped out of her shoes and walked through the ankle-deep water. When she reached her office upstairs, she carefully closed the door behind her before undressing, then slipped on jeans and a T-shirt. No exactly professional, but she wasn’t going to worry about that right now. Before she returned to her bride and groom, she looked up the local disaster cleaning service. The number was in her files, but wasn’t one she had had to use before.

They picked up on the first ring.

“Happily Inc CleanUp. This is Hilde. How can I help you?”

“Hi. I’m Renee Grothen at Weddings Out of the Box. We had a firefighter wedding tonight with a big fountain. There was an accident with one of the hoses and now our main reception hall is flooded.”

There was a pause. “Um, did you say firefighter wedding? Never mind. How much water?”

“About six inches.”

“That’s a lot.”

“It was a big fountain.”

“Give us thirty minutes and we’ll be there.”

“Thank you.”

Renee hung up, gave herself a second to catch her breath, then headed back to deal with the bride, the groom, the flood and anything else that might happen tonight. Because with a wedding, it was always something.
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