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				Can first love turn into the real deal? Anything can happen in a sizzling new Fool’s Gold story from New York Times bestselling author Susan Mallery.

				Isabel Beebe thinks she’s cursed in the romance department. Her teenage crush, Ford Hendrix, ignored all her letters. Her husband left her for another…man. So Isabel has come home to dust off her passion for fashion and run the family bridal shop until her parents are ready to sell it. Then she’ll pursue her real dreams. At least, that’s the plan, until sexy, charming Ford returns and leaves her feeling fourteen all over again…..

				Seeing Isabel all grown-up hits bodyguard trainer Ford like a sucker punch. Back when heartbreak made him join the military, her sweet letters kept him sane. Now he can’t take his eyes—or his lips—off her. The man who gave up on love has a reason to stay in Fool’s Gold forever—if three little words can convince Isabel to do the same.
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				“There’s a little fun, a little sizzle, and a whole lot of homespun charm.”
—Publishers Weekly on Summer Nights

				“Mallery infuses her story with eccentricity, gentle humor, and small-town shenanigans, and readers…will enjoy the connection between Heidi and Rafe.”
—Publishers Weekly on Summer Days

				“If you want a story that will both tug on your heartstrings and tickle your funny bone, Mallery is the author for you!”
—RT Book Reviews on Only His

				“An adorable, outspoken heroine and an intense hero…set the sparks flying in Mallery’s latest lively, comic, and touching family-centered story.”
—Library Journal on Only Yours

				“Mallery…excels at creating varied, well-developed characters and an emotion-packed story gently infused with her trademark wit and humor.” One of the Top 10 Romances of 2011!
—Booklist on Only Mine

				“Mallery’s prose is luscious and provocative.”
—Publishers Weekly

				“Susan Mallery’s gift for writing humor and tenderness make all her books true gems.”
—RT Book Reviews

				“Romance novels don’t get much better than Mallery’s expert blend of emotional nuance, humor and superb storytelling.”
—Booklist
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				DEAR FORD, I can’t believe my sister was stupid enough to cheat on you with your best friend two weeks before your wedding. With you joining the navy so suddenly, I didn’t get a chance to confess in person. I know I’m only fourteen, but I love you. I’ll love you forever and write you every day. Or at least once a week. I cried and cried when you left. Maeve wasn’t happy. She said I was making a scene. I got right in her face and told her she was a bitch for cheating on you. Then I got in trouble for swearing at my sister. But I don’t care. I wish you didn’t have to leave. I really will love you forever, Ford. I promise. Stay safe, okay? 



				Dear Ford, I’m going to the prom! I know I’m just a sophomore, but Warren asked me and I said yes. My mom is practically more excited than me. We’re going to San Francisco to buy a dress. My grandmother offered me one of the bridesmaid dresses from her store. OMG. As if. But Mom was cool and said we could get something from one of the big department stores. Yay! I’ll send a picture of me in the dress. Stay safe, okay? 



				Dear Ford, I know I haven’t written in a while. It was too awful. Prom, I mean. Warren wasn’t who I thought and he got drunk. He and his friends had hotel rooms. I thought we were going to a party, you know, but that’s not what he had in mind. He said he thought I understood. What is it with guys and sex? Explain it to me, please. Not that you ever write me back, but if you ever do. I kicked him like Dad taught me and then he threw up on my dress, which made me throw up. I wish you’d been here to take me to the dance. Stay safe, okay? 



				Dear Ford, I’m sorry I haven’t written again for so long. My grandma died. She wasn’t sick or anything. Just one day, she didn’t wake up. I can’t seem to stop crying. I miss her so much. Mom is sad and it’s really hard. I’m trying to be there for my mom, doing my chores and cooking dinner a couple of nights a week. Sometimes, when I’m having fun with my friends, I feel guilty. Like I’m never supposed to smile again. Dad took me out to lunch and said it was okay for me to be a teenager. I wish I knew that was true. I hope you’re okay out there. I worry about you, you know. 



				Dear Ford, I’m graduating. I’m enclosing a picture because, I don’t know. Is it weird that I write? You never answer, and that’s okay. I don’t even know if you read these letters. But it’s what I do because, in a way, I still miss you. Writing you has become this thing I do. Anyway, I’m going to UCLA. I’m set to major in marketing. Mom keeps pushing accounting, but with my math skills, we all know that’s not going to happen. I’m excited and happy, except I still miss my grandma. Are you in Iraq? Sometimes when I hear the news on TV about the war, I wonder where you are. 



				Dear Ford, I love college. I’m just saying. Westwood is completely amazing and wonderful and we go to the beach most weekends. I’m dating a surfer. Billy. He’s teaching me to surf. I’m not going to class as much as I should, but I’ll make it up soon. I got highlights and I’m tan and this is the coolest my life has ever been. I love everything. I hope all is well over there, too. 



				Dear Ford, Fool’s Gold Community College isn’t so bad. I miss my friends and Westwood, but this is okay, too. My parents still aren’t speaking to me except for the long conversations every week about how disappointed they are with me, that I wasn’t mature enough to handle UCLA. I feel really bad about being so stupid and irresponsible, but me saying that doesn’t stop the lectures. Still, I know I deserve them. Billy broke up with me a couple of weeks ago. I’m not surprised. He wasn’t exactly long-term boyfriend material. I’m going to pay attention to my classes and work on being more mature. Sometimes I think about you going off to war around my age. That must have been incredibly hard. I’m still learning how to stand on my own two feet. Thinking of you and hoping you’re well and staying safe. 



				Dear Ford, I have a job in NYC. Can you believe it? A marketing job. Do you know how many marketing students graduate every year? Like a million and there are maybe two jobs and I got one of them! Me! Mom and I are going to find me an apartment. I’ve been looking online and basically what I can afford is about two hundred square feet with a toilet. But I don’t care. It’s New York. I’m really doing it. Little Isabel from Fool’s Gold is going to the Big Apple. By the way, do you know why they call New York that? Why is it like an apple? I’m not sure you’re even getting these letters, but I wanted to tell you the good news. Maybe someday when you’re back in the States you’ll come visit me. Dear Ford, Sorry I haven’t written in so long. I’ve been crazy busy. We’re working on a campaign for a new tequila brand. We’ve teamed them up with MTV and I’m involved. It’s really exciting. I’m meeting all kinds of people and I even get to go to the MTV Awards! I love New York and I love my job, even though dating here is as dismal as I heard it would be. Too many single girls. But I’m not desperate. I love my work and if a guy doesn’t treat me right, then I walk away. Hey, look—I finally grew up. I saw your mom last time I was home and she says you’re okay. I’m glad. Fleet Week was last month and I thought of you. Hope you’re staying safe, Ford. 



				Dear Ford, Eric is the guy I told you about before. He works on Wall Street and is very cute and funny. Smart, too. One of his friends hinted that he’s about to ask me to marry him, which is exciting, of course. The thing is, he doesn’t know that I write you. I know, I know, you never answer and it’s more like writing my diary, only I think I need to stop. Because when I write you, I’m not just writing a diary entry. I’m wondering who you are and what you’re like now. It’s been forever. Ten years. Maeve is still popping out babies every couple of years. I’m sure you’re over her. At least, I hope you are. I know you’re still serving our country. No one knows what you do, but I can’t help thinking you’re in danger sometimes. I’m not that fourteen-year-old kid who swore she would love you forever anymore, but as silly as it sounds, you’ll always have a piece of my heart. Take care, Ford. Goodbye.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				“DEATH BY LACE and tulle,” Isabel Beebe said as she waved the nozzle of the steamer.

				“I’m so sorry,” Madeline told her, then winced as she studied the front of the wedding gown.

				“Brides-to-be are determined.” Isabel lifted up the front layers of the white dress and carefully clipped them to the portable clothesline in the back room of the boutique. With a dress like this—multiple layers of flowing chiffon—she would start on the inside and work her way out.

				Isabel focused the steam on the wrinkles. An excited bride had wanted to find out if her potential wedding dress was comfortable to sit in. So she’d sat. For half an hour while on the phone with a girlfriend. Now the sample had to be steamed back into perfection for the next interested customer.

				“Should I stop them next time?” Madeline asked.

				Isabel shook her head. “Would that we could. But no. Brides are fragile and emotional. As long as they’re not tossing paint on the dresses or reaching for scissors, let them sit, twirl and dance away. We are here to serve.”

				She showed Madeline how to hold the chiffon so the steam flowed through evenly and then explained about the layers and the time to let the dress cool and dry before being put back with the other sample dresses.

				“It helps if you think of each wedding gown as a very delicate princess,” Isabel said with a grin. “From a family with a lot of inbreeding. At any second, there could be disaster. We’re here to keep that from happening.”

				Madeline had only been working at Paper Moon Wedding Gowns for three weeks, but Isabel already liked her. She showed up early for her shift and was endlessly patient with the brides and their mothers.

				Isabel passed over the steamer. “Your turn.”

				She watched until she was sure Madeline knew what she was doing, then returned to the front of the store. She replaced sample shoes, straightened a couple of veils, then gave in to the inevitable and admitted she was stalling. What had to be done had to be done. Putting it off wouldn’t change reality. Oh, but how she wanted it to.

				After sucking in a breath for strength, she went into the small office, grabbed her purse and stepped into the workroom and smiled at Madeline. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

				“Okay. See you then.”

				Isabel left the shop and walked purposefully to her car. Fool’s Gold was small enough that she generally walked everywhere, but her current destination was just far enough to warrant a car. That and the fact that driving meant a faster and cleaner getaway. If things went badly, she didn’t want to have to run like a frightened bunny. Not that she could in her four-inch heels, but still. With a car, there might be a spray of gravel and she could disappear in a cloud of dust, like in the movies.

				“Things are not going to go badly,” she told herself. “Things are going to go great. I’m visualizing greatness.” She nearly closed her eyes, then remembered she was driving. “I’m wearing my tiara of greatness even as I turn.”

				She went left on Eighth Street, then right, and before she was ready, she found herself driving into the parking lot of CDS.

				Cerberus Defense Sector was the new security firm in town. They trained bodyguards and offered classes in self-defense and other manly things. Isabel wasn’t clear on the details. She found that she and exercise had a much better relationship if they avoided each other.

				She parked next to a wicked-looking muscle car from maybe the 1960s, a large black Jeep tragically painted with flames and a monster Harley. Her Prius looked desperately out of place. Not to mention small.

				Now that she wasn’t driving, it was safe for her to close her eyes. She did and tried to visualize, but her stomach was churning too much for her to do much more than worry about throwing up.

				“This is stupid!” she announced and opened her eyes. “I can do it. I can have a reasonable conversation with an old friend.”

				Only Ford Hendrix wasn’t an old friend and the talk was going to be about how, despite her vow to love him forever, the ten years she’d spent writing him, not to mention the pictures she’d sent, he had no reason to be afraid of her. Because she thought that he might be. Just a little.

				She doubted it was anything he would admit. The man had been a SEAL. She knew that, in addition, he’d been part of a special joint task force that had been even more dangerous. She also knew he’d returned to Fool’s Gold nearly three months ago, and in all that time, they’d managed to avoid each other. But that wasn’t possible anymore.

				“I am not a stalker,” she said, then groaned. Bad way to start a conversation. And not one designed to get him to believe her.

				“Whatever,” she muttered and got out of her car.

				She paused to smooth the front of her black dress. It was fitted without being tight and skimmed all the lumpy bits. As much as she loved clothes, a reasonable person might assume she would be obsessed with working out to fit into designer samples. But for Isabel, the call of the cookie was hard to ignore. So she was really good at draping her curves and still looking stylish. Or so she told herself.

				She adjusted her sleeves, paused to brush off a bit of dust from her shoes and then prepared to face the lion in his den. Or warrior in his cave. Whichever.

				She walked into CDS. No one sat at the reception desk, so she started down the hall toward the sound of music and a weird thumping noise. She saw double doors standing open and stepped through them into the biggest workout room she’d ever seen.

				The ceiling had to be thirty feet high. Ropes hung from beams at one end of the room. There were all kinds of scary-looking exercise machines, boxing bags and other weights and equipment she couldn’t name. In the center of the room a petite woman with long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail was fighting a much larger man. Fighting him and maybe even winning.

				They both wore protective headgear and had tape around their hands. It took her a second to recognize her friend Consuelo Ly as the woman.

				Isabel watched as Consuelo swung out her leg. The guy moved, but not quick enough. Her heel caught him behind the knee and down he went. Isabel winced, but then the guy was up faster than she would have thought possible and he had the woman in a headlock. Consuelo flailed around, trying to kick him or punch him. Her elbow connected with his midsection. He grunted but didn’t let go.

				“You two know what you’re doing, right?” Isabel asked. “Is someone going to get hurt? Should I call nine-one-one?”

				The man turned toward her. Consuelo didn’t. One second he was standing, then next he was flat on his back and she had her foot pressed against his throat.

				“Sucker,” the woman said and pulled off her protective headgear. She glared at her victim. “Are you that stupid on a mission?”

				“Not usually.”

				She held out her hand. The guy took it and she pulled him to his feet. Consuelo turned to Isabel.

				“Thanks. I owe you.”

				“I didn’t mean to be a distraction,” Isabel said. “You’re so small and he’s so…”

				The man removed his headgear and turned to her. Isabel felt her mouth go dry, which was a much better reaction than the sudden flipping going on in her stomach. She had a feeling she’d gone either pale or red and kind of hoped for the former. It would be less embarrassing.

				The man—all six feet of muscles in a T-shirt and sweatpants—was just as handsome as she remembered. His eyes were just as dark, his hair as thick. Fourteen years away had no doubt changed Ford Hendrix on the inside, but on the outside, he was better than ever.

				She still remembered him standing in her parents’ living room, confronting her sister. Isabel had been told to stay in her room, but she’d crept out to listen. She remembered crouching in the hall, crying as the man she’d loved as much as her fourteen-year-old heart could allow had asked why Maeve had cheated on him and if she really loved Leonard.

				Maeve had cried, too, and apologized, but said it was all true. That she was ending things with Ford, that she should have ended them weeks before. As their wedding was in less than ten days, Isabel couldn’t help agreeing. There’d been more fighting—mostly yelling on his part—then he’d stalked out.

				Isabel had run after him, begging him not to go. He’d ignored her, had kept on walking. Two days later, he’d joined the navy and left Fool’s Gold. She’d declared her love in an endless stream of letters but had never come face-to-face with him again until this second.

				As an aside, he hadn’t answered her letters. Not a single one.

				“Hello, Ford,” she said.

				“Isabel.”

				Consuelo glanced between the two of them. “Okay,” she said at last. “I’m sensing tension. I’m outta here.”

				Isabel shook her head slightly to try to clear her brain. “No tension. I’m tension free. I’m practically a noodle.” She pressed her lips together. Was it possible for that statement to sound more stupid? A noodle?

				Consuelo gave her a look that clearly stated she thought Isabel should investigate a local mental health clinic, grabbed two towels from a stack by the mats, tossed one to Ford and walked out.

				Ford wiped his face, then draped the towel over one shoulder. “What brings you here?”

				An excellent question. “I thought we should talk. What with our new living arrangements.”

				A single dark eyebrow rose. “Living arrangements?”

				“Yes. As of last week, you’re renting the apartment over my parents’ garage. I haven’t seen you coming and going and I thought maybe it was because you were avoiding me.”

				She drew in a breath. “I’m back in Fool’s Gold for a few months to manage my parents’ store while they’re traveling. They want to sell Paper Moon and I’m helping update the inventory and maybe the interior. As I’m only here temporarily and they’re on their world tour, it made sense for me to stay in the house. So I guess I’m house-sitting, too.”

				Because house-sitting sounded better than being twenty-eight years old and moving back into her parents’ house.

				“They told me they’d rented out the apartment above the garage but didn’t say to whom. I just found out it was to you, which is nice because you’re not a serial killer and I don’t want to live next to one.”

				The other eyebrow rose as his expression changed from mild interest to confusion. Probably time for her to get to the point.

				“What I’m trying to say is that I’m not fourteen anymore. I’m not that crazy kid who swore she was in love with you. I’ve moved on and you don’t have to be afraid of me.”

				His eyebrows relaxed and one corner of his mouth turned up. “I wasn’t afraid.”

				His voice was confident, his half smile sexy, and he looked better than any guy ever had in the history of the universe. She was sure of it. Because even as she stood there, nerves all over her body were whispering about the man so tantalizingly close. As a rule, she wasn’t one who believed in instant attraction. She had always thought that sexual interest required a meeting of the minds before there was any body-to-body contact. In this case, she might very well be wrong.

				“That’s good,” she said slowly. “I don’t want you to think I’m a stalker. I’m not. I’m totally over you.”

				“Damn.”

				She stared at him. “Excuse me?”

				The half smile turned into a grin. “I was the only guy in my unit to have a stalker. It made me famous.”

				She felt instant heat on her cheeks and knew she was blushing. “No,” she breathed. “You didn’t tell people about my letters.”

				The smile faded. “No, I didn’t.”

				Thank God! “But you got them?”

				“Yeah. I got them.”

				And? And? Had he read them? Liked them? Considered them the least bit meaningful?

				She waited, but he didn’t say anything.

				“Okay, then,” she murmured. “So we’re clear. You’re, um, safe around me and you’re not avoiding me or anything.”

				“Yes.”

				“Yes, you’re not avoiding me?”

				“Yes.”

				Was it her or was he difficult to talk to? “I’m glad we got that cleared up. The apartment is okay? I checked it before you moved in. Not that I knew who you were, which was weird. Although now that I think about it, I wonder if my parents didn’t tell me on purpose. Because of…before.”

				“You mean your promise to love me forever? The promise you broke?” He said the last part with a smirk.

				“It wasn’t a real promise,” she protested.

				“It was to me.”

				She saw the amusement in his dark eyes. “Oh, please. You barely knew who I was. You were desperately in love with my sister and she—”

				Isabel slapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that.”

				He shrugged. “It was a long time ago.” He moved toward her. “I got over Maeve a lot faster than I should have. She might not have handled it all that great, but she made the right decision for both of us.”

				“You’re not still in love with her?”

				“Nope.” He hesitated, as if he were going to say more, then grabbed the towel and pulled it off his shoulder. “Anything else? I need to shower.”

				Want help?

				She was reasonably confident she didn’t ask the question out loud, but that didn’t make the inquiry any less sincere. She would bet Ford looked great in a shower. All wet and soapy. And, um, well, naked. Which was really strange, because she couldn’t remember the last time she’d speculated about a man’s body. She just wasn’t that interested in the whole naked-sex thing. She preferred quiet conversation to passion, and cuddling to groping. Of course, that went a long way toward explaining what had gone wrong between her and her ex.

				“Interesting journey,” Ford said.

				“Excuse me?”

				“You went from imagining me naked to some other place.”

				Her mouth dropped open. “I didn’t imagine you…that way. What are you saying? I’d never do that.” Heat burned hot and bright on her cheeks. “That would be rude.”

				The sexy smile returned. “So’s lying. Don’t sweat it. I’ll take the compliment in the spirit you meant it.” He raised one shoulder. “It’s the danger. Knowing I’m a dark, dangerous guy makes me irresistible.”

				The Ford she remembered had been funny and charming and flirty, but he’d been a kid from a small town. Untested. Unchallenged.

				The man in front of her had been honed by war. He was still charming, but he was also right about his appeal. There was something indefinable that made her both want to follow him into the shower and take off running.

				She managed to swallow. “You’re saying women want you?”

				“All the time.”

				“How that must annoy you.”

				“I’m used to it. Mostly I consider taking care of them my patriotic duty.”

				She felt her mouth drop open. “Your duty?”

				“Patriotic duty. It would be un-American to leave a woman in need.”

				Her gaze narrowed. So much for having to worry that Ford was uncomfortable around her. Or that her letters had bothered him. No doubt he’d considered them his God-given right.

				“Just so we’re clear,” she said. “I’m over you.”

				“You mentioned that. You’re not going to love me forever. It’s disappointing.”

				“You’ll survive.”

				“I don’t know. I’m surprisingly sensitive.”

				“Oh, please. Like I believe that.”

				He winced. “You’re mocking a hero?”

				“With every fiber of my being.”

				“Better not let my mother hear that. She’s still trying to convince me to let the town hold a parade in my honor. She wouldn’t like knowing you’re not appreciative of my personal sacrifice.”

				“This would be the same mother who took a booth at the Fourth of July festival so she could find you a wife?”

				For the first time since she’d walked into the gym, Isabel saw a flicker of discomfort in Ford’s steady gaze.

				“That would be the one,” he murmured. “Thanks for reminding me.”

				“She was taking applications.”

				“Yeah, she mentioned that.” He shifted and turned his head, as if searching for an exit.

				Now it was her turn to smile. “Not so big and bad when it comes to your mother, are you?”

				He swore under his breath. “Yeah, well, so sue me. I can’t help it. She’s my mom. Can you stand up to yours?”

				“No,” she admitted. “But mine is half a world away, so I can pretend to be tough.”

				“So could I, when I was on another continent. Now I’m back.”

				She almost felt sorry for him. Almost. “I’ll make you a deal,” she said impulsively. “You stop talking about how you seduce women in the name of being a good soldier, and I won’t bring up your mother.”

				“Done.”

				They looked at each other. Isabel was still conscious of his strength and chiseled good looks, but she was a lot less nervous now. Maybe because she’d figured out his weakness. That knowledge would keep the playing field even.

				“So we’re good?” she asked. “The letters, my sister, your mother, all of it?”

				He nodded. “The best.” His gaze sharpened. “You didn’t apply, did you?”

				She grinned. “To be your wife? No, I didn’t. Technically, I wasn’t qualified. What with me not staying in town permanently.”

				“Lucky you.”

				She pretended concern. “Oh, Ford, don’t worry. I’m sure she’ll find someone for you. A nice girl who appreciates your giving nature.”

				“Very funny.” He paused and the grin returned. “About that shower…”

				“Thanks, but no.”

				She waved and started for the door. The meeting hadn’t gone at all like what she’d imagined, but she was leaving with the belief that Ford wouldn’t avoid her in the future. Assuming he ever had. And she didn’t have to worry that he thought she was stalking him.

				She stepped into the hallway. Consuelo walked out of the locker room, a gym bag in one hand, her car keys in another.

				“You two finished?” her friend asked.

				“Order is restored.”

				Consuelo was one of those petite women who always made Isabel feel as if she were all arms and legs, with massive boat-long feet. The fact that Consuelo could easily wrestle an alligator into submission should have helped Isabel feel more feminine, but oddly it didn’t. Maybe it was because on Consuelo, muscles looked sexy.

				“Should I believe you?” Consuelo asked. “You’ve been avoiding Ford for most of the summer.”

				“I know and it was silly of me. I should have talked with him before.”

				“Uh-huh.” Consuelo sighed. “You’re not going to start following him around now, are you? Women tend to do that. They also show up in his bed without an invitation. Not that he usually sends them away.”

				“I heard about that. Not the women, but that it’s his patriotic duty to satisfy them.”

				“You don’t sound upset.”

				“I’m not. The guy I had a crush on wasn’t this Ford. He was sweet and funny and caring. This more mature version is all that and sexy, too.”

				Consuelo waited.

				“Not my type,” Isabel said. “Too flashy. I like quiet guys who are thoughtful and smart. The whole sexual-attraction thing is highly overrated.”

				Except for the chance at seeing Ford in the shower, she thought briefly. That would be exciting. But she was sure her interest was more about curiosity than temptation.

				“You’ve had sex, right?” Consuelo asked. “More than once?”

				“Of course. I was married. It’s fine.” Sort of. “But I don’t see it as a driving force in my life. Ford’s the fling guy and I’m not a fling girl. Not that he was asking.”

				Consuelo looked her over. “He would have been. Eventually. He might not be your type, but you’re sure his.”

				“He likes blondes?”

				Consuelo’s mouth twisted. “He likes women.”

				Isabel had friends in New York who were all about the thrill of the chase. Sex was important to them, which was fine. But she was different. She wanted someone she could talk to. Someone she could hang out with. Which was probably why she’d ended up with Eric, she thought sadly. They got along great, had the same interests. Their relationship had been one incredible friendship. Unfortunately, they’d both mistaken it for more.

				“I have to get back to work,” Isabel said. “I have two brides coming in this afternoon to try on gowns. Let’s have lunch this week.”

				“You’re on.”

				* * *

				FORD HENDRIX COULD disappear into the mountains of Afghanistan for months at a time. He could live within a mile of a village and no one would guess he’d ever been there. He’d traveled the world for his country, fought, killed and been wounded. More than once, he’d stared down death and won. But nothing in his fourteen-year career with the military had prepared him to have to deal with the determined, stubborn woman that was his mother.

				“Are you dating?” Denise Hendrix asked as she filled a mug with fresh coffee and handed it to him.

				It was barely six in the morning. Normally Ford would have been up and heading for work, but he was a civilian now and starting his day at O-dark-thirty was no longer necessary. He’d stumbled into his kitchen, only to find his mother had shown up and started coffee. Without warning.

				He glanced around the small furnished upstairs apartment he’d rented and tried to make sense of it all.

				“Mom, did I give you a key?”

				His mother smiled and took a second mug for herself, then settled at the small table in the corner. “Marian gave me keys to the apartment and the house before she and John left on their vacation. In case something happened.”

				“Like you thinking I can’t make my own coffee?”

				“I’m worried about you.”

				He was worried, too. Worried that coming back home had been a mistake.

				When he’d first arrived, he’d stayed in the family home because it had been easy. Only he’d awakened more than once to find his mother hovering. What she couldn’t possibly know was that with his military training, he didn’t react well to people hovering while he slept. Sneaking around like that was a good way to get dead.

				So he’d moved out and into a house with Consuelo and Angel. Only he and Angel were too competitive for that kind of arrangement, so he’d been forced to move again. Technically, Consuelo had threatened to gut him if he didn’t, but he was going to ignore that. In a fair fight, he could take her. The problem was Consuelo didn’t fight fair.

				He’d found what he thought was the perfect apartment. Close to work, quiet and away from his mother.

				He sat across from the woman who had given birth to him and held out his hand.

				She blinked at him. “What?”

				“The key.”

				Denise was in her mid-fifties. Pretty, with highlighted hair and eyes. She’d survived six kids, including triplet girls, and the death of her husband. A couple of years ago, she’d fallen in love with a guy she’d known in high school. Or maybe after. His sisters had written Ford about the romance. As far as he was concerned, his mom had been a faithful widow over a decade. If she found someone else at this stage in her life, he was happy for her.

				“You mean the key to the—”

				“Apartment,” he finished. “Hand it over.”

				“But, Ford, I’m your mother.”

				“I’ve known who you are for a while now. Mom, you can’t keep doing this. Dropping in on me. You have grandkids. Go freak them out.”

				Her dark eyes filled with emotion. “But you’ve been gone for so long. You almost never came home. I had to travel to other places to see you, and you didn’t even let me do that very often.”

				He wanted to point out that she was the reason why. She smothered him. He knew that of the three boys, he was the youngest, but he’d grown up a long time ago.

				“Mom, I was a SEAL. I know how to take care of myself. Give me the key.”

				“What if you lock yourself out? What if there’s an emergency?”

				He didn’t say anything. He kept his gaze steady and determined. She was no more threatening than a Kalashnikov, and he’d faced plenty of those in his day.

				“Fine,” she said, her voice small. She pulled a key from her jeans pocket and dropped it into his palm. He closed his fingers around it.

				The part of him that knew his family wanted to ask if she’d made a copy. He figured he would wait to see if that turned out to be a problem. For now it was enough that she wasn’t going to pop in when he least expected her.

				“You probably want me to go,” she whispered.

				“Mom, don’t be a martyr. I love you. I’m home. Can’t that be enough for now?”

				She sniffed, then nodded. “You’re right. I’m glad you’re home and staying in Fool’s Gold. I’ll give you a couple of days to settle in, then call. We can go to lunch or you can come over to dinner. How’s that?”

				“Perfect.”

				She rose. He did the same. He put his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. They headed for the door. She opened it and stepped onto the small landing at the top of the stairs. He’d nearly breathed the sweet air of freedom when she turned back to him.

				“Did you get a chance to look at those files I sent you?” she asked. “There are several lovely girls.”

				“Mom,” he began, his voice warning.

				She faced him. “Honey, no. You’ve been on your own for too long. You need to get married and start a family. You’re not getting any younger, you know.”

				“I love you, too,” he said, gently pushing her out the door and closing it before she could say anything else he would regret.

				“I want you married, Ford,” she yelled through the closed door. “I have the applications on my computer, if you want to go through them. They’re on a spreadsheet so you can sort them by different criteria.”

				She was still yelling when he reached the bedroom and closed that door, as well.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				ISABEL TURNED HER CART down an aisle and knew a lack of inspiration would be a problem later. If she didn’t figure out what she wanted for dinner, she would be starving in a couple of hours. Ordering a pizza at eight-thirty, then eating the whole thing was very bad for her hips and thighs. Remembering that the women in her family eased toward pear-shaped as they aged, she headed for the produce section and virtuously chose a bag of salad. Great. She had salad and red wine and a very small container of ice cream. Disparate elements that did not a dinner make.

				She started purposefully toward the meat section, not sure what she would do when she got there. As she turned the corner, she nearly ran into another shopper.

				“Sorry,” she said automatically, only to find herself staring into a pair of dark eyes. “Ford.”

				He smiled. It was the same slow, sexy smile he’d used before. The one that made it hard for her to catch her breath. Telling herself that he tossed that smile around like empty peanut shells at a ball game didn’t make her chest any less tight. Which was so very strange. She’d never been one to quiver in the presence of a man.

				“Hey,” he said. He raised his basket. “Food shopping.”

				“Me, too.” She glanced at the package of steaks and the six-pack of beer. “That’s your idea of dinner?”

				“You have ice cream and red wine.”

				“I have salad,” she said with a sniff. “That makes me virtuous.”

				“It makes you a rabbit. And hungry.” The smile turned to a grin. “I saw a grill on your patio the other day. Why don’t we pool our resources?”

				A tempting offer. “You want the wine and the ice cream.”

				“True, but I’ll eat the salad, just to be polite.”

				“Such a guy. Do you know how to use the grill? It’s big and seems complicated.”

				One eyebrow rose. “I was born knowing how. It’s in my DNA.”

				“Which seems like a waste of genetic material.”

				Somehow they were walking. She didn’t remember making a decision about accepting his offer, but there they were, in line to pay. Five minutes later they were in the parking lot and heading to their cars.

				They got to his first.

				“Seriously?” she asked, staring at the black Jeep.

				“It’s a classic.”

				She pointed to the gold paint on the side. “It has flames. Jeeps have a long history of faithful service. Why would you torture yours like that?”

				“You don’t like it? Why not? The flames are cool.”

				“No. Consuelo’s car is cool. Yours is kind of embarrassing.”

				“I bought it right after your sister dumped me for my best friend. I wasn’t myself.”

				“That was fourteen years ago. Why haven’t you sold it?”

				“I never drive it and it’s in great condition. When I decided to move back, Ethan got it ready for me.”

				“Being seen near it must have humiliated him,” she teased, knowing Ford’s brother would have been happy to help. “Doesn’t Angel drive a Harley?”

				Ford frowned at the mention of his business partner. “How do you know that?”

				“It’s hard to miss a guy like him in black leather and driving a motorcycle in Fool’s Gold.”

				“You drive a Prius,” he said. “You don’t get to make judgments.”

				“You mean because I drive a safe, sensible, environmentally friendly car?”

				“Logic,” he muttered. “Just like a woman.”

				He helped her load her groceries, which consisted of a single bag. Something she could have handled herself. Still, it was kind of nice to have a man do that for her. Eric had supported her desire for equality, letting her lug her half of the groceries when they went shopping. Which was perfectly fair, she reminded herself. If not especially romantic.

				Ford followed her home. She couldn’t escape his hideously painted Jeep in her rearview mirror. Even a broken heart was no excuse to mutilate such a hardworking vehicle.

				She pulled into the driveway. He parked next to her and climbed out. “I’ll go put the beer in my refrigerator,” he said. “Then be down to start the steaks.”

				“Works for me.”

				She went into her house and set everything on the counter in the kitchen. The sun had dipped to the other side of the house, leaving this part mostly in shadow. She flipped on overhead lights. The oak cabinets were only a few years old and the yellow tile she remembered from her childhood had been replaced with granite.

				She thought briefly about dashing into her bathroom and fluffing her appearance. After a long day at the store, she was sure she had mascara under her eyes and very flat hair. Plus, her dress was plain. Not only had she worked in New York, where wearing black was practically the law, she now had a job in a bridal gown store. It was important to look professional while never, ever outshining the bride. She had a wardrobe of simple, stylish black dresses—the “office appropriate” kind, not the LBD kind.

				Not that she was looking to slip into an evening gown or anything, but still. She settled on kicking off her heels and rolling up the long sleeves of her dress. That was plenty. She was only having dinner with her neighbor. There was no reason to spruce. Besides, until a couple of days ago, his last memory of her was of a fourteen-year-old girl, chasing him down the street while sobbing and begging him not to go. After that, nearly anything would be an improvement.

				She unpacked her bag and slipped the ice cream into the freezer. Setting the outdoor table took all of three minutes. She was about to tackle the salad when he returned.

				“I have three messages from my mother,” he grumbled as he walked to the counter and pulled open a drawer. He dug through an assortment of can openers, measuring spoons and spatulas until he found the wine opener. Next he pulled two wineglasses from an upper cupboard shelf. “She wants to talk about the applicants.”

				Isabel was more interested in how he knew his way around her kitchen. Did the man case the place while she was gone? Was he—

				Maeve, she thought. He’d dated her sister for three years and had spent hours here every week. He’d often stayed for dinner and helped her sister set the table. While the kitchen had been updated, the layout was the same. Flatware was still in the top drawer by the sink, and glasses were above the dishwasher.

				“Future-wife applicants?” she asked.

				“That would be them.”

				“Have you bothered to meet any of the women? They might be lovely.”

				He gave her a look that implied the corkscrew had more intelligence than her.

				“No,” he said firmly. “I’m not interested in anyone who would fill out an application.”

				“You’re very critical and your mother is just trying to help.”

				“Are you in on this?” he demanded. “Is there a plan to torture me?”

				“No. Any torture is just a happy by-product.”

				“Funny. Very funny. I don’t remember you having this much attitude fourteen years ago. I liked you better then.” He poured the red wine she’d bought and passed her a glass.

				“You didn’t know me then,” she reminded him. “I was your girlfriend’s little sister. You barely spoke to me.”

				“We had a special relationship that didn’t require conventional communication.”

				She laughed. “You’re so full of crap.”

				His dark eyes crinkled with amusement. “And you’re not the first woman to tell me that.” He touched his glass to hers. “To me being idiotic enough to come home.”

				“You’ll settle in and your mother will calm down.”

				“I hope so. I know she’s excited about having me back, but this is ridiculous.”

				Isabel thought about the time after Ford left—when she knew her heart was going to break. “You almost never came back to town. Was that because of Maeve?”

				He leaned against the counter. “At first,” he admitted. “Mostly I stayed away because being around my family was too complicated. They wanted to get involved in everything—especially my mom. I became a SEAL my third year and that was intense. I couldn’t talk about what I did or tell them where I was going. I took the easy way out and avoided the situation.”

				He sipped the wine. “Maeve wasn’t wrong to break up with me. When it happened I would have told you I’d miss her forever. But within a few weeks, I realized she was right. We were kids, playing at being in love. I guess she has the real thing with Leonard.”

				Isabel tried to read emotion into his words. She couldn’t tell if he really didn’t mind that his ex-girlfriend had married the guy who’d come between them or not.

				“They’ve been married twelve years now,” she said.

				“The kids are more impressive. What’s she up to now?”

				“Four with another on the way.”

				He swore. “That many? I didn’t know Leonard had it in him.”

				“Me, either. He’s an accountant now. He started his own company and has several impressive clients. He’s doing well.”

				“With a family that big, he’d better be. How do you feel about being an aunt that many times over?”

				“It can be overwhelming,” she said, which was mostly accurate. In truth, she’d been living in New York for the past six years and hadn’t been around her family all that much. She doubted Maeve’s youngest could pick her out of a lineup. She and her sister didn’t talk much, either. They’d both been busy and they didn’t have all that much in common.

				Guilt poked at her, making her think she should call her sister and arrange a visit.

				“You okay?” Ford asked, studying her.

				“Fine. You’re not the only one with family issues.”

				“Probably, but I’m the only one with a mother who set up a booth at a Fool’s Gold festival with the sole purpose of finding me and my brother wives.”

				She laughed. “That you are.”

				* * *

				THEY PULLED TOGETHER dinner pretty quickly. In addition to the steaks, Ford had provided two russet potatoes. Isabel popped them in the microwave, then made the salad. She carried both their glasses of wine outside while he heated the grill and put on the steaks.

				“You can use the grill anytime you want,” she said. “I don’t mind.”

				Ford flipped the steaks, then closed the lid. “Thanks. I may take you up on that.”

				“Meat good?” she asked.

				He grinned. “Meat and fire. And beer.” He reached for his glass. “Or wine.”

				She studied him, taking in the broad shoulders and easy smile. She searched for some hint he was still dealing with his time in the military, that he’d been scarred by all he’d seen, but there was no indication at all. If he had ghosts, they were the kind only he saw.

				“Did you like being a SEAL?” she asked.

				“Yeah. I liked being on a team. I also liked that we never knew what was going to happen next.”

				“Certainty and variety. Two key components to happiness.”

				He raised his eyebrows.

				She shrugged. “I have a marketing degree, but I also have a minor in psychology. People like a sense of security. It’s hard to have fun if you’re starving or homeless. But we also like variety. Positive change engages the brain.”

				“Pretty and smart. Impressive.”

				She told herself he was a natural-born flirt and if she believed anything he said, she was an idiot. But that didn’t stop the tingles.

				“Why did you retire?” she asked.

				“The last five years I was on a joint task force. Important work, but more stressful.”

				“Dangerous?”

				He grinned. “Danger is my middle name.”

				She smiled. “I’m sure that’s not true, and I can easily get confirmation from one of your sisters.”

				“Damn small town.” He sipped his wine. “The work was intense and I was moved around a lot. The team changed. After a while it started to get to me. Justice called about CDS and I said yes.”

				“Were you worried about coming home?”

				“I was worried about my mother.” He grimaced. “With good reason.”

				Because it would be easier if he didn’t have family or didn’t get along with his. It was hard to tell a parent no when she was as loving and supportive as Denise.

				“You should send her on a cruise around the world,” she suggested. “It worked for me.”

				“If only she’d go.” His dark gaze settled on her face. “What about you? You’re back because you’re divorced?”

				“Uh-huh. The paperwork is final, so I’m a free woman.”

				“You okay?”

				“I’m fine. Eric and I didn’t contest anything. We owned an apartment together. He bought me out, so I have that money to help start my business.”

				“The one you’re starting when Paper Moon sells?”

				“Right. So it’s all good.”

				“No hard feelings?” he asked.

				She’d told the almost-true version of the story so many times, the words came out automatically. “No. Eric’s a great guy, but we grew apart. We’re better as friends.”

				He turned and checked the steaks, then flipped them again and closed the lid.

				“It all sounds civilized,” he said. “Better than hating each other at the end.”

				That would have required more energy than either of them had for the relationship, she thought sadly.

				“I admire how you handled the situation,” Ford said.

				Praise she didn’t deserve. She opened her mouth to say it was nothing, but what came out instead was “I thought everything was fine. I thought we had a great marriage. We were best friends with each other. We went to restaurants and gallery openings and estate sales on weekends. He supported my dreams and I supported his.”

				Their sex life had been nonexistent, but as sex wasn’t important to her, she hadn’t minded. In a way it had been freeing to simply be herself with a man.

				“I liked spending time with him,” she continued. “It was easy.” She paused. “But it wasn’t love.”

				“Doesn’t sound like it,” Ford said quietly.

				She looked at him, then away before putting her wine down on the outdoor table. She was holding the glass so tightly she was afraid she was going to break it.

				“He fell in love with someone else,” she admitted, still remembering the shock when he’d told her. He’d sat her down, taken her hands in his and admitted he’d fallen in love.

				“He was so excited. So happy. There was an energy I’d never seen before. I think that shocked me more than the infidelity. The enthusiasm. He’d never acted that way about me.”

				“He was gay.”

				She snapped her attention back to Ford and struggled to keep her mouth from falling open. “How did you know?”

				“No straight guy goes to estate sales.”

				She managed a strangled laugh. “Of course they do, but you’re right. He’d fallen in love with another man. He said it had never happened before, but I didn’t know if I could believe him.”

				How could he not have known? How could he have lied to her for all those years? She’d been forced to grapple with the end of her marriage and worry about her health. If Eric had cheated with one person, who was to say there hadn’t been others?

				All the tests had come back fine and she was able to relax about sexually transmitted diseases, but then she’d still had the end of her marriage to get through.

				“I missed him,” she admitted. “We were friends and then he was gone. I had to figure out what to do next. Sonia and I had always talked about opening a store together and suddenly we were making real plans. I came here to help out my folks, earn some money and deal with everything.”

				She drew in a breath. “I never saw it coming. That’s what I wrestle with. I had no clue. I mean we rarely had sex, but I figured everyone was different. He wasn’t that interested and I was good with that. Only, what if it was me?”

				“If he’s gay, then it’s not you. It’s every woman.”

				He watched her with friendly concern. If there was judgment, he was keeping it hidden, which she appreciated.

				“You didn’t do anything wrong,” he said. “He wasn’t honest with you or himself. You had no part of that.”

				“I guess.”

				He lightly touched her under the chin, forcing her to raise her head and meet his steady gaze. “There’s no ‘I guess’ on this.”

				“What if I turned him gay?”

				Ford smiled. “You didn’t.”

				“You can’t know that. Maybe I was so horrible in bed he had to go be with a guy.”

				“I don’t think it works that way. Isn’t sexual preference biological? Sorry to disappoint, but you don’t have that much power.”

				He was being so kind, she thought. Gentle and sweet. The unexpected support made her want to lean into him. “I feel stupid. Like I should have known.”

				“You trusted him, Isabel. You believed in him and he used you.”

				“You make it sound so simple.”

				“Because it is.” The smile returned. “I’m always right.”

				“Oh, please.” She felt herself start to smile back at him.

				“Better,” he said, then leaned forward and lightly touched his mouth to hers.

				The kiss was brief. More comfort than seduction. Even so, she felt a distinct jolt deep in her belly. She told herself it was a combination of wine—even though she’d barely had a sip—and embarrassment. No one knew the truth about Eric. She’d been too humiliated to share what had really happened. Now she wondered why she’d been so reluctant to trust the people who loved her.

				“Thank you,” she said when he straightened. “For listening and not laughing.”

				“Your story wasn’t funny.”

				“I was thinking more of being laughed at rather than with.”

				“Not my style,” he told her.

				What was his style? Who was this man who drove a ridiculous vehicle and claimed to be God’s gift to women, yet offered comfort and knew the exact right thing to say?

				Before she could ask, he turned away and checked on the steaks. “They’re about done,” he said.

				“I’ll get the potatoes and salad.”

				She walked into the house and drew in a breath. She felt better for having told the truth. As if the secret of why her marriage had ended had been weighing on her.

				What she hadn’t said, what she wondered if Ford or anyone else would guess, was that the sadness she felt was for the loss of a friend. Not of a husband or a lover. She didn’t feel as if she’d ended things with her one true love. Which meant the marriage had been a fake from the beginning and somehow she’d never noticed.

				* * *

				FORD LEANED BACK in his chair and propped his feet on the desk. “Two more accounts,” he said, nodding at the folders on the desk.

				Consuelo pushed his boots off the desk. “You’re smug. I hate smug.”

				“I’m good at my job,” he corrected, then drank his coffee.

				Angel’s expression turned pained. “You get the glory because you’re in sales. We’re all working just as hard.”

				“Do you hear anything?” Ford asked Justice. “I’m getting a buzzing sound in my ear.”

				Justice turned from his laptop and opened the folders. He glanced at the printed copies of emails, along with the signed contracts.

				The workload at CDS was divided equally. Justice, who had pulled the business together, coordinated all their activities and kept everything running smoothly. Consuelo was in charge of classes and training. Angel put together custom programs for their security clients and the corporate customers, while Ford was in charge of sales.

				“Don’t make trouble,” Justice said mildly as he reviewed the documents. He was tall and broad shouldered, and the only one of them wearing a suit. Ford, Angel and Consuelo had on cargo pants and T-shirts, which in Consuelo’s case was really a tank top. The influence of their military training. The clothes provided for easy movement in any situation.

				“Nice,” Justice said, looking up. He turned to Angel. “I’ll touch base with the companies to find out the details of what they’re looking for. Then you can start designing the programs.”

				Angel looked disgusted. “How are you doing that? You have new clients nearly every week and we’ve only been open a month.”

				“Jealous? I’m good at what I do.”

				“Don’t make me separate you two,” Consuelo said.

				“I’ve got style, bro,” Ford said, ignoring her. “Real style.”

				There were three parts to the CDS business plan. The first types of client were ones already in the security business. CDS provided advanced training for senior operatives and basic training for new hires. Most companies found it cheaper to outsource instruction.

				The second source of income came from corporate clients looking for a unique team-building experience. Using the town as a selling point, Ford presented the idea of a simple series of survival exercises to grow trust in a group. Most of the corporate clients picked weeks of festivals for their dates, bringing in the employees on Monday and flying in family members to join them on Thursday. At the end, there would be a group hug and a round of “Kumbaya.” Or some crap like that.

				The final source of income was from classes held for locals. Self-defense and basic exercise. It was good for the town, good for CDS, and that was all he cared about.

				“You don’t have style,” Angel grumbled. “Look at that thing you drive.”

				“It’s a classic.”

				“It’s an embarrassment to Jeeps everywhere. The company should come take it away from you.”

				His friend’s comment made him think about what Isabel had said. Which made him think about last night and the feel of his mouth on hers.

				Nice. More than nice. He’d been aware of wanting to pull her close and do a lot more than kiss. Sometime while he’d been gone, his ex-girlfriend’s little sister had grown up. Now she was funny, sexy and completely off-limits. Isabel was troubled and he didn’t do troubled. She was also the commitment type, which, again, was not him. But a guy could sure dream.

				“If we could get back to business,” Justice said. He went through the rest of the schedule. “Angel’s getting more work than he can handle.”

				“Thanks to me.” Ford grinned. “Damn, I’m good.”

				Consuelo rolled her eyes.

				“Don’t ask him to help me,” Angel demanded. “Don’t even think about it.”

				“You can’t design all the curriculum yourself,” Justice reminded him. “Not at the beginning when it’s all new. We’ll all help.”

				“But I’ll be the most help,” Ford said.

				Angel lunged for him. They tumbled to the floor, wrestling and punching each other.

				Neither of them was trying very hard. If either of them put in any effort, there would be a fairly serious injury…or seven. Justice had already lectured them on not doing anything to increase their health insurance premiums.

				“Are we done?” Consuelo asked.

				“Apparently,” Justice said and turned back to his computer.

				Angel rolled Ford a couple of times and tried to get an arm around his neck. Ford twisted and got away, only to have his friend pull him back to the mat. Consuelo grabbed her coffee and stepped over them.

				At the door, she paused and looked back. “The Maá-zib Festival is coming up. The highlight is a man getting his heart cut out. I’m volunteering both of you for the sacrifice. Don’t worry about thanking me.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				FORD WALKED DOWN the stairs by the garage and headed to his Jeep. He glanced toward the kitchen and wondered if Isabel was up yet. It was early by civilian standards and he knew the store didn’t open until ten or eleven, so she had no reason to be. Oddly, he found himself wanting to go inside anyway, to make coffee and wait for her. An urge he couldn’t explain or justify. He guessed she would be as freaked by his unexpected arrival as he’d been by his mother’s.

				There were elements about coming home that were more difficult than he’d expected. Not his mother—she was as much a pain as usual. He knew her actions were born in love, but honest to God, the woman needed a hobby. He’d seen his brothers and they were fine. Low-key. Welcoming but not so much with the hugging and worrying. His sisters were another matter and he didn’t look forward to hanging out with them.

				But Isabel was different. Being around her was fun. He could relax and enjoy listening to her talk or tease her. Probably because of the letters. She’d written him for years. He’d watched her grow up, had been privy to her secrets and had slept better knowing that while he was in hell, there were still good people going about their lives.

				He doubted she knew what her letters had meant to him. How her words had kept him grounded. He’d never answered, and over time, the letters had changed. They’d become more of a diary and less of a correspondence. He’d liked that part, too.

				He’d laughed over the funny things and felt for her when she’d gone through life’s lessons. He’d been changing, too, and in a way, it was as if they’d gone through both together.

				Seeing her was different than reading about her. Better. Three-D, grown-up Isabel was a lot more intriguing than the teen had been. She was pretty enough to tempt him but, as he’d been reminding himself, not someone he should pursue. He wasn’t a good bet romantically, and she deserved a good guy in her life. He was more the good-time type. He felt bad about her ex. That had to set a girl back. If there were—

				He stopped halfway down the stairs.

				Someone was standing by his Jeep. He’d seen movement and then it had stilled, as if whoever was there was trying to stay in the shadows. Ford went on alert. He reached for his sidearm, only to remember this was Fool’s Gold and he didn’t have a gun.

				Not a problem. He would take out his stalker the old-fashioned way.

				He continued down the stairs, careful not to make a sound. He circled the vehicle and came up behind the guy. Ford had to consciously lower his arms to his sides as he recognized the man loitering.

				“Leonard?”

				Leonard, all five feet eight inches of him, jumped. “Ford! You startled me.”

				Leonard had dark hair and glasses. He wore slacks and a white shirt, along with a tie. Ford saw the white SUV parked on the street and guessed there was a suit jacket lying neatly in the backseat. Or worse, hung on a hanger.

				Leonard held out his hand. “It’s good to see you. Welcome home.”

				“Thanks.” They shook. “What are you doing here?”

				Leonard pushed up his glasses. “I thought we should talk. We need to settle our differences.”

				Ford held in a laugh. “It was all a long time ago, bro. There’s nothing to discuss.”

				“I disagree. I was wrong to do what I did.” Leonard’s expression turned guilty. “You and Maeve were engaged. I had no right to get in the middle of that. You were my best friend.” He paused to clear his throat. “I’ve never forgiven myself for hurting you.”

				Ford remembered being stunned when he’d found Maeve with Leonard. He was sure he’d been upset, but it was a long time ago. It was like recalling a movie he’d seen rather than reliving an emotional event.

				“The better man won.”

				“No,” Leonard said earnestly. “I’m not the better man. I can’t be until I apologize and you accept.” He squared his shoulders. “We should have told you. We should have explained we were falling in love.”

				“Yeah, you should have. So you have and we’re good, right?”

				Leonard shook his head. “No. That’s not enough. Maeve and I were young and foolish. You have to see that.”

				“I do.” He could also see the beginnings of a headache.

				“Sure, we’re married now, with four kids and another on the way, but so what? Our happy marriage doesn’t make what we did right. You deserve your pound of flesh.”

				Ford sighed. “Do I have to?”

				Leonard stepped closer. “Hit me.”

				Ford held in a groan. “Seriously?”

				“Yes. Hit me. Then we’ll be even.”

				“I appreciate the offer, but get real. I’m a highly trained SEAL. You don’t want to go up against me.”

				“I’m not. I’m standing here as the man who wronged you. Hit me. I can take my punishment. I deserve it.”

				Ford wondered how long Leonard had been waiting for this moment, planning it. Then he realized he knew the answer. Fourteen years. He saw the determination in his friend’s eyes and figured there was no other way out of it.

				“All right,” he said slowly. “If you’re sure.”

				Leonard nodded and carefully removed his glasses. “I’m ready.”

				Ford pulled out his cell phone and dialed 9-1-1.

				“Fool’s Gold nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”

				“There’s an unconscious man on the ground. Send an ambulance.”

				“Wh—”

				Leonard started to speak, but that was all he got out before Ford hit him and he crashed to the ground.

				* * *

				KENT WALKED TOWARD the CDS building. It was a warehouse south of the convention center and east of downtown. He’d never been there before. Although he’d seen his brother Ford several times since Ford’s return, they’d always met at a restaurant, or their mom’s house.

				As he entered the large building, he wasn’t thinking about his reason for being there. Instead he was mulling over his work schedule for the day. Although he had several weeks until school started, he’d already begun working on his lesson plans. This year he was determined to take his math-letes all the way to nationals. The kids worked hard and they deserved the opportunity. He was also going to be teaching a new advanced calculus class, which would challenge both him and his students.

				“Kent, right?”

				“Huh?” He realized he was in a hallway, with a large man standing in front of him. His gaze flickered between the cold gray eyes and the scar on the guy’s neck.

				“Angel,” he said as the name came to him. “Kent Hendrix. Ford’s brother. We’ve met a couple of times.”

				“Sure.” Angel shook hands with him. “Ford’s not here. There was some kind of trouble and he’s at the hospital.”

				“He’s hurt?”

				Angel grinned. “No. It’s the other guy.”

				Which sounded like Ford, Kent thought, wishing he could be a little more like his brother. Not the fighting. He didn’t want to do whatever it was his brother had learned while in the military. But the ability to go for what he wanted, to not give a damn about convention or other people’s opinions. That would be nice.

				“I’m here to see Consuelo. About my son.”

				Angel’s grin turned knowing. “Right,” he said, drawing out the word. “That’s a new one.”

				“New one what?”

				“The kid. It’s a good story, though. Original. You might get points for that.”

				Kent shook his head. “What are you talking about?”

				“You seeing Consuelo.”

				Kent wondered if the other man had taken a few too many blows to the head. “My son is taking a martial arts class with her. He wants to take more and that means he doesn’t have time for soccer. He’s been with the team for a couple of years now, so I want to make sure he’s making the right decision.”

				The grin faded. “Oh. You’re really here about your kid.”

				“Why else would I come here?”

				Angel slapped him on the back. “You’ve never met Consuelo.”

				It wasn’t a question, but Kent answered it anyway. “No. I registered Reese by phone after checking it out with Ford.”

				Angel chuckled. “You need to brace yourself. She’s hot.”

				“Thanks for the warning.”

				He wanted to point out that he didn’t actually care about Consuelo except as her classes related to his son, but he doubted Angel would believe him.

				Dating seemed impossible, he thought grimly. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to; it was that he didn’t trust himself to get it right. His previous marriage had been the very definition of a disaster. He’d been completely stupid and then he’d perpetuated the mistake by thinking he was still in love with his ex years after she’d left. He hadn’t been. In truth he’d been unable to accept the end of his marriage until he’d accepted the truth about his ex-wife. But finally figuring out the problem didn’t make him any less of an idiot.

				“Just remember she could kill you where you stand and never blink.”

				Kent wasn’t sure what blinking had to do with anything. “Does she do that often?”

				Angel grinned. “Often enough.”

				Kent was fairly sure he was being played, so he didn’t react. Angel led the way into the main workout room and yelled, “Consuelo. Kent Hendrix to see you. He’s Ford’s brother, so you shouldn’t kill him.”

				A woman stepped out from a small office and shook her head. “What’s wrong with you? Stop saying crap like that or I swear I’ll turn you into a eunuch so fast you won’t have time to scream.”

				She continued speaking, at least Kent assumed so. Her lips were moving. But he couldn’t hear, couldn’t think, and he was pretty sure he’d stopped breathing.

				It wasn’t that she was beautiful. The word didn’t do her justice. Nor did hot or incredible. He was pretty sure there wasn’t a word significant enough to describe the petite, brunette goddess walking toward him.

				She wore cargo pants and a tank top. Neither left anything to the imagination. Her body was the perfect combination of curves and muscles, but it was her face that captured his attention. She had large eyes and a full mouth. Her long hair seemed to move with every step. She epitomized both sex and femininity.

				He felt as if he’d been kicked in the gut by a pack mule. There wasn’t a cell in his body that hadn’t noticed her, and for the first time since high school, he was terrified of getting an erection and embarrassing himself.

				Angel started laughing. “Told you,” he said, not bothering to keep his voice down. He walked toward the exit, then paused to yell back, “Be gentle. He’s a civilian.”

				Kent swore under his breath.

				Consuelo scowled. “He’s annoying and later I’ll punish him.” She shook her head, then looked at Kent. “Hi. I’m not sure we’ve actually met. I’m Consuelo Ly.”

				She held out her hand. Kent didn’t want to take it in his. Oh, he wanted to, but he was terrified about what would happen. He thought he could either grab her and try to kiss her or actually ejaculate in his pants. Neither scenario had a positive outcome.

				“Kent Hendrix,” he said, then braced himself for the onslaught and shook hands with her.

				The second their skin touched, he felt as if he’d been set on fire. The good news was the sudden shock of heat was so intense he wasn’t in danger of getting hard. The bad news was his brain went completely blank and he was relatively sure he’d lost the ability to speak.

				“I’ve known Ford for years,” she said, releasing his fingers. She smiled. “I won’t hold that against you.”

				He swore silently as the perfection of her smile cut him to the bone. The flash of teeth, the happy crinkle by her eyes, made her even more beautiful.

				“Ah, thanks,” he managed.

				“You’re Reese’s father, right? He’s a good kid. He has some talent. He and Carter are always trying to do more than they should. Typical for kids their age.” She flashed the smile again. “I would say for boys their age, but you might take offense at that.”

				She was nice, he realized. Beautiful and nice. Talk about lethal.

				He forced himself to concentrate. “Reese would like to take more classes here. Start training for a black belt. I worry he’s too young. He’s been playing soccer for years now and he’s talking about giving it up.”

				Consuelo frowned. “Dumb-ass kid,” she grumbled, then winced. “Sorry. I meant, sometimes students get caught up in the initial excitement of what they’re doing and get overly enthused.”

				The realization that she was human, just like everyone else, caused him to relax. He managed a full breath before saying, with pretend concern, “Did you just say ‘dumb-ass kid’?”

				“I, uh…”

				“Is that how you talk to my son and your other students?”

				She raised her chin. “Sometimes. When they need to hear it. Look, Mr. Hendrix, this is a dangerous sport and there has to be complete discipline. I work with military experts and trained assassins. I also work with civilians and every now and then I forget who has delicate sensibilities and who doesn’t. If that gets your panties in a twist, then I’m probably not the best instructor for Reese.”

				“My panties in a twist?”

				She flushed. “I probably shouldn’t have said that, either.”

				“Probably not.”

				He folded his arms across his chest, aware that he was much taller than her. Not that it would help him in any kind of altercation. He was a math teacher and she was a… He realized he had no idea what she’d done before she’d moved to Fool’s Gold to work for CDS.

				Regardless, he felt a little less out of control.

				She looked up at him. “Reese is good. He’s athletic and coordinated. Does he have that incredible talent that comes along once in a generation? No. Sure, he could get his black belt and he probably will. But to give up everything else to focus on this?” She shrugged. “I’d make him wait a year and see if it’s still what he wants to do. Maybe add one more class a week. He’s a kid—he should have fun, not make a lifestyle choice.”

				“I appreciate the advice.”

				“It’s worth what you paid for.” She shifted on her feet. “Are you mad about what I said?”

				“Will you hurt me if I say yes?”

				It took her a second to realize he was kidding; then the smile returned. So did the sensation of being kicked in the gut. So much for being in control.

				“I’m not good with parents,” she admitted. “I’ve gotten used to saying what I think.”

				“Threatening people, and when that doesn’t work, beating the crap out of them?”

				The smile broadened. “Exactly. Civilized conversation is highly overrated.”

				“I agree. Unfortunately, I don’t have the freedom you do to say what I think.”

				As soon as he made the statement, he saw the danger of it. Whatever connection he’d established with her was about to disintegrate like cotton candy in the rain.

				She tilted her head and her layered, dark, shiny hair slipped over one shoulder. “You’re a math teacher, right?”

				“In high school.”

				She laughed softly and then put her hand on his forearm. He felt the heat of her touch clear down to his groin. “You’re far more brave than I could ever be. Teaching teenagers math.”

				At least she hadn’t run screaming into another room. “Not just math. Algebra and geometry. Calculus.”

				Her expression flashed with an emotion he couldn’t read. She withdrew her hand. “Tough gig,” she murmured.

				He knew something had shifted, but he couldn’t say what. Why was she okay with him being a math teacher yet she retreated when he’d mentioned the specifics?

				“I like it,” he admitted. “I like my kids and I know what they learn in my class can help them later in life. I have a special program for underachieving students. To bring them up to grade and convince them they can go to college.”

				He told himself to stop talking—that he sounded like the neighborhood nerd showing off his homemade rocket.

				“A worthy goal,” she said and took a step back.

				A clear dismissal, he thought grimly, knowing he’d never had a chance and wondering where he’d gone so very wrong.

				“I appreciate your time,” he said. “Thanks for the advice.”

				“You’re welcome. He’s a great kid. You’re obviously a good dad.”

				Kent nodded and left. As he walked to his car, he was conscious of the irony of the situation. After years of thinking he was still desperately in love with his ex-wife, despite the fact that she’d left him, he’d finally been willing to admit the truth. That she had abandoned him and her son and he’d been a fool to marry her in the first place. Determined to get on with his life, he wanted to start dating. To find someone special and fall in love.

				Just his luck the first woman to capture his attention wanted absolutely nothing to do with him.

				* * *

				FORD STOOD IN the emergency room’s waiting area of the Fool’s Gold Hospital wondering why this kind of thing always happened to him. He’d only meant to do what Leonard asked. A friendly tap to the jaw. He’d figured the other man would drop to the ground, what with never having been in a fight in his life. He would guess Leonard’s idea of physical toughness was to wash the car without putting on gloves.

				As expected, Leonard’s legs had collapsed immediately. Unfortunately, as he’d gone down, he’d hit his head on the side of the Jeep and been knocked out cold. Which meant the 9-1-1 call had been a good idea. Only Ford had meant it to be preventive, not necessary.

				“There you are!”

				He turned and saw a medium-height woman with blue eyes and shoulder-length blond hair walking purposefully toward him. She was curvier than he remembered, and obviously pregnant, but otherwise pretty much the same. Except the last time he’d seen Maeve, she’d been in tears, and this time she looked as if she could spit fire.

				“What is wrong with you?” she demanded. “What kind of moron goes around hitting other people?”

				“I—”

				“Tell me he’s okay. Damn it, Ford, I can’t believe you did this.”

				“He—”

				“Oh, sure. Blame it on Leonard. Do you think I don’t know why he went to see you?” She poked him in the chest. “Since you’ve been back in town, you’re all he could talk about. How he wanted to apologize and make things right. It’s been fourteen years. How on earth could anyone still be holding a grudge?”

				“I—”

				She glared at him. “You are over what happened, aren’t you?”

				“Yes.” He paused to assess the truth of the statement. “Very.”

				She raised her eyebrows.

				He cleared his throat. “Not that you’re not lovely.”

				She shoved him back a couple of steps. For a woman of her size and pregnancy trimester, she packed a punch. “You hit him!”

				“He asked me to. He insisted. I didn’t hit him that hard. He hit his head on the way down. It wasn’t my fault.” He moved back voluntarily, thinking the more room between him and Maeve, the better.

				“He’s a responsible person, unlike you,” she snapped. “The father of four and a half children. Did you think of that when you tried to kill him?”

				“I didn’t try to kill him. Look, Leonard came to me.”

				“Yes, and I expected you to be the adult in the situation. I see that was wrong. You’re exactly who you were when you left.”

				“Hey, that’s not fair.”

				She narrowed her gaze. “I’ll tell you what’s not fair. That my husband and the father of my children is in the hospital with a concussion because of what you did.”

				“He hit his head,” Ford repeated helplessly.

				The door to the waiting room opened and two uniformed officers walked in. The taller of the two women moved toward him. “Ford Hendrix?” she asked.

				He nodded.

				“We’re going to have to take a statement.”

				“Serves you right,” Maeve told him. “I hope they lock you away forever.”

				She stalked off. Ford followed the police officers to a quiet corner of the waiting area and knew his life couldn’t get any worse.

				Only he was wrong because, just when he was explaining what had happened, his mother arrived. She hurried over to him.

				“See?” she said, her voice oddly triumphant. “None of this would have happened if you’d just gotten married like I told you.”

				* * *

				FORD PACED THE LENGTH of Isabel’s kitchen. She watched him move, feeling a little like watching one of the powerful cats at the zoo. She was standing close enough to sense his frustration and energy, but she didn’t have to worry about him turning on her and expecting her to be dinner.

				The analogy made her smile. Now that she knew her brother-in-law was going to be fine, she could see the humor in the situation. Not that Ford had gotten there yet.

				“It’s not my fault,” he muttered for maybe the thousandth time since he’d arrived. “He wanted me to hit him. He begged me.”

				“Next time you shouldn’t listen.”

				He turned to her. “Thanks for the news flash.”

				“Hey, don’t take your temper out on me. I’m not the one who coldcocked a guy six inches shorter and fifty pounds lighter. A guy who wears glasses.”

				Ford groaned. “He took them off and put them in his pocket. It’s so Leonard.”

				She stepped in front of him. “Look, he’s going to be fine. He explained what happened and his story matched yours. He’s not pressing charges. You’re right. It’s not your fault he hit his head.”

				“Tell Maeve that.”

				Isabel had heard that her sister had gone a little crazy when she’d been told what had happened.

				“She and Leonard have been together a long time. She loves him. She didn’t expect her ex-fiancé to beat the crap out of him and leave him for dead.”

				Ford flinched.

				She grabbed him by the upper arms. “Sorry. I’m teasing. Everything is okay.”

				“They’re keeping him overnight for observation.”

				“A precaution.”

				“Maeve is pregnant. She has four other kids.”

				“I come from a long line of good breeders.”

				His dark eyes remained troubled. “I could have killed him.”

				“He’s going to be fine. Obviously he’s been waiting for this moment for years. You’ve given him closure and a great story. In the future, keep your bullying ways for your tough friends.”

				“I know,” he muttered, then shook his head. “I thought I was making things better for Leonard. I thought…”

				Not knowing what else to do, Isabel tried to pull Ford close. He was about as movable as a house, so instead she stepped close and wrapped her arms around him.

				He was taller than her, broader and solid muscle. But he was also warm and in need, so she hung on, even when he just stood there.

				After a couple of seconds, he put his arms around her and hugged her back. She rested her cheek on his shoulder, thinking this was nice. This was—

				Without wanting to, she noticed her breasts were nestled right against his chest. And that her thighs were brushing his. She found herself getting a little tingly and thinking it would be nice if he kissed her again. Only this time, with a little passion and maybe some tongue.

				The concept was so shocking she jumped back. Fortunately, Ford didn’t seem to notice her retreat or her panic.

				“If you’d heard my mother,” he said, bracing his hand on the granite countertops. “She lit into me something fierce. She kept going on and on about how I needed to settle down, and if I would just get married, she could be happy. She brought up those women she’d found. She wants me to look at the applications.”

				“I don’t think having a girlfriend would have stopped you from hitting Leonard.”

				“Probably not. Still, it would get my mother off my back.” He turned his head and looked at her. “You’re a woman.”

				She held up both hands. “Thanks for noticing, but no.”

				His gaze didn’t waver. “You’re leaving, so there’d be no misunderstanding between us. You wouldn’t want me to fall in love with you.”

				She was pretty sure he was suggesting some kind of fake relationship, and the answer to that was a very firm “No.”

				“Come on, Isabel, I’m desperate. Look at what’s happening to me.”

				“You hit a guy. You did that yourself. Nothing is happening.” She made air quotes about the last word. “Leonard is fine. Do a better job of hiding from your mother. It’ll be okay.”

				He straightened and turned toward her. Funny how, until right this second, she hadn’t been aware of how much Ford filled up her kitchen.

				“It’s more than that,” he said, sounding defeated. “Everybody said I’d been in too long. That I would have trouble adjusting to civilian life. I didn’t believe them, but they were right.”

				She wanted to stomp her foot. How was she supposed to fight against the “I’ve been off serving my country” card?

				“You’re adjusting very well. This is a teeny, tiny setback.”

				“And there’s my mother.”

				“I’ll admit that Denise is a challenge.”

				“More than a challenge.” His dark gaze settled on her face. “All this time I’ve been away, keeping you safe.”

				She took a step back. “No,” she said firmly. “You’re not going to try that again.”

				“Risking my life while you went to prom and got laid in college.”

				She covered her ears with her hands and started to hum. He raised his voice.

				“You promised to love me forever. I have proof. In writing.”

				She lowered her hands. “Stop it right now.”

				“You went back on your word and broke my heart.” He hung his head, as if defeated.

				She stared at him. For a second she allowed herself to wonder what it would be like if he were actually speaking the truth. If he did love her, the way Leonard loved Maeve—with his entire being. Or if not Ford, then someone. Because Eric had never loved her. Not as more than a good friend.

				She gathered her resolve and smiled at him. “You’re going to have to solve this another way because I’m not going to be your fake girlfriend.”

				He sighed heavily. “I’m doomed.”

				“So it would seem. Want a beer?”

				His head came up and he grinned. “Sure.”

				“And like that, he’s healed.”

				“Hey, I’m a simple guy.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				TWO DAYS LATER, Ford walked into Leonard’s spacious office. His friend sat behind a large desk. There was a big window behind him and bookcases on both sides. The space belonged to a successful man with plenty of money. Little Leonard had come a long way.

				The man in question rose when he saw Ford and walked around his desk.

				“Good to see you,” Ford told him as they shook hands.

				Leonard pointed to a sofa and leather chairs opposite the window. “I appreciate you stopping by.”

				When they were seated, Ford studied his friend. “You okay?”

				Leonard pushed up his glasses, then touched the side of his head. “It only hurts when I breathe.” He smiled. “I’m kidding. I’m fine.”

				“How’s the jaw?”

				“Painful.”

				Ford felt like shit. “I’m sorry I hit you.”

				“I asked you to. I begged for it.” Leonard smiled as he spoke. “Come on, Ford. We both know I had it coming.”

				“I should have said no.”

				“You did the right thing. You gave me closure. I hit my head all on my own.”

				“Did you tell that to Maeve?”

				“More than once. She’s considering forgiving you. I wouldn’t expect a Christmas card, though.”

				Ford nodded. “She was pissed at the hospital.”

				“Maeve takes our relationship seriously. She’s explained she’s not ready for me to die.”

				“That’s nice,” Ford said, knowing there wasn’t anyone who felt that way about him. Not romantically. If he did die, he didn’t doubt his mother would travel to the afterlife and drag him back, if she could. But the caring between a man and his wife—that was different.

				He’d thought he’d loved Maeve once. Enough that he’d proposed. But after she’d ended things, he’d gotten over her faster than he should have. The other day, at the hospital, he’d felt nothing. More proof of what he’d always suspected.

				He wasn’t an “in love” kind of guy. He liked women. He liked being with them and most of the time he enjoyed dating. But then they got serious and he got itchy feet. Having a woman say “Let’s take this to the next level” was the fastest way to get him gone. He would request a transfer, move on and start the whole damn process again. Unlike Leonard, who’d been with the same woman over a decade.

				“You’ve got those kids,” Ford said. “Big family.”

				Leonard’s shoulders went back as his expression filled with pride. “Two boys, two girls. We swore we were done and I was about to get a vasectomy when Maeve said she wanted one more. This time I’m going under the knife while she’s still recovering. That way she’ll be too distracted to stop me. Five kids is plenty.”

				“Must be loud,” he said, remembering what it was like when he’d been growing up. He was one of six.

				“I want to say controlled chaos,” Leonard admitted. “But it’s more uncontrolled. Maeve knows what’s going on, though. She’s terrific.”

				“Still a beauty.”

				“You know it.” Leonard looked at him. “I feel guilty for staying here and living my life while you were off serving. I appreciate what you’ve done.”

				Ford waved away the thanks. “I took a different path. I’m glad you’re okay.”

				They stood and shook hands again. “We should get together sometime,” Leonard said. “Grab a beer.”

				“I’d like that.”

				His friend smiled. “I know this sounds strange, but thanks for hitting me. It made things right between us. I know Maeve will never understand, but I’m hoping you do.”

				Ford nodded. “We’re even, bro. Next time, don’t fall on your head.”

				“Next time I’m kicking your ass.”

				“Sure you are,” Ford said, holding in a grin.

				* * *

				CONSUELO STROLLED THROUGH the center of Fool’s Gold. The Máa-zib Festival was in full swing. Around her, booths sold everything from jewelry to Celtic music. There was a food court and later the promise of live music by the park.

				She’d been in town only a few months, but she’d quickly learned that the rhythm of life here was measured by the steady parade of festivals. The obvious pun made her smile as she ducked around a family walking along the sidewalk. Every month there were at least a couple of festivals and even more around the holidays. There were tourists everywhere, but she’d met enough locals to be able to offer plenty of waves and smiles.

				She was on her own today. Something she was used to, but since moving here she’d made lots of female friends. A change she appreciated. But Patience was busy working at Brew-haha and Saturdays were busy for Isabel at Paper Moon. Felicia was running the festival and Noelle had realized that her plans to open her new store—the Christmas Attic—on Labor Day weekend meant days spent unpacking stock. Consuelo had offered to help. Noelle had promised to take her up on that soon, but this weekend she wanted to be by herself to figure out where everything went.

				Leaving her at loose ends, Consuelo thought. Funny how in such a short period of time she’d gotten used to hanging out with her peeps.

				She turned a corner and saw a tall, dark-haired man talking to an older woman. Kent was so attractive, she thought wistfully as he bent down and kissed the older woman’s cheek. The woman turned and Consuelo recognized Denise Hendrix—Ford and Kent’s mother. Kent said something else. Denise laughed, then walked away.

				Kent started down the street. Consuelo watched him go, then started following, not sure what she was going to do if she caught up with him.

				Meeting him last week had been unsettling. She’d known who he was for a while. Had seen the posters his mom had put up at the festivals and thought him attractive. But what had drawn her to him had been the kindness she’d seen in his eyes. Being close to him at CDS had been both exciting and terrifying. He’d been funny and charming and she suspected he’d never once pulled a knife on anyone. She supposed most men were like that, at least for other people. She’d always found herself in more dangerous situations.

				But when he’d started talking about his work, she’d known she was in over her head. The man had gone to college. He had a degree and taught math. She’d barely passed her GED. He was educated and she was a kid from the street. A girl who had grown up in a bad part of town and gone into the army to escape. Once there, she’d been tapped for covert ops—the kind that had her doing anything necessary to ferret out secrets and then escape.

				She’d had sex with men she barely knew in the name of getting the job done, and sometimes, afterward, she’d killed them. Hardly Kent’s dream date.

				Now, watching him, she told herself to turn away. That he could never understand and being rejected by him would hurt a whole lot more than any bullet. Yet despite knowing she was making a huge mistake, she couldn’t help walking a little faster.

				She caught up with him at the corner.

				“Hi,” she said, moving next to him.

				He turned and saw her. His surprise was almost comical—or it would have been if she hadn’t cared so much.

				“Consuelo. I didn’t see you. Are you here for the festival?”

				“Yes.” Despite her pounding heart, she managed a smile. “Don’t I strike you as the festival type?”

				“Sure, and women love this one. There’s a parade later, and the Máa-zib ceremonial dance. At the end, a man gets his heart cut out.”

				“Are there a line of women volunteering men who have annoyed them?”

				He chuckled. “Probably.” His humor faded. “Can I help you with something?”

				She swore silently. Obviously he’d noticed her withdrawal the last time they’d spoken. He’d probably thought she was blowing him off.

				She knew how men saw her—they liked the curves and thought she was pretty. Confidence was appealing and she moved with a combination of grace and power. All the result of thousands of hours of training and ops. She’d had plenty of invitations and knew how to shut them down without a second thought.

				But Kent was different. He was an ordinary man living in a regular world. If she had to guess, she would assume he figured she was telling him she wasn’t interested.

				“Consuelo?”

				Right. Because he’d asked a question.

				“Do you have a second?” she asked.

				“Sure. Reese is hanging out with his friends today. I’ve got time. What’s up?”

				There was a bench around the corner on Fourth, close to the square of upscale boutiques. She led the way, thinking no one would be sitting there right now.

				She was right and she settled on one end, then angled toward him. He sat down and waited.

				“I’m sorry about before. How I acted when we were talking.”

				She drew in a breath. She’d never believed in being honest in a relationship. In her mind, telling the truth only led to more questions, and at some point, because of what she did for a living, she would be forced to lie. Only she wasn’t in that line of work anymore and she was tired of having to be someone else.

				She liked Kent. She’d liked him from the first moment she’d seen him, earlier that summer. She’d learned to trust her gut and it told her he was worth the effort.

				“You intimidated me a little.” She swallowed. “A lot,” she amended. “When you talked about the kind of math you taught. Plus, the whole college thing. You’re smart and educated and I’m not.” She forced herself not to duck her head. “I got my GED, but that’s it.”

				Emotions chased across his face. He was easy to read. Disbelief followed by confusion followed by what seemed like hope.

				“I teach math at a high school,” he told her. “I’m not a senior scientist at JPL.”

				She was pretty sure JPL was some jet engine–space business, maybe in Southern California. “I’m not sure why that makes a difference,” she said.

				“Most people don’t think teaching high school math is that big a deal.”

				“I’m not most people.”

				“That’s obvious.”

				His voice was gentle and slightly admiring, so she guessed he meant the comment as a compliment.

				“I can’t do algebra,” she admitted.

				“Yeah, and you could so kick my ass.” He leaned toward her. “Seriously? I intimidate you?”

				“Why is that so hard to believe?”

				“Have you looked in the mirror?”

				As soon as he said the words, his expression tightened. As if he regretted them.

				She glanced down at the dress she’d put on. A dress! So humiliating and girlie. But she’d worn it deliberately, and she’d left her hair down after curling it. All in the hopes she would see Kent.

				“I don’t come from a great neighborhood,” she told him. “I’ve spent my career in the military. I’m as good with a firearm as any sniper and I can open most combination locks in less than a minute.”

				His eyes widened. “Okay. That’s impressive.”

				“Maybe from the outside, but I’m nothing like you. You have a great family and a regular job. You’re a nice guy.”

				“Nice guy. Great.” He turned away.

				She touched his arm. “No. Nice is good. Nice is the goal.” She paused. “I thought, if you want, maybe we could get to know each other.”

				Relief filled his eyes. “Yeah? Sure. That would be great.” He grinned. “What do you want to know? You’ve already heard about my family. Ford would have told you stuff.” He frowned. “Whatever he said about me when I was a kid isn’t true. You have to believe me on that.”

				She laughed, relaxing just a little. “He hasn’t said anything bad.”

				“I know that’s not true.” He leaned back on the bench and stretched out his arm along the back. His fingers were only a few inches from her shoulders. Were he anyone else, she would assume he was trying to touch her or make a move. She had a feeling Kent didn’t operate that way.

				“What do you think about Fool’s Gold?” he asked.

				“I like it a lot. I wasn’t sure at first. I’ve never been anywhere like this.”

				“It’s not Afghanistan.”

				“How did you know I’d been to Afghanistan?” she asked.

				“I didn’t. I thought I was making a joke. Why, were you there?”

				She shook her head. “I can’t say.”

				He studied her for a second. “Okay. Let’s talk about this town. Festivals, tourists. Not very exciting.”

				“I like that. I’m ready for calm and quiet.” She tilted her head. “Ford mentioned you’d recently moved back yourself.”

				“A couple of years ago. I’d been divorced awhile and wanted a change.”

				“Why a math teacher?”

				His smile was self-deprecating. “I’m a nerd. I can’t help it. I like math and science, but I wasn’t brilliant enough for anything theoretical. I thought about engineering, but after a couple of classes, I knew it wasn’t my thing.” He shrugged. “I like being around kids. I like the look on their faces when they figure out something difficult.”

				“You’re the teacher they’re going to remember twenty years from now,” she said.

				“I hope so. You know anything about dogs?”

				She smiled. “I know what they are, but I’ve never had one.”

				“Carter, Reese’s friend, got a German shepherd puppy. Now Reese wants one. I’m not sure we’re ready for a puppy. We already have a dog—Fluffy.” He held up his hand. “I didn’t name her.”

				Her smile broadened. “Fluffy?”

				“My sister is responsible for that. Fluffy was in training to be a therapy dog, but she flunked out. We took her, but she was close to a year when we got her. Now Reese thinks it would be cool to have a puppy. I’m less sure.”

				“I know Felicia is taking their puppy into the office, but it’s not a school. She has more flexibility.”

				“Felicia is Carter’s stepmom, right?”

				Consuelo nodded. The sky was bright blue, the air warm. Kent wore a T-shirt over jeans. Sunlight brought out hints of brown in his dark hair.

				She liked the way he smiled and the shape of his mouth. She liked how he seemed to relax as they talked and the way he kept his gaze on her eyes. Okay, every now and then he checked her out, but she was okay with that. Mostly she liked that she didn’t have to try to be something other than who she was.

				She wondered what would happen if she kissed him. Just leaned over and—

				She drew back. What was she thinking? In Middle America, women didn’t go around kissing men they’d barely met. It didn’t work like that. There were supposed to be dates first, and the guy did the asking. She had a feeling Kent was way more traditional than she was used to and she doubted he would appreciate her taking charge.

				She couldn’t do this. Couldn’t be like everyone else. She didn’t know how, didn’t understand the rules.

				She found herself wanting to hit something. An hour with a heavy bag would go a long way to making her feel better. Or maybe she could run a quick ten miles.

				Not wanting to have to apologize for questionable behavior a second time, she reminded herself to smile pleasantly as she rose.

				“This has been really fun,” she said, hoping she sounded genuine. “I need to, uh, go meet a friend. Enjoy the festival.”

				Kent looked confused, but he stood when she did and didn’t try to stop her. “Sure. It was nice to see you.”

				She walked away as quickly as she could. Her eyes burned, but she told herself it was just allergies. There was no way she was getting emotional over a man. Not now, not ever.

				* * *

				“YOU’RE BEING CRITICAL,” Charlie complained as she picked up a French fry.

				“I’m not,” Patience told her. “I’m just saying last year was more emotional.” She turned to the rest of the table. “Last year after the parade, Annabelle was doing the special horse dance and then she was going to cut out the sacrifice’s heart. She thought it was Clay, because he’d volunteered, only it was Shane and he told her he loved her and proposed.” She glanced back at Charlie. “You just pretended to cut out Clay’s heart.”

				“We kissed,” Charlie grumbled. “Fine. Hers was better.”

				Isabel laughed along with everyone else. She’d missed much of the festival. Saturdays were busy at the bridal shop. She’d managed to spend a little time there on Sunday but had also wanted to catch up on the store’s books.

				Noelle looked at her. “You okay? You’re quiet.”

				“I’m thinking,” she admitted. Mostly about Ford. The man made her insane with his suggestions. But even more annoying, now she felt guilty for telling him no.

				She realized everyone was looking at her.

				“About what?” Felicia asked, then bit her lower lip. “Am I not supposed to inquire? Is this one of those times when as a woman I should wait for my friend to offer the information or a time when I’m supposed to prod her into telling?”

				“Wait,” Charlie said.

				“Prod her,” Noelle, Consuelo and Patience said at the same time.

				Felicia nodded at Charlie. “You’re outvoted.”

				“Yes, but that doesn’t make me wrong.”

				Isabel was both amused and frustrated by her friends. “Does anyone want to ask me my opinion?”

				“Apparently not,” Felicia told her. “So what’s the problem? Your reluctance indicates it must be about a man. The only other topics about which people are reticent are money-related topics. Sometimes politics, but we don’t usually discuss…” She sighed. “Sorry. Sometimes my analytical brain gets ahead of me.”

				Noelle was sitting next to her and hugged her. “I love you so much.”

				“Thank you. Your support is gratifying.”

				Patience looked at Isabel. “Don’t think any of this has distracted me. What’s up?”

				“It’s nothing,” Isabel said. “Really, it’s silly.” She paused, knowing there was no way she was getting out of it. Not unless she could think of a really good lie.

				“Ford wants me to be his pretend girlfriend to get his mother off his back. I told him no and now I feel guilty.”

				Five pairs of eyes widened.

				“I didn’t know you were seeing Ford,” Patience said.

				“I’m not. We’ve talked.”

				“She came to CDS,” Consuelo offered with a grin.

				“Thanks for the support,” Isabel told her. “I wanted to clear the air. He’s in the apartment above the garage. I didn’t want him to think I was stalking him or anything. So we talked and it was nice. We’re friends now.”

				“Have you had sex?” Charlie asked flatly.

				Isabel was glad she hadn’t just taken another bite of her salad. “What? No. Of course not. We’re not dating.”

				“Technically, dating isn’t required for sex,” Felicia said. “With Gideon, I…” She pressed her lips together. “Never mind.”

				Patience grinned. “That’s right. You were wild with him. I was so impressed.” She turned to Isabel. “No wildness from you?”

				“We’re just friends.” The brief kiss had been nice, but even though there were tingles, she wasn’t all that interested in sex. The act never lived up to the hype, and she wasn’t in the mood to be disappointed yet another time by a man.

				“Didn’t you used to be in love with him?” Consuelo asked. “When you were younger?”

				“I was fourteen, so no, it wasn’t love.”

				“You could use him as your interim relationship,” Felicia said. “There’s extensive research on the value of having an interim relationship. It helps break the emotional bond with a long-term partner. In your case, your ex-husband.”

				“She’s helpful.” Charlie picked up her burger. “I like that about her.”

				“In addition,” Felicia added, “from all accounts, Ford has a reputation for being an excellent sexual partner. Over the years, several women who slept with him have expressed their approval.” She paused. “Not that I have personal experience.”

				Isabel felt her mouth hanging open. Even Charlie looked a little shocked.

				“It’s true,” Consuelo said with a grin. “All the ladies say he’s hot.”

				“Did you…” Noelle began, then flicked her wrist. “You know.”

				Consuelo shook her head. “Not my type. We worked together. I’m not interested in him that way.”

				“There you go,” Patience said with a triumphant smile. “A plan and your friends’ approval.”

				“I’m not sleeping with Ford!” Isabel announced, her voice a little louder than she’d planned. Patrons at other tables turned to look.

				She lowered her voice. “I’m not. That’s not what this is about. He asked me to help him.”

				“Be careful,” Consuelo told her. “He’s charming and sexy. Not to me, of course. I find him annoying and emotional. But other women are all over him. He tells them he doesn’t do relationships and they never believe him. They always think they’ll be the one to change him. And then he breaks their hearts.”

				“I’m not interested in forever,” Isabel said firmly. “I’m leaving Fool’s Gold next year and moving back to New York.”

				“So you’re fine,” Patience said with a grin. “But seriously, the fake-girlfriend thing? You need to tell him you want perks. Sexual perks.”

				Charlie raised her eyebrows. “When did you get slutty?”

				“Since I started sleeping with Justice.” Patience laughed. “I can’t help it. I’m so happy and he’s so amazing in bed. I want everyone to have what I have. Just not with him.”

				Noelle sighed. “I want that, too. I’m ready for hot monkey sex, even if it doesn’t involve a relationship. If you don’t want Ford, tell him I’m happy to be his pretend girlfriend as long as there are perks.”

				Everyone laughed. Conversation turned to sexual etiquette and then somehow moved on to Felicia’s trials of potty training the new puppy in her house. Apparently dog behavior wasn’t as predictable as the how-to books promised.

				Isabel listened but didn’t participate. She felt uncomfortable—as if there was something wrong with her.

				Did everyone like sex but her? Was there a secret she didn’t know? Had she been doing it wrong all this time?

				With Eric, a lack of passion was understandable, but what about before? Billy had been her first time, and the back of a truck wasn’t exactly romantic, so maybe it wasn’t a surprise she hadn’t had much fun with him. There had been only a couple of guys in between, mostly because she hadn’t seen the point. The kissing was nice and the touching, but when things progressed beyond that, she lost interest.

				When lunch was over, she still didn’t have an answer to what about her was different. A problem for another time, she told herself.

				They all walked out and started to go their separate ways. Consuelo stopped her.

				“Do you have a second?” the other woman asked.

				“Sure. What’s up?”

				“I need to ask you something.”

				Isabel smiled. “Honestly, I can’t think of a thing I would know that you don’t already, but go ahead. I’ll give it my best shot.”

				“You grew up here. I thought you’d have insight.”

				Isabel nodded. “Sure. Is this a town thing?”

				Consuelo shifted her weight, then glanced around as if making sure they were alone. “Not exactly.”

				Stranger and stranger, Isabel thought.

				“I’m interested in someone,” Consuelo admitted.

				“I’m surprised.” Isabel shook her head. “Okay, that came out wrong. I don’t mean I’m surprised you like someone. I guess I’m surprised that you think you need advice.”

				“I know I’m attractive.” Consuelo glanced down. “I work out. I have all the right parts.”

				“I think you’re selling yourself a little short. You’re stunning and sexy and you move like a panther.” She didn’t need a PhD in sex to understand that Consuelo had something that left other women looking as exciting as fence posts.

				Maybe that was her problem, she thought. She wasn’t sexy enough. If she acted sexier, maybe she’d be sexier. Something to consider later.

				“The panther thing might be the problem. I want to be seen as a woman, not a predator.” She made a fist, then relaxed her hand. “This is stupid. I can’t change who I am. When someone annoys me, I punch him out. Who am I kidding? I’m not going to be nice and normal. It’ll never work. Thanks for listening.” She started to turn away.

				Isabel grabbed her arm. “Hey, wait. You can’t give up, just like that. I don’t believe you simply punch people out. I’ve been annoying and you’ve never punched me out.”

				Consuelo managed a smile. “That’s different. You’re my friend.”

				“But still—you have the skills to control yourself. What’s the issue with the guy?”

				The real question was who was the guy? She couldn’t imagine anyone in Fool’s Gold upsetting Consuelo. The woman was always in control. Ford and Angel both jumped when she told them to. And it was pretty darned great to watch.

				“We were talking and I wanted to kiss this guy,” Consuelo said. “But I remembered that guys are supposed to make the first move.”

				“I’m not sure he’d mind you kissing him. He’d probably be happy.”

				“What if he’s not?”

				“Any—” She started to say “straight guy” only to realize that hit a little too close to home for her. “What’s he like?” she asked instead.

				“He’s sweet,” Consuelo murmured, glancing at her feet, then back at Isabel. “Smart and funny. Cute. A good guy. I like him. But I’m not a soccer mom. I don’t know how to be normal. You know, like you.”

				“Ordinary and boring, you mean.”

				“No. The kind of woman a man wants to be with for more than sex. I don’t want to be a conquest. I want to be…”

				“In a relationship?”

				Consuelo nodded slowly. “He’s the first guy I’ve liked in a long time. But he’s nothing like me.”

				“Isn’t that a good thing? Opposites attract and all that?”

				Consuelo sighed. “I should just go kill something. I’ll feel better.”

				“That’s certainly one solution,” Isabel said slowly, hoping her friend was kidding. “Or you could take a chance. Go out with him a couple of times. See where it leads.”

				“Maybe. Is the sex different?”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Between normal people? Without the threat of danger or death?”

				Isabel opened her mouth, then closed it. “I’m so the wrong person to ask. I’ve never had dangerous sex.”

				“Right. It’s mostly indoors and in a bed.”

				Except for those few experiences in Billy’s truck, yes. “You prefer it outdoors? You can ask the guy. I’m thinking he’ll be thrilled to be flexible.” This was ridiculous. Talk about the blind leading the blind. “Maybe you should ask someone else about it. Someone more adventurous.”

				“I don’t want anyone else to know. You won’t say anything, will you?”

				“No.” First, because she’d given her word, and second, because there wasn’t anything to say. She didn’t know who they were talking about or what Consuelo was nervous about.

				“Any guy would be lucky to have you in his life,” she offered. “The next time a guy you like asks you out, say yes. If you want to kiss him, kiss him. If he reacts badly, please don’t kill him.”

				Consuelo got an odd look on her face. “You’re saying I shouldn’t have sex with him and then slit his throat.”

				Isabel laughed. “Probably not.”

				But instead of chuckling in return, Consuelo shook her head. “I’m never going to get this right,” she muttered, before stalking away.

				Isabel stared after her, not sure what on earth had just happened.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				“I LIKE THE PLAN,” Jeff Michelson said, walking with Ford through the CDS building. “The combination of challenging physical activities and classroom time is perfect.”

				“I’m glad you think so. The Gold Rush Resort has plenty of rooms for the weeks you’re interested in, and we can extend the reservations into the weekend for anyone who wants to bring his or her family. We’ll have transportation from the resort to CDS and run a shuttle into town. Car rentals are available, too.”

				“Great.”

				This was Ford’s second presentation of the week, and they’d both gone well. He was going to get a contract from both. So far he was significantly above the projected sales target, but Ford figured with the company just starting, he was picking low-hanging fruit. There would be more challenges later as he had to hunt down clients.

				The plan was for the companies to be so pleased they came back every year or two, which would give them repeat business. But it would take a while to kick in.

				The two men went back to Ford’s office. He confirmed the tentative dates, printed out the contracts and handed them over.

				Jeff took the folder. “We’ll make our decision this week.”

				“I’ll hold those two weeks until Friday,” Ford told him.

				“You have other companies interested in them, don’t you?”

				Ford smiled. “We’re getting busy, but don’t worry about that. As soon as I hear from you, the time is yours. I’ll hold the hotel block of rooms, as well.”

				“I saw the casino on my drive into town. Could we stay there?”

				Ford leaned back in his chair. “You can, but I’ll tell you, the casino offers a big distraction. Your people will stay up later gambling, so they’ll be less focused the next day. If you want to offer them accommodations there, I would suggest they switch hotels Friday night and then stay the weekend.”

				“Good point,” Jeff said.

				They rose and shook hands. Ford walked the other man out. As they reached the parking lot, he saw two blonde women walking toward them and sighed heavily. Jeff noticed, as well.

				He whistled softly. “They part of the team?”

				“No. They’re my sisters.”

				“Sorry, man.”

				“No worries. They’re both married, by the way.”

				“Right.”

				Jeff nodded and got into this rental. Ford thought about ducking into the building but knew there was no point. He had no problem running from a fight when it came to his family, but Dakota and Montana would simply continue to hunt him down. Disappearing meant postponing the inevitable.

				So he waited as the two women approached.

				They were the same height, with the same attractive features. Brown eyes, blond hair. Montana wore hers longer. Their other triplet—Nevada—was missing, but Ford knew he would be hearing from her soon enough.

				“Hey, big brother,” Montana said as she reached him and leaned in for a kiss. “How are you?”

				He hugged her. “Wondering how much of a pain you’re going to be in my ass.”

				She stepped back and laughed. “Bigger than you know.”

				“Montana, don’t,” Dakota said, taking her turn for a hug. “You’ll scare him off.”

				“I don’t scare that easily.” He put his hands on Dakota’s shoulders, looked into her eyes and said, “No.”

				“I haven’t asked a question yet.”

				“You don’t have to. I know that’s why you’re here and that I won’t like it. So no.”

				“It’s about Mom,” Montana informed him.

				He dropped his arms to his sides and headed for the safety of CDS. If only there was some kind of security system so he could lock them out. There was food in the fridge—he could make do for a while. Hole up here until they forgot about him.

				His sisters followed him inside. Once he reached the hallway, he couldn’t decide where to go, which meant they had him trapped.

				“She’s really upset,” Montana told him.

				Dakota nodded, her gaze uncomfortably direct. “It wouldn’t kill you to humor her.”

				“It might,” he muttered.

				“All she wants is for you to be happy,” Montana said. “Is that so bad? She loves you. We all love you and we don’t want you to go away again.” Tears filled her eyes. “We missed you so much.”

				That low blow was followed by Dakota setting up for the kill shot. “Just one date. How bad could it be?”

				“Bad.”

				“Ford, she’s your mother,” Dakota said, as if he were in danger of forgetting.

				He could feel the doors of the prison closing. For maybe the thousandth time since coming home, he had the thought that life would be a hell of a lot easier if he didn’t like his family. If he could ignore them or yell at them.

				What they couldn’t understand and he didn’t know how to explain was his mother’s plan was never going to work. He wasn’t going to meet a nice girl and settle down because he wouldn’t do that to anyone he liked. Most people wanted to fall in love and then stay in love. He didn’t.

				When he got involved, he had a short attention span. When things got serious, he got gone. That had been his pattern since the day he’d left Fool’s Gold. He knew he wasn’t still in love with Maeve, so it must be a character flaw.

				He’d tried to stay involved, to emotionally commit, but no matter what he did, he got restless and wanted to leave. He couldn’t summon more than passing interest. He’d liked the women he’d been with, but he’d never once been in love. Not even with Maeve.

				But his family wouldn’t understand. He came from a long line of happy marriages. His mother had been a widow for a decade before she’d been willing to start dating again. Except for Kent, all his siblings were blissfully married. Both sets of grandparents had successful unions that had lasted more than half a century.

				“I’m seeing someone,” he said, the words as unexpected to him as to them.

				Montana looked pleased while Dakota’s expression turned skeptical.

				“How convenient,” she murmured.

				“It was hard to start dating a local girl before I got home,” he told her.

				“Uh-huh.” She didn’t sound convinced.

				“Really?” Montana asked, always the most trusting of the three. “You’re not just saying that to get us to leave you alone?”

				He hated to lie, but if he managed to convince Isabel, then he wasn’t technically lying to them. He was telling a pretruth.

				“I’m very interested in Isabel Beebe.”

				“How interested?” Dakota asked.

				He thought about how Isabel always made him laugh and the way she called him on his crap. The woman had mocked his car. She was also sexy and he would like to do a lot more than kiss her.

				“I saw that,” Montana said, her voice delighted. “Did you see that?”

				“What?” he asked.

				“You got a predatory look in your eyes.” Montana smiled at her sister. “He’s really interested in Isabel. I guess there’s something about the Beebe girls.”

				He opened his mouth to protest that it wasn’t like that, but he remembered in time he was trying to convince them that it was.

				Dakota poked him in the stomach with her index finger. “You better not be lying.”

				He rubbed the spot. “Is this how you act with your patients?”

				She ignored the question. “Fine. We’ll tell Mom what you said. But if she finds out this is all an act to get us off your back, you are in such trouble.”

				“I’m trembling.”

				She raised her eyebrows. “Not now, big brother, but you will be.”

				His sisters walked away. He told himself the sound of the front door closing didn’t at all sound like the gates of prison. Because he had bigger problems than sibling threats. He had to figure out how to convince Isabel to play along.

				* * *

				ISABEL IGNORED THE GROWING sense of concern. Her appointment that morning was with a new bride named Lauren. The twentysomething had brought along a disinterested younger sister and no friends, which was never a good sign. Lauren also had handed over pictures of her favorite dresses. While Isabel could duplicate the look, she knew that the styles wouldn’t look right on Lauren’s larger frame.

				But she’d done as the bride requested. As her grandmother had taught her, better to let the bride figure out that the dress she wanted looked awful than tell her in advance. Only after the wrong dress had been discarded could the right one be selected.

				Thinking of her grandmother relaxed her and made her smile. The older woman had loved Paper Moon. Making brides happy had been her life’s work.

				Despite the passage of time, the store looked very much as it had then. The basic setup hadn’t changed in fifty years. There were displays in the large windows and samples on mannequins up front. A separate room housed bridesmaid and prom dresses. Mothers of the bride had their own space and separate dressing rooms.

				Three beautifully carved antique armoires displayed veils, while a fourth had shelves for headpieces, including combs and tiaras.

				Madeline appeared at her side. “It’s not going well. She won’t come out of the dressing room.”

				There were no mirrors in the bridal dressing rooms on purpose. The true beauty of the gown could be seen only from an array of mirrors arranged under perfect lighting. Isabel’s grandmother had believed every bride was beautiful and had done all she could to make sure that happened.

				“I’ll get her,” Isabel said, wishing Lauren had brought along a friend or another relative. The baby sister showed no interest in her sister’s plight. The teen was curled up in a plush chair, texting on her phone.

				Except for the technology, she could have been Isabel herself, fourteen years ago. Isabel hadn’t been interested in Maeve’s wedding gown, either, although the reasons had been different. She’d been in love with Ford and desperate to avoid thinking of him marrying her sister. She suspected Lauren’s sister was simply bored by the process.

				Maybe, in time, they would grow closer. Not that she and Maeve ever had. Perhaps there were too many years between them, or it could be because their lives were so different. Regardless, she and her sister were more like distant relatives than siblings.

				Now that she was in Fool’s Gold, that could be changed, she thought, telling herself to give Maeve a call in the next few days.

				She knocked on one of the three large dressing rooms. “Lauren, honey, come on out so we can see how you look.”

				“I can’t.”

				“Sure you can. Let’s have a look.”

				Lauren made a small, unhappy sound, then flung open the door.

				“I’m hideous,” she announced as tears spilled down her cheeks. “I look ugly. I love Dave and I don’t want to disappoint him.”

				Isabel hated to admit that Lauren was right, but it was painfully obvious that the dress she’d picked wasn’t flattering on her curvy figure. The layers of ruffles only added bulk where it wasn’t needed and the stark white color made her look pale and sickly. Mouse-brown hair and small eyes didn’t help.

				“This is the third dress I’ve tried on and they’re all awful.”

				Isabel glanced toward the pictures carefully torn out of a bridal magazine. “Your choices are really lovely, but I have some different ideas. Would you mind if I picked a couple of dresses for you to try?” She smiled. “Trust me, Lauren. I know how to make your bridal dress dreams come true.”

				Lauren sniffed. “It doesn’t matter. Dave is going to change his mind when he sees me in this dress.”

				“He’s not, but it doesn’t matter because I won’t let you buy that dress. No bride is allowed to buy a dress here at Paper Moon unless she loves it and looks like a princess. My grandmother was very strict about that.”

				Isabel unzipped the dress, then handed her a thick terry cloth robe. “Put this on and meet me outside.”

				Three minutes later Lauren appeared. The robe looked as bad on her as the dress, but as she wasn’t wearing it down the aisle, it wouldn’t matter.

				“This way,” Isabel said, leading her to a small alcove to the left side of the dressing room. She guided Lauren into a chair in front of a mirror.

				“Open that top drawer. You’ll find mascara samples. Put some on. You get to keep the sample, by the way, so let me know if you like it. I can tell you where to buy it.”

				Lauren leaned toward the mirror and dried her eyes, then applied the mascara. Isabel got a brush from a drawer and ran it through the other woman’s shoulder-length hair. With a few well-placed pins, she managed a fairly nice twist that added a little volume on the sides.

				When that was done, she pulled up a stool and sat, then opened more drawers. She swept dark shadow along the creases of Lauren’s eyelids, then added blush on her cheeks.

				“No lip gloss,” she said gently. “You’ll get it on my dresses and then I’ll have to kill you.”

				Lauren managed a shaky smile. “That might solve my problems.”

				“You won’t say that when I’m done with you, young lady. Now come on. I’m going to show you a Vera Wang dress that is going to leave you breathless.”

				Hope filled Lauren’s brown eyes. “You promise?”

				“Yes. I promise. I’m very good at what I do and I refuse to let you ruin my record. Because this isn’t about you—it’s about me.”

				This time the smile was more genuine. “Thank you,” Lauren whispered.

				“You’re welcome.” Isabel squeezed her hand and started to stand. As she did, she saw movement in the mirror and realized Ford was standing in the doorway to the dressing area.

				She ignored the sudden tightness in her chest and the way she felt lighter inside. As if some bubble of happiness gave her a little lift. She also ignored the broadness of his shoulders and the way his worn jeans hugged his hips and thighs.

				“What are you doing here?” she asked. “There’s too much estrogen in the air. If you hang out back here, you’ll grow breasts.”

				He gave her a slow, sexy grin. “I’ll risk it.”

				Lauren looked at him in the mirror. “Wow,” she whispered.

				“I know,” Isabel told her. “Now let’s go find you a dress.”

				She picked out three simple gowns made of gorgeous fabric with just enough detailing to make them elegant. Lauren looked doubtful but agreed to try them on and went back into the dressing room.

				“Why are you here?” Isabel asked again, walking up to Ford. “Do not tell me it’s about the fake-girlfriend thing because there are sharp objects in this store and I’m not afraid to use them.”

				He studied her. “You were great with her. The bride. I saw how you calmed her down.”

				“Thanks. I learned from a master. My grandmother believed a beautiful bride was a happy bride.”

				He glanced around. “You sell a lot of stuff.”

				“It takes a village. And accessories. So what’s up?”

				“I need you to be my fake girlfriend. Hear me out,” he added when she started to protest. “Two of my sisters came to see me today.”

				“And that is my problem how?”

				“They’re my sisters. They’re relentless. They started going on about how Mom just wants me to be happy and that I had to go out with some of the women who had applied.” His expression turned helpless. “What was I supposed to do?”

				“Grow a pair and tell them no?”

				“They’re family.”

				A simple statement she completely understood. Family made life complicated.

				“I said it was you,” he told her.

				“What?”

				“I told Dakota and Montana I was dating you.”

				She opened her mouth, then closed it. Honestly, what was she supposed to say to that?

				“Listen,” he said, taking her hands in his. “I’m desperate. I’ll do anything. Wash your car, paint your house. I’ll give you money. Please. Just for a few weeks. Long enough to get my mom off my back.”

				She wasn’t sure why she resisted. What did she care if people thought she and Ford were together? He was nice to look at and fun to be around. She supposed the problem was that she felt funny when she was close to him. Both intrigued and afraid. He was a sexual being and she…wasn’t.

				Her friends had urged her to indulge in a transitional relationship. Fake-dating Ford would certainly be that.

				“What do you think?”

				The soft question didn’t come from Ford. Isabel turned and saw Lauren approaching.

				The V-neck dress was perfect. The simple lines skimmed over her curves, making her look voluptuous. The sheen on the fabric added a glow to her pale skin.

				Isabel pulled free of Ford’s hold and walked to the veils hanging along the wall. She selected one with a simple circle of flowers and set it on Lauren’s head, then helped her up to the raised platform in front of the array of mirrors.

				Lauren stared at herself, her expression disbelieving. “I love it.”

				Ford disappeared for a second, then returned with the teen sister in tow. The girl blinked.

				“You look great,” she said, her voice filled with surprise. “I like the dress a lot.”

				“Sexy bride,” Ford added.

				Lauren flushed. “I don’t know what to say,” she admitted. “Isabel, you were right. This one is perfect.”

				“You need to try the others on, just to be sure,” Isabel told her. “You’re making a big decision.”

				“I’ll help,” the teen said, tucking her phone into her pocket. “Come on, Lauren. Show me what else you have back there.”

				They disappeared toward the dressing rooms.

				Ford turned to her. “You really are good at this. Are you sure you don’t want to buy Paper Moon and settle here?”

				“Bite your tongue.”

				“Will that get you to say yes?”

				She rolled her eyes. “You’re serious about the fake-girlfriend thing.”

				“Didn’t I make that clear?”

				She thought it was kind of sweet that a big, bad SEAL was afraid of his mother and sisters.

				“You make the rules,” he said. “Sex, no sex, I’ll make you coffee every morning, sweep up in here, you name it.”

				It always came back to sex, she thought. Felicia had told her to find a rebound guy. Her friends had agreed. She didn’t want a rebound guy—she wanted…

				Magic, she thought sadly. She wanted the giddy, excited love she saw every day in her store. Women excited about marrying the man of their dreams. She’d loved Eric and had thought theirs was a relationship of equals and shared interests. She’d respected him and enjoyed his company, but there hadn’t been magic. There certainly hadn’t been passion, but that was probably as much about him being gay as anything else. She wondered if her first clue about Eric should have been how interested he’d been in the details of their wedding.

				He took her hands in his. “Friends don’t let friends get mauled by their families.”

				She laughed because he was funny and she liked him. She should do this, she told herself. She was going to be leaving in a few months. What could it hurt?

				“I’ll do it, but only if you promise to never again throw the whole ‘I’ll love you forever’ thing in my face.”

				“Done.” He pressed a quick kiss to her mouth. “Anything else? Want a kidney?”

				“Not today.”

				“I have to get to work, but I’ll see you later. Thanks. I owe you.”

				Then he was gone, which would have been fine, except there was something wrong with her lips. They were tingling in the strangest way. She had the oddest urge to call Ford back and have him kiss her again.

				* * *

				“I KNOW THIS is really last-minute,” Noelle said, twisting her hands together. “I thought I had it all together.”

				Isabel glanced around at all the boxes yet to be unpacked in the store. It was Wednesday and the grand opening was Friday. “You’re in a boatload of trouble.”

				“I know.”

				“I had it easier,” Patience said, picking her way through open cartons. “Brew-haha doesn’t have that much retail inventory.”

				An hour ago, Isabel had gotten a frantic call from Noelle, who had realized there was no way she could get her store together by herself. Not in time.

				Felicia was busy with the upcoming End of Summer Festival—aka Labor Day—but Isabel and Patience had been able to come offer help.

				“We’ll never get this done ourselves,” Patience said. “Let me get reinforcements.” She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and pushed a button. Seconds later, she smiled. “Hi, it’s me.” Her smile widened. “Uh-huh. Me, too, but that’s not why I’m calling.” She quickly outlined the problem.

				“Tell him to bring Ford,” Isabel said, assuming Patience was on with Justice, her fiancé. “Say that I asked.”

				Patience looked puzzled but nodded in agreement. When she hung up she told Noelle, “They’ll be here in fifteen minutes.”

				“They?”

				“Ford, Justice, Angel and Consuelo. You’re going to have more help than you can handle, so let’s get organized.” She turned to Isabel. “So, what was up with telling Ford you were asking?”

				“I’m his pretend girlfriend. He owes me.”

				Noelle looked surprised. “You agreed?”

				“It’s for a good cause.”

				Patience laughed. “Does the pretend girlfriend only get pretend sex?”

				“We haven’t discussed that part of it yet.”

				“Hold out for the real thing,” Noelle said, “then remind me how wonderful it is.” She looked at the boxes. “Okay, we need a plan, and fast.”

				The CDS team arrived as promised. Noelle sorted them into teams of two, assigning each a section of the store and a stack of boxes. She supervised.

				“Already taking advantage of me, huh?” Ford asked as he ripped open a box of holiday teddy bears.

				“As much as I can.”

				He handed her bears and she attached the price tags Noelle had given her. Ford then placed the bears on the shelf. They worked well together, establishing a rhythm. Her fingers brushed his on occasion, which foolishly made her remember the quick kiss from earlier that day. And thinking of the kiss reminded her of the tingling, which was just plain strange.

				On the other side of the store, Angel and Consuelo set up Nativity scenes while Patience and Justice were filling bookshelves under the window.

				“Need I point out you said you owe me?” she asked, trying not to smile.

				“I knew that would come back to bite me in the butt.”

				He looked surprisingly sweet putting bears in place, making sure the tag was tucked neatly under one teddy arm. His hands were nearly the size of the decorative toys. He had big hands, she thought, then told herself not to be ridiculous. She was helping out a friend, nothing more. She wasn’t interested in Ford. She’d let that go years ago.

				“Did that girl buy the dress?” he asked. “She looked good in it.”

				“I told Lauren to take her time deciding. She’ll be back next weekend to try it on again. Then she’ll probably order it.”

				“Are all brides emotional?”

				“She was nothing compared to some of what I see.”

				He flattened the box, tossed it on a stack of other empties and opened the next one. “She was crying.” He held up a stuffed reindeer the same size as the bear. “I’m getting there’s a theme here.”

				“It’s the whole holiday thing. And I don’t mind tears. It’s the screaming that gets to me.”

				“They scream?”

				“Sometimes. Rarely at me, but often at whoever they bring with them.”

				He shuddered. “I’d rather face insurgents.”

				They continued to unpack inventory. After the reindeer came polar bears.

				“They’re just more bears,” Ford complained.

				“They’re completely different.”

				“How?”

				“For one thing, they’re white.”

				He made a dismissive sound in his throat. “That’s just crazy talk.”

				“If that’s how you speak to your girlfriends, it’s no wonder you’re single.”

				“You’re feeling the power, aren’t you?”

				She grinned. “Oh, yeah.” Maybe she would take him up on his offer to wash her car!

				By four that afternoon, all the boxes were unpacked. Noelle thanked everyone and promised big discounts when the store opened. Patience and Justice went off together to Brew-haha. Consuelo and Angel started off toward CDS at a jog, arguing about who had better form when running.

				“You going back to work?” Ford asked, standing close enough for her to be aware of his height and the warmth of his body.

				“Yes. Madeline’s been handling things, but I have a five o’clock fitting. I’m meeting my tailor and acting as the voice of reason.”

				“Another screamer?”

				“No, but the bride’s mother can be difficult. I run interference.”

				His dark gaze settled on her face. “We need to talk about our debut. As a couple.”

				“Oh, that.” Her good mood vanished. “Right. What were you thinking for timing? The festival this weekend? The store is open Saturday, but I’m free Sunday.”

				“Works for me. You going to be able to do this? Pretend to be interested in me?”

				She found it difficult not to stare at his mouth. Kissing had always been one of her favorite things to do, and so far, Ford hadn’t really kissed her. The light brush of thanks wasn’t a real, touch-my-soul kind of kiss.

				“We’re friends,” she told him. “I don’t have to fake liking you.”

				“But this is different. It’s more personal.”

				“Not that much more,” she said. “It’s not like we have to stage someone walking in on us having sex.”

				His gaze sharpened. “Did you want to have sex?”

				“I—No! How could you ask? Sex? Us? I—It’s not…” She pressed her lips together.

				One eyebrow rose. “That’s a lot of energy. I’m open to it, by the way.”

				She felt her face heating. “You didn’t just say that.”

				“I kind of think I did. Don’t act surprised. You’re sexy and we have fun together. Don’t you think it would be the same in bed?”

				Not a question she was going to answer, thank you very much. Why would he admit he wanted to have sex with her? Why go there?

				Before she could say that, something in his eyes shifted. It happened so quickly, if she hadn’t been staring at his face, she would have missed it.

				In that heartbeat, fun, charming Ford was gone and in his place was a man hungry for a woman. Even with her limited experience, she recognized the need.

				Her stomach clenched as unexpected wanting ripped through her. She forgot where she was and what they were talking about. But then his charming facade slipped back into place.

				He chuckled. “You don’t have to decide right now.” He lightly touched her face. “Think about it. My door is always open, so to speak.”

				“I—You—” She drew in a breath. “We’re done here.”

				“I can tell.”

				There was probably more she should say. Something pithy or cutting or memorable. But her mind was blank and she was still trying to wrap her mind around the fact that he really might want her…that way.

				After Eric she just couldn’t be sure, but it was nice to think about. Better than nice. But also confusing. She sighed.

				“I have to go,” she said.

				“You mentioned that.”

				“I’m leaving.”

				“Have a nice rest of your day. I’ll pick you up at eleven on Sunday.”

				She wanted to tell him she wouldn’t be there, that she’d changed her mind. Instead she simply nodded and stalked away, ignoring the sound of male laughter that trailed after her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				“THIS WAS NOT my best idea,” Isabel said as she walked next to Ford. She wasn’t sure which was more difficult to deal with—the feel of his fingers laced with hers, or the fact that they were in the middle of the End of Summer Festival, surrounded by pretty much everyone they knew. It was only a matter of time until someone noticed the handholding and commented on it. Worse, she couldn’t help liking the warmth of his light touch, the way their shoulders brushed occasionally. Being around Ford made her feel good—it just wasn’t enough to counteract the compelling need to vomit.

				“What was your best idea?” he asked.

				“What?”

				“You said this wasn’t your best idea. What was?”

				She turned and stared at him. He wore jeans and a T-shirt and had on mirrored sunglasses. He looked good. Better than good—he looked fit and sexy and dangerous.

				“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, staring at tiny images of herself reflected in the lenses.

				For her faux-relationship debut she’d gone with a blue summer dress. Simple, but with great lines, and the color matched her eyes. She’d thought about curling her hair, but that had seemed as if she was trying too hard. They were going to be walking, so she’d picked cute, flat sandals that matched the skinny belt she’d added.

				“Relax,” he said with a smile. “You need to look like you’re having fun or everyone will assume I’m lousy in bed.”

				She came to a stop by a booth selling lavender everything. Lotion, lip balm, infused honey. Normally she would have explored, but how could she shop with that comment hanging between them?

				“What does you being good or not good in bed have to do with anything?” she asked, careful to keep her voice low.

				He removed his sunglasses. She saw amusement in his eyes. “This is a new relationship. You should be riding on the high that is the thrill of being with me.”

				“Seriously? This is our public debut as a couple, so according to the world, we haven’t been together very long. Why would I have slept with you so quickly? Are you saying I’m easy?”

				“No,” he said and lightly brushed her lower lip with his thumb. “I’m irresistible.”

				She was torn between rolling her eyes and acknowledging the faint humming that had started inside her. It was more sensation than sound. As if she were anticipating something wonderful.

				“You have an inflated sense of self,” she told him.

				“Sometimes.”

				There were hundreds of people milling around them, live music in the park and shrieks from kids on the rides at the end of the street. Lots of noise that seemed to fade into the background as she stared into Ford’s dark eyes.

				“You’re really annoying,” she said, but there wasn’t a lot of energy in her voice.

				He leaned so close his lips lightly brushed her ear. “It’s not even my best quality.”

				She shivered slightly and not because it was cold. What was his best quality? she wondered. And would knowing about it make things better or worse between them?

				Before she could decide, Ford slipped on his glasses again and led her toward the area with all the food stands.

				“Let’s get some sugar into you,” he said. “You’ll feel better.”

				“Are you being sexist? Are you saying women like sugar?”

				“You’re defensive this morning.”

				“I know. I’m sorry. I’m nervous. What am I supposed to say when your mother walks up and asks about our relationship?”

				“I’m keeping an eye out for her and will do my best to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

				“Using your million-dollar SEAL training to avoid your mother? The navy would be so proud.”

				He bought her a lemonade. Isabel hated to admit it, but sipping the drink did make her feel better. She could do this. She’d practically been a pretend wife to Eric. Being Ford’s pretend girlfriend couldn’t be more difficult than that.

				He put his arm around her as they continued walking.

				“How are the brides?” he asked.

				“They’re good. I dealt with the interfering mother, talked another bride out of a pale green gown that made her skin sallow and averted a bridesmaid mutiny. All in a day’s work.”

				“See, you’re impressive, too.”

				His arm made her feel secure, all tucked in against him. He was just tall enough that she fit against him perfectly. She could feel the muscles of his body shifting, bunching, releasing as they walked. Eric had been in decent shape, but leaner than Ford. He had narrow shoulders and a much smaller chest.

				Ford exuded power—both physical and mental. It wasn’t that he was a brainiac so much that he was determined. Mental toughness, she supposed. Something that had never been her forte.

				“You know what you’re doing in the store,” he said. “You’ve been away from it for a long time. Did it all just come back?”

				“Mostly. I have my grandmother to thank for that. I spent weekends with her and she was usually in the store. I learned by watching her. She was so great with the brides. She knew exactly what to say. Or not say. Sometimes she spent the whole afternoon keeping the mother-of-the-bride occupied. She kept games and toys in a box in the office in case there were younger kids.”

				His hand tightened on her shoulder. “You loved her.”

				“I still do. It was hard when she died.”

				“I remember.”

				His words surprised her. She glanced up at him. “The letters. I mentioned her passing.”

				“You were sad a long time. I remember how I felt when my dad died. It was like everything changed.”

				“Did me talking about my grandmother remind you of that? I didn’t mean it to.”

				“No. I understood what you were going through and I hoped it would get easier.”

				“How come you never answered my letters?” They walked past a display of seed-filled pillows that could be heated in the microwave and placed on sore muscles. “You probably need one of those.”

				He glanced over and smiled. “Or twenty. Depending on the workout.”

				She had a brief image of massaging him, her hands moving against his warm skin. Her fingers tightened reflexively on the cup she held as the imaginary Isabel bent down to kiss a shoulder.

				What on earth? Fantasizing about Ford? Sexually? It would be one thing if she was picturing them out to dinner or walking on a beach, but touching? Maybe she’d been out in the sun too long.

				She jerked her mind back to the present and retraced their conversational footsteps. But Ford got there before her.

				“At first it was because you were a kid and Maeve’s sister. I was over her, but pouting. I thought if I answered, you’d both think it was because I was trying to get her back.”

				“I would have assumed you were madly in love with me,” she said with a smile. “Or at least hoped.”

				“You were jailbait.”

				“Right. Because that was the only thing keeping us apart.”

				“You did okay without me.”

				“I had some disastrous relationships.”

				“That first prom didn’t go well, but I’m proud of how you handled yourself.”

				“Kicking Warren in his you-know-what? It made him throw up.”

				“It wasn’t the kick—it was the alcohol. And he deserved it.”

				“It wasn’t a great night,” she admitted. “And Billy wasn’t smart, either.”

				“You had a great time with Billy. You got highlights.”

				She stopped walking and faced him. “Seriously, you remember my hair?”

				He grinned. “I didn’t know what highlights were. I had to ask around. Then you sent a picture and I saw what you meant.” He removed his sunglasses. “I liked the pictures. Watching you grow up.”

				“It was dorky to send them.” She wrinkled her nose. “When you didn’t answer, I nearly stopped writing. But it was almost like a diary. I figured if you wanted me to stop, you’d tell me. Or that you were throwing out the letters and what did you care if you got a couple more?”

				“I didn’t throw them out.”

				“It can’t have been interesting. I was such a girl.”

				“The paragraphs about nail polish colors were kind of long.”

				She grimaced. “I feel like I have to keep apologizing.”

				“Don’t.” He shook his head. “Things happened while I was gone. I had to go to hard places and deal with tough situations. You kept me grounded. You made me laugh and sometimes you got me through very long nights. You have nothing to feel bad about, Isabel.”

				His voice was so gentle, she thought, swaying toward him. “Do you ever talk about it? What you did and saw, I mean?”

				“No. I was debriefed. It’s enough.”

				How could it be? “Do you have a group or something? A place where you talk?”

				“Do I look like a guy who talks about his feelings?”

				“You probably should. Or you could get a therapy dog. I’ve read about them. Oh! Your sister raises them.”

				He leaned his head back and laughed. A full-throated belly laugh that made her both smile and want to punch him.

				“I’m being serious,” she told him, when he’d stopped chuckling.

				“I know.” He kissed her on the tip of her nose. “I don’t need a therapy dog.”

				“I’m just saying if you need support, you should get it.”

				“I already did.”

				She wasn’t sure what that meant, but before she could ask, they were walking again.

				“You really going to be able to leave all this?” he asked, motioning to everything going on around them.

				“Yes, I’m sure.” She drew in a breath. “Don’t tell anyone, but I sort of am liking living here. I’m not staying, of course. My new business is going to be in New York. Sonia and I have plans. But this has been nice. I’d forgotten what it was like to be this integrated into a community.”

				“You won’t be here when Lauren gets married. You won’t get to see her in her dress.”

				“I know.”

				Her voice was wistful as she thought about the “memory wall” in the office. Another tradition of her grandmother’s. Each bride brought back a picture. Some were of just her on her wedding day; some were the bride and groom or the whole wedding party. The photographs filled one entire wall and were now creeping onto another. She wouldn’t be adding to them, nor could she be sure the new owner would continue the tradition.

				“I’ll make new memories in my new store. What about you? Except for your mother’s desire to get you paired up, how is it being back?”

				“Good. I like being around my family.” He shrugged. “Mostly. My sisters can be intense. Except for Kent and me, everyone’s married. Mom’s with Max.”

				“That’s right. The new guy. Have you met him?”

				“A couple times. He’s crazy about her and seems like a good guy. I’m glad she’s happy. She’s bugging me for grandchildren.”

				Isabel came to a stop and the cup nearly slipped from her hands. “You’re not expecting us to—”

				His mouth twitched. “Didn’t I mention the kids?”

				She shoved away his arm. “You’re horrible. Don’t tease about that. I lie awake nights thinking how much harder my divorce would have been if Eric and I had had a child.”

				He removed his glasses again and took the cup from her. After tossing it in a trash can, he squeezed her fingers. “I’m sorry. I won’t joke about having babies with you.”

				She was going to snap at him again, but suddenly she couldn’t speak. Because the second he said “babies” she found herself enveloped in a longing so deep and profound it nearly brought tears to her eyes.

				She was divorced. Not that she regretted the breakup of a marriage that had been a mistake from the beginning, but here she was. Twenty-eight and single. Starting over. While she’d never thought much about having kids, she’d always assumed they were in her future. She was traditional enough to want a husband in the picture. She’d worked hard, thought she’d done everything right, and now she was divorced, living in her parents’ house, without a real job and only a few wisps of dreams to sustain her.

				Ford grabbed her other hand. “What? You’re having a crisis. I can see it.”

				“I’m fine,” she said automatically. “It’s not about you, so don’t worry.”

				“You’re my girlfriend. Of course I’m worried.”

				“Pretend girlfriend.”

				“You get worry perks. Come on. Tell me. What is it?”

				She opened her mouth, then closed it. “I’m a failure. It’s been six years since I graduated from college and look at where I am. Back in my same bedroom, with nothing to show for how I’ve spent my time.”

				“Is this about missing Eric?”

				“What? Of course not. He and I should never have gotten married. I mistook great friendship for love. I’d never felt passion, so I wasn’t expecting it. I didn’t notice the guy I was marrying was gay. How is that possible? I loved my job, but I was going nowhere. Now I’m here.”

				“Not for long,” he told her. “You and Sonia are going to open your store and take the fashion world by storm.”

				Despite her sense of failure, she managed a smile. “Do you even know what the fashion world is?”

				“No, but you’ll do great.”

				He was trying. She would give him credit. “Thanks. Sorry to dump this on you. I’ll be fine.”

				“You sure?”

				She nodded. Eventually she would be. Maybe she hadn’t been spending enough time on her business plan. She would call Sonia next week and touch base with her. They should talk more, she decided. Make sure everything was in order.

				“I need to distract myself,” she said. “Maybe you’re right about the sugar thing. We could get an elephant ear and share it.”

				“Or we could do this.”

				Without warning, he dropped her hands, which was sad, because she was liking the feel of his fingers against hers. Only instead of stepping away, he wrapped his arms around her and drew her against him.

				She went because, well, she wasn’t sure why. But when she got there, she found it was really nice to be pressed up against Ford. Before she could lean in against all those muscles, he lowered his head and brushed his mouth against hers.

				The touch was unexpected. Hot and tender at the same time. Almost teasing as if this were a game. If so, she wanted to play, she thought as her arms settled on his shoulders and her fingers found their way to the back of his neck.

				Without meaning to, without thinking, she tilted her head. His mouth settled more firmly on hers. The next logical step was for her to part her lips, so she did. He moved his tongue against her lower lip before slipping it into her mouth, where it tangled with hers.

				Several things happened at once. The sensible part of her brain pointed out that not only were they in the middle of town, standing on a street during a festival, but he was only doing this because he was trying to fake out his mother.

				The rest of her quickly smothered the information with a flurry of impressions. The coolness of his hair against her fingers. The way her breasts flattened against his chest. The pressure of his palms rubbing against the small of her back.

				A liquid sensation seemed to flow through her, stealing her strength and leaving her pliable and willing. Wanting stirred—nearly unrecognizable in its unfamiliarity. But the need to get closer, to climb into him and be completely a part of whatever it was they were doing, was inescapable.

				He kissed her deeply, stirring her with every stroke. She answered in kind, wanting to arouse him as much as he aroused her. She felt heat on her cheeks, tightness in her nipples and stirring between her thighs. For the first time in her life, she was faced with burning sexual need. It both frightened and empowered her.

				She felt less controlled and more driven by need. She had always regretted when the foreplay came to an end and things got serious, but not today. Today she wanted Ford’s hands on her body. Every part of her body. She wanted him touching and rubbing and nipping until she… Okay, that part was less clear, but one thing was certain. The kissing wasn’t getting it done.

				This was what her friends were talking about, she thought as she hung on to him. This desire to be naked and touch and taste. She wanted to explore all of Ford, to discover where hard planes led and caress the unexpected tender valleys. She wanted to breathe in the scent of him, to have him hold her and fill her over and over again as he—

				He released her.

				She surfaced, blinking, out of breath and not sure what she’d been thinking. She was the one who didn’t find sex satisfying. Ever. Why on earth would she be fantasizing about doing it with Ford?

				“Okay, then,” he said, his voice slightly strangled. “I thought that would be a little more PG-rated.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Next time, give a guy some warning.”

				She stared at him. “Warning?”

				She started to move away and he grabbed her. “Not so fast. I need a minute.”

				She didn’t understand what he was talking about. Then her gaze dropped to his jeans and she saw a massive erection straining against his fly.

				Consuelo had warned her that Ford liked all women and he obviously knew how to kiss. So the fact that he was aroused wasn’t something she should take personally. Still, it was nice to know he’d been caught off guard, too.

				“I know that smile,” he grumbled.

				“What?”

				“You’re feeling smug.”

				She grinned. “I am,” she admitted. “More than a little. We should get you something cold to drink.”

				“Just give me a second. I’m thinking about kittens. Kittens aren’t sexy.”

				She rested her palm on his stomach. “Anything I can do to help?”

				He grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her hand away. “Don’t do that. Not doing that would help.”

				She giggled, inspired by her newfound power. He sighed heavily, then put his arm around her.

				“Why did I think you’d make this easy?” he asked.

				“I have no idea. Because it’s so much more fun to make it hard.”

				* * *

				DESPITE THE FACT that it was late afternoon, the festival was going strong. Consuelo hadn’t planned to come to it at all, but somehow she’d been unable to walk away from the music and crowds. She wandered over to a booth where a pretty young woman was selling handmade jewelry.

				The stones were mostly uncut, and thin strands of gold and silver had been wrapped around them to hold them in place. Tiny crystals swung from shepherds’ hooks and dangled from delicate chains.

				Despite the fact that she was on the short side and small boned, Consuelo didn’t think of herself as petite. Nothing in this booth would suit her, she thought glumly. It was all too ethereal. She was sturdy, in her soul if not in her appearance. Pragmatic, with a foolish longing for whimsy.

				She touched a bracelet, and as her fingers moved on the cool metal, she realized there were two men following her.

				She’d seen them several booths back, when she’d stopped to look at a display of birdhouses. Mid-twenties, out of shape, a little drunk. One wore a baseball cap and the other had on a T-shirt featuring a gun logo. Good ol’ boys, she thought.

				They’d noticed her then. She’d slipped away but they’d caught up with her and now they were getting closer. She was going to have to deal with them directly.

				The thought of it made her tired. She wasn’t sure if she was going to eviscerate them physically or verbally. This was a family-friendly event and there were pros and cons to both plans of action.

				She turned, prepared to take them on. The guy in the baseball cap walked directly toward her.

				“Hey, pretty lady.” His smile was more a leer, with a hint of threat at the edges. “My friend and I thought we’d go somewhere together and get to know each other better.”

				A man stepped between her and the guy in the cap.

				“I don’t think so,” he said, moving next to her. “You need to leave the lady alone.”

				Consuelo stared up at Kent Hendrix. Was he seriously trying to protect her? She was so startled by the thought she just stood there stupidly.

				T-shirt Guy grinned at Kent. “Is that so? You gonna make us?”

				“If necessary,” Kent said firmly. He was close but not touching her. Larger than the other two. His voice was quiet, yet there was an air of confidence about him that impressed her.

				The friends looked at each other. Then, like the bullies they were, they immediately backed off when confronted. Baseball Cap Guy dipped his head.

				“No offense meant, ma’am.”

				“It would probably be best if you two left the festival,” Kent told them.

				The men turned and started walking.

				Consuelo put her hands on her hips. “What was that?”

				“I noticed them following you. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

				Okay? Okay? Her? “There isn’t a man in a fifty-mile radius I couldn’t destroy in hand-to-hand combat, and that includes your navy SEAL brother.”

				Kent nodded slowly. “I have no doubt.”

				“Then why would you try to help?”

				“It’s the right thing to do.”

				She opened her mouth, then closed it. She started to speak, then stopped. Was he from this planet? This century? She should be annoyed as hell, yet she felt oddly touched by his idiotic gesture.

				He could have been hurt, she thought. There were two of them.

				He lightly touched her arm. “I know you could have taken them. I just didn’t think you should have to deal with them on your own.”

				She’d always been on her own. Even as a kid. Her brothers had been involved in their gang, and her mother had worked desperately long hours to keep food on the table and a roof over their heads. For Consuelo, friends had come from between the pages of a book.

				Once she’d joined the army, she’d been part of a team. Until she’d gone into covert ops. Her assignments put her in harm’s way by herself. There was always extraction but rarely backup. After a while she’d gotten used to looking out for herself and not expecting much of anyone else.

				“Thank you,” she managed at last.

				“You’re welcome. I keep running into you.”

				She glanced at his hands. They were smooth, with neatly trimmed nails. No calluses, no scars. He didn’t carry a gun or even a knife. She doubted he’d ever killed anyone. No doubt he talked to his mother regularly, cared about his family, paid his taxes and drove less than five miles an hour over the speed limit.

				“Want to get an ice cream?” he asked. “It’s homemade. This time of year, they have all the fruit flavors. Pear ice cream doesn’t sound all that exciting, but trust me, it’s delicious.”

				She faced him, torn between what she wanted and what she knew was right.

				“No one has ever asked me to get ice cream before.”

				She made the statement defiantly, then waited for him to call her on it. Because she was going to tell him the truth. That men asked her for sex. Sometimes they used dinner as a pretense. Or offered money or jewelry to pay for it. She’d slept with men for her country, but rarely because she wanted to. She’d killed and walked away without looking back. She’d taken down enemy combatants, because there were a thousand places a woman could go that a soldier couldn’t.

				“Then you’re overdue.”

				“What?”

				“For ice cream.”

				He held out his hand. Just like that, as if he expected her to go with him. She should tell him to get lost, she thought. Only she couldn’t. Instead she placed her hand against his and prepared to leap into an unknown world.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				KENT LED THE WAY to the food court. He couldn’t believe she’d said yes to his invitation. Not just because she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen and he was just some guy, but because she seemed skittish—almost like a wild animal. She was an intriguing combination of ultracapable and vulnerable.

				When he’d seen those two guys, he’d known they were watching a woman, but hadn’t known who. Stepping in had been his only option. When he’d realized they were following Consuelo, he’d been just as determined to protect her. Although he knew she was tough and could no doubt figure out thirty-six ways to kill them, he’d wanted to take care of her.

				Now, with her small hand in his, he was both proud and nervous. He wanted everyone to notice who was with him, and at the same time, he was terrified of messing up.

				She barely came to his shoulder. Her long hair tumbled down her back and shoulders in sexy curls that caught the late-afternoon sun. He couldn’t seem to stop looking at her, at her dark eyes, the sweet shape of her mouth. She was a fantasy come to life and he had no idea what she was doing with him.

				“Where’s Reese?” she asked.

				“With Carter and the new puppy. Gideon’s hoping they’ll tire each other out.”

				She laughed. “I’ll bet. Felicia’s the true anchor in that family, and I’m guessing when she’s away, both her men feel adrift.”

				“He’s just getting used to having a son. That has to be tough. I got to grow into taking care of Reese.”

				He drew her to a stop and pointed to the rows of booths. “The choice is yours. What’s your pleasure? Tacos? Pulled pork? Ribs? Or homemade ice cream?”

				She thought for a second. “I am kind of hungry. Maybe a couple of tacos and then ice cream?”

				“Done.”

				He went to get the tacos and drinks while she headed toward the ice-cream stand. When he tried to give her money for the food, she raised her eyebrows.

				“Seriously? I can afford it. Two scoops, even.”

				“I’m not saying you can’t.”

				Her mouth twisted. “I know. You’re being a nice guy.”

				Words designed to make him wince. Nice. He didn’t want to be nice. He wanted her to think of him as intriguing, sexy and…

				Kent ordered the tacos and drinks. Who was he kidding? Him sexy? Not likely. She was every man’s fantasy. He knew the drill. Women who looked like her liked rich guys or dangerous guys or men who flew jets. They didn’t sit around dreaming about falling in love with a high school math teacher.

				They met back at a table in the shade. There was a band playing just far enough away that the music was pleasant background accompaniment and they could still talk.

				“Carnitas and chicken,” he said, pointing to the two plates of food. Both types of tacos had come with rice and beans, along with a handful of chips. “Which would you like?”

				“Both,” she said easily, switching one of the tacos with the other. “Is that okay?”

				“Sure.”

				She wore jeans and a CDS T-shirt. No jewelry, not even a watch. She didn’t carry a handbag like other women. Her jeans were tight enough that he knew her cell phone was in her front left pocket and she had the best ass he’d ever seen, including the Victoria’s Secret special on TV and the Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition.

				She picked up a taco and took a bite, then put it back down and chewed. He passed out napkins and told himself to act normal.

				“You want to tell me why you’re staring at me?” she asked, her voice conversational.

				So much for being subtle, he thought grimly. “Uh, sure. You’re beautiful.”

				The words were out before he could stop them and he braced himself for laughter, a scathing rebuke or her simply walking away.

				Consuelo put down the taco and gazed at him. “That’s it?” she asked. “You can’t do better than that?”

				“It’s the truth.” He smiled. “You’re out of my league and I know it, but I’m not going to waste the opportunity.”

				She surprised him by ducking her head. “I’m not out of your league.”

				“You’re used to guys like my brother. Soldiers. Operatives.”

				She wrinkled her nose. “Not my type.”

				“What is your type?” If only she would say “Single fathers in their mid-thirties with unremarkable jobs.”

				“It’s been a long time since I’ve had a type,” she told him. “Am I anything like your ex?”

				“No. Nothing. She was tall and blonde. Cool, if you know what I mean.” Icy was a better word, but he rarely spoke ill of Lorraine. There were a lot of reasons. Some of them were about how he’d been raised and some were about pride. There was also that she would always be Reese’s mom.

				“Where’d you meet?”

				“College. I was a math major. She was studying business. We ended up in the same off-campus apartment building our senior year. Her roommate liked to party. One night, just before midterms, she knocked on my door and asked if she could please study in a closet. I offered her the kitchen table.”

				“Of course you did.” She sighed. “Because it was polite.”

				“I wasn’t going to make her study in a closet.” He wouldn’t do that to anyone. “We started hanging out. One thing led to another.” He paused, not sure how much to tell.

				“And?” she prompted.

				“She got pregnant,” he admitted. “We found out right after graduation. I loved her, so proposing was easy. We got married and Reese came along.” He picked up his taco, then put it down. “I don’t know how she felt about me or being pregnant. I don’t think she was happy. Maybe she went along because it was easier than not.”

				“Did you know she was going to leave?”

				“I wasn’t surprised. I knew she wasn’t happy for a while, but I figured that was the stress of work and life and having a kid. We went through a couple of rough patches, but I thought we’d work them out. Then she was gone.”

				He’d been in shock. He’d come home one day and there had been only a note. For a long time he’d thought she would come back, but she never did. Not even for her son.

				That was the part he couldn’t understand—her total rejection of her child. What kind of person did that? At first she’d seen him occasionally, but even that had ended.

				“You’re not going to call her names, are you?” Consuelo asked.

				“No. I don’t blame her for leaving me, but she shouldn’t have left Reese, too. It’s been hard on him.”

				“He’s a good kid,” she told him. “You did well.”

				“Thanks. A couple of years ago, I realized he needed more family around. I guess I did, too. So we moved back here. It was the right decision.”

				She watched him intently. He couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but the fact that she was asking questions seemed like a good sign.

				“I’m glad we ran into each other,” he said. “There’s a concert later. Want to go with me?”

				“I’m sorry, but no,” she said quietly.

				Nothing about her expression changed, so at first he didn’t get what she was telling him. Then she rose, collected her plate, drink and plastic fork and threw them in the trash.

				“Bye, Kent,” she said, then turned and walked away.

				* * *

				TUESDAY MORNING FORD wandered over to Isabel’s house. He could have gone to the office, but there wasn’t much point. The contracts had been signed with the new companies, and until it was time to put the actual courses together, he was at loose ends. He needed coffee. Not that he didn’t have some at his place, but he was pretty sure Isabel’s was better.

				He went up to the back door and knocked loudly. It swung open. Unlocked, of course. This damn town, he thought as he strolled in. Sure enough, a fresh pot of coffee sat in a carafe. He took two mugs from the cupboard and poured. He didn’t think he’d ever learned how Isabel took hers, so he left it black. He could add whatever she wanted later.

				He carried both mugs down the hall, pausing to take a sip of his. He passed the master, a guest room, a study. At the end were two open doors. One led to a bedroom with an unmade full-sized bed. The walls were pink. There were shelves filled with books, pictures in frames and trophies. A couple of tattered stuffed animals sat on a wide window seat. The furniture was white, as was the desk with a sleek laptop on it. Several pairs of shoes had been kicked to the side of the room.

				The space was an intriguing combination of Isabel as a teenager and her today. The old and the new.

				On the opposite side of the hall was the half-open door to a bathroom. Isabel stood in front of a mirror. She wore a short blue robe. Her hair was up in electric curlers and she was carefully applying mascara.

				He leaned against the wall to watch.

				Most guys weren’t that interested in the process—they wanted the result. But he’d always enjoyed watching a woman get ready. Maybe he was trying to see where the magic went. All those potions in pots and jars, he thought with a smile.

				Isabel put down the mascara, glanced into the mirror, saw him, then jumped and screamed.

				She pulled the door all the way open. “What the hell are you doing? You scared the crap out of me.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “I think I’m going to have a heart attack.”

				“Your back door was unlocked. How do you like your coffee?” He handed her a mug.

				“Black. Thanks.” She took the coffee and then glanced from it to him and back. “You just walked in here?”

				“Sure. Like I said, the door was open.”

				“I forgot to lock it. I wasn’t inviting you in.”

				He grinned. “Yet here I am, all the same.”

				She narrowed her gaze. “You’re bored, aren’t you? That’s what this is about.”

				“I’ll admit to having a slow day.”

				“So typical. My day isn’t slow. I’m expecting several gowns to arrive. Do you know what that means?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “Unpacking and then hours of ironing. Want to learn the delicate art of ironing a wedding gown?”

				“Not really. But you could thank me for the coffee.”

				“It’s my coffee.”

				“I carried it.”

				She shook her head and turned back to the mirror. “Someone needs to beat the crap out of you.”

				“I wouldn’t have pegged you as a girl turned on by violence.”

				“I’m not…” She drew in a breath. “Never mind,” she muttered from between clenched teeth.

				She pulled out the curlers, sliding the round part back into place on rods and dropping the pins into a plastic bowl. Her blond hair fell to just below her shoulders in loose, sexy curls. The air was scented with some kind of floral body wash and maybe lotion.

				He’d spent plenty of time on navy ships and could complete his shower in less than a hundred and twenty seconds. Including shaving and dressing, from the time he walked into the bathroom until he walked out, fully clothed, it was less than five minutes.

				Civilian women weren’t like that.

				He leaned against the door frame, watching as Isabel bent over at the waist and shook her head, then finger-combed her curls. His gaze strayed to her butt, which pulled at the shiny fabric of her robe.

				She was tall and curvy. He liked how she felt when he held her, liked the softness, the warmth. The way she’d kissed him? He was still in recovery. He’d expected to enjoy himself. He hadn’t thought she would take him from zero to sixty in a heartbeat.

				If they hadn’t been out in public, he would have been hard-pressed not to try to convince her they had to make love that very second. Maybe she wasn’t as off-limits as he’d first thought, he told himself. Little Isabel was all grown-up and he had to say he was a fan of how she’d turned out.

				* * *

				ISABEL STRAIGHTENED and discovered that, yes, Ford was still there. Watching her with that almost smile of his. The one designed to drive her crazy.

				“Step back unless you want to risk being turned into a woman,” she said, picking up a spray bottle.

				He did as she suggested, retreating down the hall. “I’m going to see what you have for breakfast,” he yelled back.

				“You do that.”

				She finished with her hair, then walked quickly into her bedroom. After closing and locking the door, she finished dressing. She tucked her blouse into her skirt, all the while telling herself she should be annoyed that Ford had simply walked into her house. Yet she couldn’t seem to summon the energy. He was one of those guys women seemed to like, and she wasn’t the least bit immune.

				Still barefoot, she went down the hall and into the kitchen. Ford sat at one of the stools at the bar. There was a box of cereal on the counter.

				“You don’t have eggs,” he told her. “Or bacon. What’s with that?”

				“I don’t eat eggs or bacon in the morning.”

				His expression turned suspicious. “You’re not one of those eggs-for-lunch people, are you? Because that’s wrong.”

				“You are so strange. Would you also expect me to cook the eggs and bacon?”

				“No, but it would be nice if you did.”

				“You do realize you have your own kitchen upstairs, right? You could buy your own eggs and bacon and fix them yourself.”

				He leaned back in the chair. “It’s better here.”

				“I thought macho SEALs liked to be alone. That you were all so solitary.”

				“No. We’re pack animals. Work in a team. Hang out together.”

				She hadn’t thought of it that way, but understood what he was saying. “So now that we’re fake-dating, I’m in your pack?”

				He offered her that sexy smile of his. “Every woman’s dream.”

				If he hadn’t made her tremble and want for the first time in her life, she would have laughed at him. But as it was, she could only turn away and wonder if there was a polite way to ask him to repeat the kissing thing. Just so she could confirm it wasn’t a fluke.

				He poured them cereal, then picked up a banana and sliced half of it into each bowl. Last he added milk.

				“What if I didn’t like bananas?” she asked, sitting next to him.

				“Then you wouldn’t have bought it.”

				She sighed. “You have an answer for everything.”

				“Sure. If I don’t know it, I make it up. You gotta keep moving forward. Otherwise whatever’s coming up at you from behind will catch up.”

				She reached for her spoon. Ford had showered and shaved that morning. He’d pulled on a T-shirt over jeans, but his feet were bare. There was something a little sexy about sitting with him like this. Over breakfast.

				The memory of the kiss hovered between them—an erotic specter. She was sure the moment had happened. After all, she’d been there. She’d felt tingles and zips and that all-important hunger. The sensations were new and heady and just a little scary.

				She had a feeling her friends would tell her it was chemistry and that she should always embrace the quiver when she was with a guy. But what if that was all there was? What if the longing was her peak experience? She supposed, in her heart, she worried that she wasn’t like everyone else.

				“What are you thinking?” he asked unexpectedly.

				She put down her spoon and went for a version of the truth. “Sometimes I wonder if I should have known about Eric. The gay thing.”

				“He wasn’t admitting it to himself. Why should you have it all figured out? He said he loved you and wanted to marry you. You believed him. It’s his bad, not yours.”

				“You make it all so simple.”

				“I’m a simple kind of guy.”

				“Your fake-girlfriend plan is more than a little complicated. How long are we doing that, by the way?”

				“I don’t know. Awhile. Then we can break up and I’ll be crushed.” He grinned, then scooped up more cereal. “You’re moving to New York, so maybe we could date until then. That’s a long time with my mom off my back.”

				It was a long time to be around Ford, she thought. There might be unexpected dangers. At least for her. She liked him and she liked being with him. Wasn’t that how real relationships started?

				“At some point you need to be able to tell your mother the truth.”

				“No, I don’t.”

				“You can’t spend the rest of your life lying to her.”

				She expected a snappy comeback, but instead his humor faded. “She won’t believe the truth.”

				“Which is?”

				“I’m never going to get married because I’m never going to fall in love. I can’t. Or won’t. I’ve met some great women who were in love with me. But the second they admitted their feelings, I was gone. I couldn’t picture myself with them in two years, let alone fifty. I have no interest in anything long-term. Not now, not ever.”

				“You wanted to marry Maeve.”

				“I was young and figured we were supposed to get married. Don’t forget how fast I got over her. That wasn’t love.”

				“Maybe that wasn’t but you’re not giving yourself a chance. You haven’t met the right person.” She believed in love even if he didn’t. One day Ford would lose his heart.

				For a second, she thought about making a joke about it, only to realize she didn’t like the idea of him falling for someone else. Not that she was interested in him that way, but was just…

				She paused, unable to come up with an explanation.

				“There’s something missing in me,” he said. “Something I don’t get.” He shrugged. “I like women. I like being around them, but picking one and staying with her forever? I don’t see it happening.”

				* * *

				CLASSES STARTED IN the morning. The information was right on the sign out front of the Fool’s Gold High School. Consuelo could see it from where she stood on the sidewalk.

				She hated apologizing even more than she hated being wrong. She hated being unsure and feeling stupid and a thousand other things that had nothing to do with why she was standing here.

				She’d done it again. Walked away because she was afraid. Walked away from the nicest man she’d ever met because when she was around him she couldn’t breathe.

				She forced herself up the stairs and into the school. The polite lady in the office gave her Kent’s room number and then pointed the way. Consuelo walked in that direction, still not sure what she was going to say.

				She hadn’t been able to sleep in two days and yesterday she’d spent an hour sparring with Angel. He’d finally collapsed on the mats, gasping for mercy, but she hadn’t been done. She’d climbed ropes and finished with an eight-mile run. Even so, she’d spent much of the night staring at the ceiling.

				It was all so ridiculous, she thought. The fear and her reasons for it. A man had asked her out and she’d run off like a frightened puppy.

				She found the room in question. The door was open and Kent sat alone at the desk in front. She watched him for a few seconds, taking in the concentration as he looked from his computer to the screen behind him. A PowerPoint presentation flipped from slide to slide. No doubt he was preparing for when classes started.

				The man wore a tie, she thought, not sure if she should laugh or whimper. A tie and rolled-up shirtsleeves, with jeans. The combination was sexy and appealing and she both wanted him and needed to head in the opposite direction equally. Before she could decide what to do, he looked up and saw her.

				“Consuelo.”

				That was all he said. Her name. Just like that. No hint of what he was thinking, no anger or frustration or disinterest.

				She stepped into the room and walked toward him.

				She’d dressed specifically for the occasion in her favorite cargo pants, an army-green tank and combat boots. She wore no makeup and had pulled her hair back into a tight ponytail. This was her at her core. She needed him to see that, mostly so he would understand she wasn’t trying to be different. It, in fact, came naturally.

				He rose as she approached. Of course he would. The man was polite.

				“How can I help you?” he asked.

				“You can’t. That’s what I came to tell you. I’m sorry about what happened at the festival. I did want to go to the concert. I wanted to a lot, but I didn’t know how.”

				He frowned slightly. “Concerts aren’t usually tough. You, uh, sit and listen to music. There’s not a lot of interaction. Sometimes during the ballads you hold up your phone like a light. My mom swears that when she was a teenager, people held up lighters and lit matches. Sounds like a fire hazard to me.”

				Despite everything, she started to laugh; then the laugh broke off into silence and she was fighting tears.

				What the fuck? She didn’t cry. She mocked the criers. She was tough. She was—

				Strong arms came around her and pulled her close. She found herself held. Gently, without force. She could have broken free easily. A soft, low voice promised everything would be fine.

				Large hands stroked her back, but in a comforting way. He didn’t try to touch her butt or cop a feel. Instead Kent was, once again, the perfect gentleman.

				She jerked free and glared at him. “I’m not like other women you’ve dated.”

				One eyebrow rose. “Which ones?”

				“Anyone. Pick one. I’m not like them, those women out there.” She pointed to the windows. “I’m not from here.”

				“Okay,” he said slowly. “By ‘here’ I assume you mean Fool’s Gold. Or the suburbs. As opposed to, say, earth.”

				She wiped her cheeks. “I’m not a space alien.”

				“Good, because I’m not a fan of interspecies dating.”

				“How can you want to go out with me?” she demanded. “I’m a mess. I’m doing it wrong.” She remembered all the reasons men usually wanted to spend time with her. “Unless this is about getting laid.”

				“It’s not.”

				She stared at him, wanting to believe.

				He gave her a rueful smile. “It’s not just about that. Because, hey, what guy wouldn’t want you?”

				“Do you know what I did in the military?” she asked, then kept talking because she had to tell him now while she had the courage. “I killed people. I wasn’t a sniper, Kent. There were no long-range rifles. When I did it, it was personal. Up close.” She felt her hands curling into fists.

				“You don’t need this mess,” she told him quietly. “I’m sorry. That’s what I wanted to say. I’m sorry. You must know that it’s a good idea for you to stay away from me.”

				His dark gaze never strayed from her face. “Have you talked to anyone?” he asked gently. “A counselor?”

				Her chin shot up. “You think there’s something wrong with me?”

				“I think you’re in a lot of pain.”

				Words she’d heard before in the safe confines of a therapist’s office. “I see someone,” she said. “Once a week, in Sacramento.” She managed a slight smile. “I’m getting better. Imagine if we’d met six months ago.”

				“I still would have asked you to that concert.”

				“I probably would have gutted you like a fish.”

				“Police Chief Alice Barns doesn’t take kindly to that sort of thing.”

				“I’m more afraid of you.”

				Words she hadn’t meant to say, but it was too late to call them back now.

				“I don’t scare anyone.”

				“You do me. You’re nice.”

				He winced. “Great.”

				“No, I mean it. You’re kind and funny and a good dad. Jeez, Kent, why are you bothering with me?”

				“You have attitude. Reese likes you and he’s a good judge of character. You frighten my brother.” One corner of his mouth turned up. “And yes, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life. Guys are visual—I’m sorry.”

				“Don’t be sorry.” She liked that he found her attractive. At least that was something. “I’d really like to go to a concert with you.”

				“Sorry, but the band is gone. Would you settle for dinner?”

				She nodded.

				“At my house,” he continued. “Reese will be there. It’s not a date. It’s me inviting my son’s martial arts instructor over. We’ll never be alone. How does that sound?”

				“Nice,” she said.

				He grimaced. “I’m cursed.”

				“Don’t say that. You’re the dream.”

				He chuckled. “Yeah, right.”

				He didn’t believe her, which was okay. She knew it was true.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				AS ISABEL UNPACKED dresses and hung them, she thought about what Ford had claimed. That he’d never been in love. The idea seemed impossible. He was so charming and fun—women must have fallen for him. Which was what he’d said. But he’d never reciprocated their feelings.

				Not to fall in love. How sad, she thought, only she wasn’t sure she was any different. Look at her disaster of a marriage. Was that romantic love? Certainly not on Eric’s side and she was having doubts about her own feelings.

				Isabel shook off the thoughts and finished unpacking the dresses. There were six in all. Two samples and four orders. She would let the dresses hang out overnight, then start pressing them in the morning.

				As she worked, she glanced at the phone. She’d left two messages for Sonia and had yet to hear from her.

				Isabel threw out the packing material and flattened the boxes for the recycling bin, then returned to the front of the store. A few minutes after one, a woman walked in, carrying a garment bag.

				“Hi,” the twentysomething said with a smile. “I don’t know if you remember me, Isabel. We were in school together years ago.”

				Isabel stared at the brown-eyed brunette. She was about five-five, with pretty features. Memories flashed through her brain as she remembered a girl with two younger sisters whose parents had died in a car crash.

				“Dellina?”

				Dellina’s smile broadened. “That’s me. I wasn’t sure you’d remember.”

				“Of course I do. How are you?”

				Dellina put down the garment bag and they hugged.

				“I’m good,” the other woman said. “Busy. My sisters are doing well.”

				Isabel remembered that Dellina had younger sisters. Twins, she thought.

				“I’ve spent the past few years getting them settled,” Dellina said. “They’re doing great now and I’m focusing on my business. I’m doing party planning and decorating in town.”

				Isabel nodded slowly. “I heard about that. You were in charge of Charlie and Clay’s wedding a couple of months ago. It was great. The luau was so much fun and everyone was surprised.”

				“Thanks. Charlie had to be sold on that idea, but it turned out well.”

				“Come on,” Isabel said, motioning for her to follow her. “Let’s grab a seat and catch up.”

				They sat in the plush chairs by the mirrors the brides used. Isabel was able to see if anyone walked in the store while she chatted with her friend.

				“You’ve been in New York,” Dellina said. “Impressive.”

				“Less impressive than you’d think,” Isabel admitted. She briefly explained about her divorce. “So this is a bit of a change.”

				“It would be. I keep telling myself I have to pick. Either party planning or interior decorating. In a way, they’re both about staging, which I like. But I can’t decide and there’s not enough business in town for me to give up one. So for now, it’s both.” She grinned. “And possibly a third challenge. Let me show you what I’ve brought.”

				She picked up the garment bag, then unzipped the sides. Two dresses hung from hangers. The first was black and royal-blue, with a scoop neck. The sleeves and sides were black, while the center of the dress was blue. Gathers pulled in the garment around the waist.

				Isabel saw right away how the style would create the illusion of being smaller than you were in any size. The fabric was substantial without being heavy, and the dress itself was ageless. It could be accessorized to go from day to night easily.

				The other dress was just as intriguing. There was also a jacket with a pair of black pants.

				“I love them,” she admitted, seeing possibilities for both using them in a display and wearing them herself. She mentally ran through her shoe collection and found at least three pairs that would work with each outfit.

				“A friend of mine designs them,” Dellina told her. “She’s too shy to sell them herself and I couldn’t stand to see them just hanging in her spare room, so I took them. These are samples of her work. I thought maybe you could display them here.”

				How could she? Paper Moon sold wedding gowns and dresses for bridesmaids and mothers of the bride. Not clothes a woman could wear to work.

				She started to say no, only she couldn’t seem to form the word. Her gaze drifted to the display window on the north side of the store. It was too small for a wedding gown, so they’d always used it for prom dresses or accessories.

				If she pulled out the fabric background, the walls were stark white. Usually too harsh for her purposes, but the plain backdrop would highlight the clothes.

				“Over here,” she said impulsively. “In this window.”

				Dellina draped the clothes over a chair and followed her.

				They quickly removed the shoes and veils. Isabel unhooked the pale pink, fabric-covered board that covered the back of the display window and the two of them wrestled it out into the storeroom.

				“I have two spare mannequins,” Isabel said, then pointed. There was a slim brass coatrack in the corner. “We could hang the third dress from that.”

				“It’s perfect.” Dellina studied the two mannequins. “Can we take their heads off? The look would be cleaner.”

				“And slightly creepier,” Isabel said with a laugh. But she saw what the other woman meant. “Let’s try it.”

				She reached for the mannequin, then stopped. “Wait a minute. I can’t do this. I’m not staying.”

				Dellina stared at her. “I don’t understand. Am I keeping you from an appointment? I can come back.”

				“No. It’s the store. We’re selling it. After the first of the year.”

				Dellina’s eyes widened with shock. “You’re selling Paper Moon? But it’s been in Fool’s Gold forever.”

				Not the first time Isabel had heard that statement, she thought grimly.

				“What are these?” Madeline asked, walking into the back room. “Did you go shopping? Where did you get the jacket? I love it. And this dress.”

				She held up the purple one.

				“Dellina’s friend designed them,” Isabel said. “Do you two know each other?”

				“Sure,” Dellina said. “Those are Margo’s designs.”

				Madeline sighed. “You said she was great, but I’ve only heard about the designs.” Her expression brightened. “Are you going to carry them here at the store? Will you offer an employee discount?”

				“I was telling her about the family selling Paper Moon after the first of the year,” Isabel said.

				Madeline shook her head. “Don’t talk about that. I finally found a job I love.”

				“I’m sure the new owners will want to keep you on,” Isabel told her, determined to put in a good word for her employee. “Besides, that’s months away.”

				She looked from the clothes Madeline held, back to the window. “I’m not going to worry about the fate of the store right now. Dellina, if you want to put your friend’s clothes in the window, you can. If someone wants to buy them, we’ll figure out what we’re doing then.”

				Dellina grinned. “I agree.”

				She and Madeline started dressing the two mannequins. Isabel left them to it and went to the front of the store. When they were ready, she would go out and check the display from the sidewalk.

				This was good experience, she told herself. For when she and Sonia opened their own business. Retail was a different world, and selling original designs was even more specialized than wedding gowns.

				Isabel picked up the price sheet Dellina had brought with her. It listed the inventory Margo had in her house and how long it would take to make a dress in a size other than what she had on hand. She could—

				The front door to Paper Moon opened. Isabel looked up and smiled automatically. It was only when she recognized the other woman that her smile became a little forced and her throat got dry and tight.

				Denise Hendrix looked around the store, spotted her and headed directly over.

				Ford’s mother didn’t bother with a lot of chitchat, but instead went right to the heart of the matter.

				“Are you really dating my son?”

				* * *

				FORD OPENED THE REFRIGERATOR, then handed Isabel a diet soda. She took the can but didn’t open it.

				“You don’t understand,” she repeated, glaring at him. “I had to lie to your mother.”

				“I know. You’ve told me.” More than once. “You knew what we were doing when you agreed.”

				She slapped his upper arm. “Knowing and experiencing are two different things. She was there, in my store, looking at me. I had to stare into her trusting eyes and lie. Do you know what that was like?”

				“Yes,” he admitted, ignoring the sensation of his collar getting tight. After all, he was in a T-shirt. He didn’t have a collar.

				Isabel shook her head. “It was so horrible. The way she watched me. It’s like she knew I was lying.”

				“She didn’t know. My mom raised six kids. She does guilt the way other people breathe.” He put his arm around her. “Come on. We’ll talk this out and you’ll feel better.”

				She stepped out of his embrace. “Being charming isn’t going to help.”

				“It might.” He was good at charm. “Look, Isabel, I’m doing the best I can. You think I like this? I agree—everything would be a whole lot simpler if I could just fall in love. But I can’t.”

				She didn’t look convinced. “Have you tried?”

				“Yes. I come from a long line of happy marriages. I don’t have any serious emotional trauma in my past. I like women. I don’t know what’s wrong with me and I’m sorry for putting you in this position.”

				Her gaze held his for a long time before she nodded. “Fine,” she said with a sigh and popped the top on her can of soda. “I know you’re not torturing me on purpose. It was just icky.”

				“I know. I owe you.”

				“More than you know. Your mother invited us over to a big family dinner.”

				“I’ll delay as long as I can.”

				“You’d better.” Her mouth twisted.

				Oddly, her discomfort made him like her more. She was an honest person and it troubled her to be deceptive. This situation was his fault.

				“I’ll make it up to you,” he promised.

				“Yeah? I’m thinking the only way that’s going to happen is if you learn how to iron a wedding gown.”

				* * *

				“WHY DO I FEEL guilty?” Noelle asked, glancing uneasily over her shoulder.

				“Because Jo has us all trained.” Charlie squared her shoulders, as if determined not to give in to the pressure. “We aren’t required to go to her bar for lunch every time. It’s good to support all the businesses in Fool’s Gold.”

				Isabel grinned. “Keep saying that, and maybe it will be true one day.”

				They were all in line by a gleaming silver trailer that had been converted to a rolling kitchen. Delicious smells wafted from the windows, and the chalkboard hanging by the open front door offered many tempting choices.

				Ana Raquel, Dellina’s younger sister, ran the “street cart,” as it was known. She planned the menus and did all the cooking in her small trailer. Today she’d parked by Pyrite Park, opened all the windows and the door and fired up her stove. The amazing smells had drawn a crowd of hungry customers.

				“You’re helping a friend,” Dellina said firmly. “My sister needs the support. If Jo asks, that’s what you tell her.”

				“If you say so,” Noelle murmured, still sounding doubtful.

				Isabel was less afraid of Jo than the others. Maybe because her time in Fool’s Gold was temporary and she didn’t have to worry about being cut off from one of the town’s best locales. She looked at the hand-printed lettering on the chalkboard and felt her mouth starting to water.

				There were sandwiches and burgers, but with ingredients like fresh basil and goat cheese, or watermelon-and-jalapeno puree. The red wine with summer vegetables risotto had a star by it, indicating a more “special” special. Caprese Pasta Salad with Balsamic Chicken. And the dessert of the day was Picnic S’Mores Bars and Fun Apple Fritters with Caramel Dipping Sauce.

				“I’m gaining five pounds just looking at the menu,” Patience said. “I can’t decide between the grilled cheese, pear-and-prosciutto sandwich and the fajita quesadilla.”

				“I’m getting a burger and the S’Mores Bars,” Charlie said flatly. “Don’t try to talk me out of it and don’t expect to share.”

				Felicia glanced at her. “Possessiveness about food is an unusual characteristic for you,” she observed. “Do you think it’s caused by your cycle or some other hormonal imbalance?”

				Charlie turned slowly and glared at her. “You did not just ask about my period.”

				Felicia held her ground. “Was that inappropriate? I wasn’t trying to pry.”

				Charlie relented with a sigh. “I know. Sorry. I just have a thing for S’Mores. I don’t want to talk about it.”

				“I understand,” Felicia told her kindly. “Many of our unhealthy obsessions with food can be traced back to early childhood.”

				Isabel grabbed Felicia and pulled her away from Charlie. “Time to change the subject,” she murmured.

				Felicia gave her a quick smile. “I can’t help it. I love bugging Charlie.”

				“You were doing it on purpose?”

				“Maybe a little.”

				Isabel chuckled. She had to say that one of the best parts of coming home was the friends she’d made. While she’d enjoyed herself in New York and had had several girlfriends, it wasn’t the same. Here getting together happened more often, because of close proximity. It was easy to grab lunch or a drink after work. She always ran into people she knew at the festivals or the grocery store or Morgan’s Books.

				They both placed orders, then paid and collected their lunch. Dellina and Charlie both had blankets in their cars. Those were spread out and everyone took a seat.

				Except for Charlie’s burger, the food was evenly split between quesadillas and sandwiches, and there were three servings of S’Mores Bars and two orders of the apple fritters in the center of the blanket. Isabel noticed Charlie kept eyeing the S’More Bar closest to her, as if prepared to pounce on anyone who tried to take it.

				“Great idea,” Patience said when she’d chewed and swallowed her first bite. “I love the food and getting outdoors. What’s Ana Raquel’s plan for her trailer?”

				“She’s going to be in different spots on different days. The menu is seasonal.”

				“I’m glad she came back,” Patience said.

				Isabel nodded in agreement, doing her best not to moan as she ate her sandwich. The cheese was creamy, the pears barely crisp, the flavors a perfect blend.

				Ana Raquel had spent the early part of the summer in San Francisco. Her “street food” had been very successful. But she’d missed home and had returned a couple of weeks ago. Based on this experience, Isabel was ready for her to stay.

				“Fayrene has her own business, too,” Charlie said. “She’s a great temp. We had her at the fire station for a couple of weeks. I tried to get her to take the job permanently, but she wasn’t interested.”

				“Fayrene’s into change,” Dellina said.

				Noelle leaned close to Isabel. “So Dellina and her sisters aren’t new to town?”

				“No, they were all born here. Ana Raquel and Fayrene are twins and a few years younger. Their parents were killed while Dellina was still in school. Dellina has taken care of them since she turned eighteen.”

				Noelle’s eyes widened. “That’s a lot of responsibility.”

				“It is and they’ve done great. You can taste how talented Ana Raquel is. Fayrene has her own business, too, and so does Dellina. She plans parties and does interior design.” Isabel mentioned the clothes she’d brought into the store.

				“All I did was open a Christmas store,” Noelle said with a sigh. “I feel like a slacker.”

				“We love your store.”

				“I do, too, but wow.”

				Charlie pushed her fries toward the middle of the blankets. “You guys can have some if you want.”

				Dellina grinned. “Right. Just don’t touch the S’Mores. We got it.”

				Charlie’s eyes narrowed. “Really? You, too?”

				Felicia chuckled. “Charlie, we love you. That’s why it’s fun to tease you.”

				“Yeah, yeah. Where’s Webster?”

				“Safely sleeping in my office. If I brought him here, he would be attacking all of you. He’s still in the chew, eat, sleep, poop stage of puppy life.” Her gaze softened. “But he’s wonderful and I love him. Once he’s a little more mature, I’m going to talk to Gideon about us having a baby.”

				Isabel felt her mouth drop open. “Just like that?” she asked.

				“Of course.” Felicia looked surprised. “I love Gideon and he loves me. Why wouldn’t I talk about what I want? I would expect him to do the same. We’re very supportive of our dreams and goals, and the happiness of the primary couple ensures the happiness of the family unit.”

				“I think the startling part is how mature you’re being,” Dellina said. “I have trouble asking for what I want, especially when it comes to men.”

				“If you don’t ask for what you want, how do you get it?” Felicia asked. “If you’re relying on him guessing, you’re sabotaging your own happiness.”

				“Which probably explains my single state,” Dellina admitted. “You’re brave and take-charge. It’s impressive.”

				Felicia smiled. “Thank you for the compliment. I’m also too direct and socially awkward. Thanks to my friends in town, I’m better than I was.”

				“We love you,” Patience said, then turned to Charlie. “You would fall under the category of saying what you want.”

				“Pretty much. I’m better at saying what I don’t want, though. Clay’s really good at picking up cues.”

				“I’m not brave,” Patience admitted.

				“Me, either,” Isabel said.

				Noelle smiled sympathetically. “Yeah, I’m not good at talking around what’s bothering me. But I’m very good at ignoring it.”

				“You’re our leader,” Patience told Felicia.

				“At least she’ll get us where we need to go,” Noelle joked. “Using GPS, a compass, the stars and astral projection.”

				“I’ve never been successful at astral projection,” Felicia said. “I suspect it requires a level of faith I can’t accommodate. It’s difficult to turn my brain off and simply believe.”

				Isabel did her best not to stare. “But you’ve tried it?”

				“Of course. Haven’t you?”

				“Not recently. The closest I’ve come to an out-of-body experience was facing down Ford’s mother when she flat-out asked me if I was dating him.”

				Charlie winced. “I love Denise, but she can be fierce when it comes to her kids. What happened?”

				“I lied and said yes. It was horrible. I don’t know if she believed me or not. Either way I had to agree to a family dinner.”

				“Ford seriously owes you,” Noelle said.

				“That’s what I told him.” Isabel put down her plate of risotto.

				“I’m sure the sex will be worth it,” Patience said, her expression serene.

				Isabel nearly scrambled to her feet. “What? We haven’t had sex.”

				“But you’re going to.”

				It wasn’t a question, but Isabel still considered the words. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “We’ve kissed and that was hot, but…”

				She hesitated, not sure how to explain her confusion on the subject of sex. A week ago she would have said thanks, but no, thanks. Why bother? But after that kiss, she couldn’t help wondering if the rest of it would be just as good.

				“Things with Eric were complicated,” she said at last.

				“Are you worried you’re still in love with him?” Noelle asked.

				“Not exactly.” Isabel drew in a breath. “We were friends more than anything else. Good friends. I… He…” What the hell? If she didn’t trust these women, who could she trust?

				“Eric and I split up because he realized he was gay.”

				Her friends stared at her with identical expressions of shock. She braced herself for what was to follow—pity and an uncomfortable silence. Maybe some recrimination for not confessing sooner. Instead Noelle gave her a hug and Charlie grunted in disgust.

				“He couldn’t have had his moment of inner clarity before the wedding ceremony?” she demanded.

				“That was really selfish,” Patience added. “He must have hurt you. You know you’re not responsible, right?”

				Felicia nodded. “There is more and more scientific evidence that gender preference is determined long before birth. There were some fascinating studies done in Britain after the Second World War. One theory is that the stress of the blitz in London…” She cleared her throat. “A discussion for another time.”

				“I wanted to say something earlier,” Isabel began.

				“No,” Noelle said firmly. “Don’t apologize. That’s huge and there are things a person needs to keep to herself until she’s ready for everyone to know.”

				She spoke with emphasis, which made Isabel wonder what secrets Noelle was hiding. But as her friend had just said—she would tell them when she was ready.

				“Thanks, everyone,” she told them. “For listening and for being my friends.”

				“You’re welcome,” Patience told her.

				Felicia reached out for one of the S’Mores. Apparently it was the wrong one. Charlie grabbed it away from her and glared. “Don’t even think about it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				CONSUELO PARKED IN FRONT of the one-story ranch house not all that far from the rental she and Angel shared. The roof was new and there was a pretty garden in front. A bike leaned against the front porch. Reese’s, she thought.

				She picked up the bottle of wine she’d brought, along with a plate of cookies she’d purchased at the bakery. She walked toward the front door and told herself there was no reason to be nervous. She’d been in much more dangerous situations than this one. No one was going to try to kill her, and national security secrets weren’t on the line. She could relax.

				A statement easier to say than live.

				The front door opened before she could ring the bell. Reese Hendrix grinned up at her.

				“Hi,” he said. “Please tell my dad I need a puppy.”

				His easygoing grin relaxed her. He was a good kid and she liked having him in class. She would think about that instead of his father, she told herself. Or the fact that she hadn’t been on a date since she was seventeen. Her boyfriend had gone to jail her senior year. Then she’d been accepted into the army. It had seemed foolish to date anyone she worked with. After a while, her covert assignments had made the idea of dating impossible.

				But all that was behind her, she reminded herself. She was just a regular woman, living in a small town, joining a friend and his son for dinner.

				Just then a large Lab-golden mix nosed past Reese to launch herself at Consuelo. The dog was all wagging tail and kisses. Consuelo grabbed her collar and told her to sit. The dog did as she said.

				“You want a puppy when you already have all this dog energy in the house?”

				Reese was wide-eyed. “Whoa, she doesn’t normally obey people like that.”

				“You have to be firm without being mean,” she said.

				She stepped into the house and handed Reese the cookies. They were in a large living room done in neutral shades. Even the big sectional sofa was brown. Fluffy leaned against her boy.

				“You don’t think she needs someone to play with?” he asked, rubbing her head.

				“She has you.”

				He grinned. “We’re having steaks tonight. My dad’s grilling them. Usually we only have hamburgers, so this is special.”

				“There you go, spilling all our secrets.”

				Consuelo turned toward the sound of the voice. She saw Kent walking toward her. He wore jeans and a light blue long-sleeved shirt. He’d rolled the sleeves up to his elbows, which wasn’t any big deal but seemed really sexy.

				Her gaze skittered around the room, as if unsure where to settle. That matched the fluttering she felt in her fingers and the uneasiness in her chest. Running was an excellent idea, she thought, even as she knew she had to stick it out. Not only because it was polite, but because in her heart she wanted to.

				“Dad, it’s okay people know we don’t eat steak very much,” Reese said. He held out the plate of cookies. “Look at what Consuelo brought.”

				“My favorite,” Kent said, never taking his gaze from her face.

				“You don’t know what they are,” his son said.

				Kent smiled. “I know.”

				Consuelo felt herself flush, which hadn’t happened to her in a decade. “Thanks for having me over,” she said, the words barely making their way past her suddenly dry mouth. “I brought wine.”

				“Thank you,” he said. “Come on back and I’ll open it.”

				She followed him into a large, modern kitchen. There were plenty of cabinets and the countertops were granite. Reese looked from the grill on the patio to his father.

				“Can I go play computer games until it’s time to cook the steaks?” he asked.

				“Sure. I’ll call you when I’m ready.”

				Reese grinned at her. “Because I’m in charge of the steaks tonight.”

				“A man who cooks,” she teased. “Impressive.”

				Reese took off down the hall, Fluffy at his heels.

				“I’ll supervise,” Kent admitted when his son had disappeared. “But I’ve been teaching him to use the grill this summer and he’s catching on really well.”

				“Better than your brother,” she said. “Ford is a horrible cook. When we first moved here, he and Angel had a bet. Ford lost and had to cook dinner. It was supposed to be for a month, but the food was so horrible I made him stop after a couple of days.”

				Kent went to a kitchen drawer and got out a corkscrew. “You lived with Ford?”

				“Yes. He moved out because he and Angel compete too much. It became too dangerous for the furniture to have them wrestling all the time.”

				Kent glanced at her. “Now you live with Angel?”

				It took her a second to understand the implication of the question. “He’s a coworker. We’re friends. We’ve shared a house before.”

				“Ever dated?”

				Kent asked the question casually, as if the answer didn’t matter. She wanted to believe it did, although she wasn’t sure.

				She took the glass of wine he offered. “If the real question is have I ever slept with him, then the answer is no. Like I said, we’re friends. Angel lost his wife and son a few years ago. Single-car accident during a storm. He went through a rough patch. I knew him before they died and I liked Marie a lot. Even if I hadn’t known her, Angel isn’t for me. I don’t want a guy in the business. It’s not like the movies. What we did together wasn’t romantic. Trust me.”

				He pretended disappointment. “Don’t tell me action movies aren’t based in reality. Reese and I will be crushed.”

				“You watch them a lot?”

				“I’m the single dad of a thirteen-year-old boy. Some days action movies are all we have in common.”

				“I like a good action movie. Except most of them get the fighting wrong and that’s annoying.”

				“Kind of like being a doctor and trying to watch a medical drama?” he asked.

				“Just like that.”

				He gave her a wry smile. “Not too many shows about math teachers, so I’m an easy audience.”

				“They don’t know what they’re missing. I’ll bet half your female students have a crush on you.”

				Kent shook his head. “No way. I’ve cultivated an asexual demeanor in the classroom. Most of my students are shocked to find out I have a kid. A few have even come up and asked if I adopted. I’m their math teacher, not a man. I prefer it that way.”

				An attitude she could respect, she thought grimly. Why was it every time she turned around, Kent was even more perfect?

				“What?” he demanded.

				She looked up at him.

				He put down his wineglass and moved toward her. “You have it again. That look. As if you’re thinking of running away.”

				Again. He didn’t say that last word, but it hung between them all the same.

				“Sorry,” she murmured. “Maybe it would help if you listed your flaws.”

				“I don’t understand. Why do you want to know my flaws?”

				“To even the playing field.”

				Kent stared at her. “You’re kidding, right? If anyone needs a level playing field, it’s me.”

				“Why? You’re successful and smart. Responsible, good-looking and really nice.” She held up a hand. “I know you don’t like the nice part, but it sure works for me. Do you know where you live?”

				He nodded slowly. “I’m clear on my address. So far I’m not exhibiting any signs of dementia. Do you find memory loss a turn-on?”

				She managed a strangled laugh. “No. I mean look at the town you live in. Your house. It’s so normal.”

				“Isn’t your house normal? Are you and Angel nailing the furniture to the ceiling?”

				“I’ve never lived in a house before. I’ve never had a front yard or a backyard or a mailbox by the curb. I’ve never lived in the suburbs. People I don’t know wave at me here.”

				“Do you wave back at them? It’s what’s expected. Because hitting them or shooting them is really frowned on.”

				He moved toward her as he spoke. She found herself having to tilt her head slightly so she could meet his gaze.

				“You’re not taking me seriously,” she complained.

				“I am. I understand that this is different for you. I’m not sure of all the ways, but I respect that you’re trying to fit in. I really like that your past has given you an inflated sense of my appeal and I hope that you never correct your opinion.”

				She found herself feeling slightly trapped by his body. Trapped in a good way. Because getting away from him would be a snap. Only she didn’t want to go anywhere. Scared as she was, she wanted to be right here—with Kent close and getting closer.

				She put her wine on the counter, then found she didn’t know what to do with her hands. She started to tuck them behind her back, only that made her feel vulnerable. Then she twisted her fingers together. She felt herself getting uncomfortable and knew that anger was only a heartbeat away.

				But before she could settle into her go-to emotion, Kent took her hands in his.

				“You okay?” he asked.

				“I’m not sure.”

				“A woman who tells the truth. That’s a new one.”

				She smiled, liking the faint scent of soap and man. He was tall and broad, without being overly muscled. She found herself wanting to find out what men in the regular world did on a date. She wanted to listen to Kent talk about almost anything. She wanted to snuggle close and, for the first time in as long as she could remember, feel that someone might want to take care of her.

				“Do you think disparaging women is really a smart move?”

				“When I’m around you, I can’t think, let alone be smart,” he admitted. “I’ve accepted that. And the fact that you could crush my windpipe.”

				She lowered her gaze from his dark eyes to his throat. “It’s not an efficient way to kill, but yes, I could.”

				“I guess that means I’m taking my life in my hands if I do this.”

				He drew her hands to his sides and then behind him. When her fingers touched his back, he released them and put his on her waist. Then he lowered his head and kissed her.

				His mouth was light and soft and more gentle than the brush of a butterfly wing. He didn’t grind or take or pull her against him. There was space between them. Too much space.

				This was what she wanted, she thought. A kind man who respected women. A man who took only what was offered and would stop if she asked him to. A man who would never make her feel dirty or afraid.

				He drew back and looked at her. His expression was concerned. “You okay?”

				She pressed her lips together and nodded. “I wasn’t ready.”

				He stiffened and straightened, even as he took a step back. “I’m sorry. I thought—”

				She read the emotions flashing through his dark eyes. Horror and shame were the dominant ones. There were others and each of them made her long for him more than she had before.

				“No,” she said, grabbing his arm before he could say anything else. “I wanted you to kiss me. I wasn’t ready for how it made me feel.” She smiled. “I liked the kiss.”

				He relaxed a little but didn’t move toward her.

				She grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled. He didn’t move. Of course, she could have forced him to do anything she wanted, but that didn’t seem like the best way to begin their first official date.

				She released him and sighed. “It sucks to be short. Could you please just lean over and kiss me again?”

				The corner of his mouth twitched. “You’re not going to threaten me with violence?”

				“I want to, but I told myself it was wrong, what with this being a date and all.”

				“I’m impressed by your self-control. Impressed and relieved.” The seriousness returned. “You’re sure?”

				“Yes. Very. Please kiss me.”

				He moved toward her. “I love it when women beg.”

				She laughed as he wrapped his arms around her. Then they were touching everywhere and suddenly the situation wasn’t humorous.

				She liked how he held her, as if he never wanted to let go. His body was warm and strong. Safe, she thought, letting her eyes drift shut. Perfect.

				He touched his mouth to hers. There was more pressure this time. A hint of wanting. Gentleness still ruled, but she felt the potential of what there could be between them.

				He didn’t try to deepen the kiss and he pulled back before she was ready. But instead of releasing her, he continued to hold her close. One of his hands lightly stroked her hair.

				“Thanks for coming to dinner,” he murmured.

				She let herself lean against him. “Thanks for asking me.”

				“Anytime.”

				She relaxed, feeling her defenses start to crumble. She might not understand how to do whatever it was they were doing, but with Kent there to guide her, she knew she could find her way.

				* * *

				“SO, THE BACK of Billy’s truck, huh?” Ford asked.

				Isabel had just licked her ice-cream cone. She forced herself to swallow. “Excuse me?”

				He winked. “Your first time. It was Billy, right?”

				She glanced around. They were out on a sunny Saturday afternoon. The morning had been cool, but the afternoon had warmed up. Plenty of other people crowded the sidewalks as if everyone had suddenly noticed the changing of the leaves and realized there wasn’t much summer left.

				“We are not discussing this,” she told him. “Not where anyone might hear.”

				“You’re saying it’s the problem of being overheard, not the subject matter.”

				“Mostly, although I’m not sure I want to talk about my first time with you.”

				“Too late,” he said triumphantly. “You told me all about it in your letters.”

				“You’re the most annoying man.”

				“No way. You love spending time with me. I’m funny and nice to look at.”

				She held in a smile. “Actually, what I most adore is your lack of ego. You’re so unaware of your charms.”

				He bumped her shoulder with his. “My flaws keep me human.”

				She licked her cone. “Then you’re one of the most grounded people I know. What made you think of Billy?”

				He pointed.

				She turned and saw a young couple making out by a pickup truck. They were probably still in high school.

				“If either parent catches them, I guess there’s going to be some big-time explaining to do,” she said, turning back to him.

				“Was it like that?” he asked.

				“I don’t know. It wasn’t planned. He’d been surfing and I came down to the beach. It was dark and one thing led to another.”

				Ford chuckled. “It wasn’t spontaneous.”

				“How do you know?”

				“He’s a guy. You were a beautiful young girl who was crazy about him. Trust me, Billy had been planning it for weeks.”

				“You think so? He never said anything.”

				“What’s he going to say? ‘I’m going to do my best to get into your pants, moving as fast as you’ll let me’?”

				“That’s not very romantic.”

				“Which is my point.”

				She told herself not to dwell on the “beautiful young girl” part of his statement. He was generalizing. As in all teenagers were attractive by virtue of their youth and vitality.

				“That would have been a good letter to skip,” she said instead. “I can’t believe I went into detail.” She paused. “Did I?”

				“I lived it in real time.”

				“You should have answered me. Then we would have had an actual correspondence.”

				“I liked being your diary.” He finished his cone and dropped his napkin into a trash can. “You sent me a very detailed letter about the birth of Maeve’s first baby, then a second one telling me not to read it.”

				“I was afraid you’d be hurt.”

				“I was well over her by then.”

				She tossed away the rest of her cone and wiped her hands. “Something I would have known if you’d ever answered.”

				He put his arm around her shoulders. “Never gonna happen.”

				“Obviously, what with you being out of the military and here now.”

				“You could still write me if you wanted.”

				“For what reason?”

				“The thrill of entertaining me.”

				“Thank you, no.”

				She’d never been one to walk with a guy’s arm around her shoulders before. Eric hadn’t been tall enough, so they’d mostly held hands or just walked side by side. She was nestled close to him and there was plenty of body brushing and rubbing and bumping. It made her think about the kiss Ford hadn’t bothered to repeat. Which was just like a man.

				Why wasn’t he kissing her? Did he not want to or did he think it wasn’t appropriate? She saw now that she should have gotten a detailed list of the fake-girlfriend perks.

				“I’ve got a corporate guy coming into town next week,” Ford said. “We’re close to signing a deal with him.”

				Isabel nodded and waited, not sure why he was sharing.

				“He’s bringing his wife.”

				“It’s too bad they missed the End of Summer Festival over Labor Day. There isn’t another one until the Fall Festival in two weeks. Are they staying that long?”

				“No. They’re here overnight. I thought the four of us could go to dinner.”

				She shrugged out of his arm and faced him. “Dinner? With your clients?”

				“You’re my girlfriend. Who else would I take?”

				“Why can’t you go alone?” She glanced around and lowered her voice. “This is only about faking out your mother.”

				“And the town.”

				“I don’t want to think about that.”

				They’d paused by the park, where it was quiet. Across the street, tourists went in and out of Brew-haha. She would guess Noelle was getting plenty of business in her store, as well.

				“Come on,” he said gently. “A nice dinner with some nice people. It’ll be fun.”

				She wasn’t concerned that she wouldn’t have a good time. Ford was so easy to be with. He knew when to be funny and when to be serious. They had an easy rhythm together. It was just…

				Her gaze settled on his mouth. It was like the kissing, she thought. She wanted to know where things stood.

				“Sure,” she told him. “But in return, you have to go to an estate sale with me.”

				His hands came up in a gesture of protection, even as he took a step back. “An estate sale? But I’m not a woman.”

				She said nothing and waited.

				His hands dropped to his sides. “That’s playing dirty.”

				“It’s my deal. Take it or leave it.”

				He actually ground the toe of his athletic shoe into the sidewalk, just as if he were eight.

				“All right,” he grumbled. “I’ll go to the estate sale with you if you’ll do my corporate dinner.”

				She linked arms with him. “Now, was that so hard?”

				“Ask me after the estate sale.”

				* * *

				FORD PUSHED THE LAWN MOWER to the sidewalk and then turned to make the return trip. The afternoon was sunny and warm, but already the leaves were starting to turn. In a few weeks, Isabel was going to have to get the sprinklers blown out so they wouldn’t freeze over the winter.

				A blue Prius pulled into the driveway and Isabel got out. She wore black pants and a blue blouse that matched her eyes. Her hair was curled on the ends and she had on makeup. Her usual work look.

				“Hey,” he called and stopped the lawn mower. “Sell any dresses today?”

				She walked toward him. “What are you doing?”

				“You’ve never seen a lawn mower before?”

				She rolled her eyes. “Of course I have. So why are you mowing my lawn?”

				“We’re dating. Boyfriends do that sort of thing.” He pointed to the bags stacked by the front of the garage door. “I’m going to feed your lawn later. Give it a last boost before it gets cold.”

				“Thank you,” she told him. “This is really nice and you don’t have to do it.”

				“I can’t help it. I’m a nice guy. A nice guy who shouldn’t have to go to an estate sale.”

				“Sorry,” she told him. “A deal’s a deal.” She started toward the house. “Get back to work.”

				He grinned and started the lawn mower.

				After finishing the last few passes, he emptied the clippings into the yard-waste bin, then put the lawn mower away. Later in the week he was going to take it to the local hardware store for an end-of-season cleaning and blade sharpening.

				He got out the mechanical spreader and dumped the organic fertilizer into it, then began to make his passes across the lawn. He did the front first, then moved to the backyard. By the time he was done, he was hot and sweaty. He was about to take the spreader to the garage when Isabel appeared on the back porch.

				She’d changed into jeans and a T-shirt. Her feet were bare. She had two beers in one hand and a plate with chips and salsa in the other. He joined her on the patio.

				“Exactly what I needed,” he said, reaching for one of the beers.

				“The least I can do,” she told him and headed for the house. “I’ll be right back.”

				She returned with a bowl of bean dip. “Be careful. It’s spicy.”

				“I like spicy.”

				They sat at the table under the awning. A cool breeze tickled the back of his neck.

				This was what he’d come home for, he thought as he took a drink of the beer. Yard work, spicy bean dip and a beautiful woman. Maybe not in that order.

				“Why are you smiling?” she asked, reaching for a chip.

				“Maybe it’s the company.”

				She laughed. “Maybe you’re full of crap.”

				“You don’t think you’re good company?”

				“I think I’m great company, but I don’t think that’s a reason to smile the way you were.”

				“Then you don’t know me.” He motioned to the yard. “This is a top-ten moment.”

				She leaned back in her chair and grinned. “Why do I know you have more than ten of them?”

				“You should have a top-ten moment every day.”

				Her T-shirt was old, her jeans worn. She’d washed off her makeup and brushed out the curls. The more casual look suited her as much as the other had. She was a beautiful woman, with pretty features and a ready smile.

				He supposed what he liked best about Isabel was how well he knew her. As they’d joked about over the weekend, he’d watched her grow up. He knew her character. He’d listened to her pour her heart out to him. She’d confessed things to the page that she would never have said in person, and in that, she had revealed her true self.

				She was good to the bone. Oh, sure, she had faults, but she was a decent, caring person. Affectionate and giving. There were so many days he’d faced desperate situations and barely survived. There had been injuries and death and times when he’d stared down the barrel of his rifle and wondered why he had to kill yet another person.

				But he’d done it all, and at the end of the day, her loopy writing and easy conversation had pulled him back from the edge.

				“Lauren came in and bought the dress today,” she said.

				“Good for her. She’ll be a beautiful bride.”

				“She will. I’m really happy for her.”

				“It must be nice to be a part of that. Someone’s wedding. You’ll always have a piece of that memory.”

				“I hope so,” she admitted. “My grandmother told me it’s about the right dress, not the sale. She sent more than one bride to another store, because none of the dresses we had were right. It’s an interesting business.”

				“You’ll miss it when you leave.”

				“Maybe a little.” She picked up her beer. “I told you about those clothes Dellina brought in, right?”

				“Yes, you have headless mannequins in your windows and everyone is talking.”

				She giggled. “No one is talking.”

				“How do you know?”

				“I just do. Anyway, everything sold and Dellina is bringing in more. We’re going to raise prices a little and see what happens. I figure this is good practice for when I go into business with Sonia.”

				His gaze lingered on her blond hair. He liked the way the light hit it. She didn’t have much of a tan, but he still wondered about where she might be a little paler than her arms and neck. From there it was a quick journey to her naked and him exploring.

				His bed? Her bed? He was comfortable with either. Of course, he was pretty hot and sweaty after his yard work. He should clean up first. Or they could take a shower together.

				“You’re not listening to me,” she complained.

				He met her gaze. “That would be true.”

				“What were you thinking?”

				He took a swallow of the beer. “You don’t want to know.”

				She shifted in her seat. “I can’t decide if I believe you or not.”

				“I’ll never lie to you.”

				“Wow. There’s a statement. So, what were you thinking?”

				“That I need to go take a shower and that you could join me.”

				Isabel’s cheeks darkened with color and she looked away. “You weren’t thinking that.”

				“Sure I was. Want details?”

				Her gaze returned to his. “Something else I’m not sure I should ask.”

				He put his beer on the table and slowly stood. For a woman who’d been married a few years, she was surprisingly naive about what went on in a man’s mind. He supposed that most of the reason was that her ex was gay. He doubted Eric had thought all that differently, only that the object of his interest must have been someone else.

				He circled around the table and pulled her to her feet.

				“Never doubt,” he told her right before he kissed her.

				* * *

				ISABEL REMEMBERED THE LAST time with Ford. The passion had built slowly, catching her off guard and making it difficult for her to understand what was happening. This time, that wasn’t the problem. Her body recognized the upcoming kiss and apparently approved. Even before his mouth settled on hers, her nerve endings were buzzing in anticipation.

				His lips claimed hers with a combination of heat and passion. Her eyes closed, allowing her to concentrate on the feel of his hands gently cupping her face. She rested her fingertips on his shoulders.

				He was strong, she thought absently. Strong and powerful and very male.

				Their mouths brushed once, twice before she parted for him. Just like that—kiss me more, she thought, a little shocked by her reaction. He obliged and slipped his tongue inside.

				Her body came alive at the first stroke. Heat exploded low in her belly and spiraled out, capturing every part of her. Her breasts, which had never been that interesting to her, began to feel heavy and ache. She knew her nipples were tight.

				She kissed him back, moving her tongue against his, wanting more of the heat and need. The hunger itself was pleasure. Anticipation was like a nip followed by a kiss. Slightly uncomfortable but ultimately pleasing.

				She leaned into him, wanting to feel her breasts crushed against his hard chest. Only not like this, she thought, running her hands up and down his back. Not with so many layers of clothing between them. She wanted skin on skin. She wanted him touching her and licking and—

				The clarity of the image was as startling as her imagining it and she pulled back, unable to believe what was happening. She stood on her back porch confused, breathing hard and with a strong need to rip off her shirt and bra and have Ford put his hands on her breasts. Not just his hands. His mouth. And not just her breasts.

				She tried to catch her breath. What was happening? This so wasn’t her.

				“You okay?” Ford asked with a grin.

				She nodded. “Confused.”

				“I do that to women. You’re overwhelmed with desire. I should have warned you.”

				Which would have been funny if it wasn’t true.

				His smile faded. “Seriously, Isabel, are you all right?”

				“I’m fine. It’s just kissing you is different.”

				“Is it the fangs? Not everyone finds them a turn-on.”

				She managed a laugh. He pulled her close again and lightly kissed the tip of her nose.

				“Not like with Eric?” he asked.

				“Or Billy. Or the unnamed hordes in between.”

				“You had hordes?”

				“I had one other guy. Maybe two. It wasn’t impressive.”

				His dark gaze met hers. “So it’s the passion that has you nervous?”

				“I guess. I like what I feel, but it’s so strange.”

				His mouth twisted. “Well, damn. Now I can’t take advantage of you.”

				“Did you plan to?”

				“I was hoping.”

				She took a deep breath and then placed her palm on his chest. She looked into his eyes and murmured, “Maybe next time.”

				Now it was his turn to suck in a breath. “Just say the word.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				CONSUELO WATCHED HER CLASS walk into the gym. The thirteen-year-old boys were at that awkward stage. Some were tall and lanky, while others had yet to start their puberty-induced growth spurt. Reese and Carter walked in together, as they always did. Reese had been in town awhile because of his dad, but Carter had shown up only a couple of months ago. His mother had died and Carter had come looking for his father—Gideon, a man who’d never known about his son. After a few missteps, the two had connected. With Felicia as the glue in their relationship, they’d formed a family.

				Now Carter crossed the room and stopped in front of her.

				“You went on a date.” His voice was accusing.

				Consuelo nodded slowly. “I know.” She wasn’t going to apologize. Carter’s declaration of everlasting love was sweet, but hardly real.

				“You’re not going to wait for me, are you?” he asked with a sigh. “Even though I’ll be eighteen in five years?”

				“I’m too old for you. But there will be other women in your life.”

				“It won’t be the same.”

				She held in a smile. “I know and I’ll have to live with that.”

				Reese came up and rolled his eyes. “You gotta let it go, bro.”

				“I will. There are some cute girls at school.”

				“See?” Consuelo told him. “Your heart is already healing.”

				“But if you ever change your mind,” he began.

				“You’ll be the first to know.”

				Reese shook his head. “Crazy talk,” he said, then lowered his voice. “My dad said to say thank you for coming to dinner the other night.” He shrugged. “I thought it was fun, too, even if you didn’t tell him to give me a puppy.”

				“Not getting in the middle of that discussion.”

				“But you could convince him if you tried.”

				She thought briefly about the tender kiss that had left her shaken to her very soul. “You overestimate my powers.”

				“I don’t think so. My dad thinks you’re hot.”

				She raised her eyebrows. “That’s a lead into a very awkward conversation. You sure you want to have it?”

				“Probably not. He’s happier around you. I’m glad he’s dating. Do you cook?”

				“Some,” she said cautiously. “So you’re only in it for the meals?”

				Reese grinned. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.”

				“I’m starting to see that.” She glanced at the clock. “Go get in line. We’re starting.”

				Reese waved and headed for the far side of the gym, where her students were waiting. She walked toward them. For a second she allowed herself to believe it was all possible. That her date with Kent could lead to something special. That he could see past the pretty face to who she really was and like her anyway.

				What was that old saying? If wishes were horses…

				* * *

				“I’M NOT SURE I have the body to pull this off,” Isabel said as she turned back and forth in front of the half circle of mirrors in her store. “I need shape-wear.”

				Madeline raced into the other room and returned with a body shaper that went from boobs to midthigh.

				“Here you go. But honestly, I don’t think you need it.”

				Isabel laughed. “And you’re a woman who deserves a raise.” She unzipped the dress and let it fall to the floor, then stepped into the shape-wear and began the arduous process of pulling it into place. Madeline joined her on the raised platform and tugged along.

				Three minutes later Isabel could barely breathe, but all her curves were as they should be and the bulgy places were suitably squished. Madeline reached for the sample Dellina had brought by earlier that morning.

				The dress was silk, in a wrap style with a draped bodice. The style made her waist appear smaller, her legs longer. The color seemed purple in some light and blue in others. Long sleeves were deceptively demure. While they went down to her wrists, there was a slit from shoulder to cuff, and as she moved, she bared her arms.

				“What about shoes?” Madeline asked.

				“I have some ridiculously high nude pumps,” Isabel told her. “They’ll be perfect.” She fastened the side hook, securing the dress in place, then faced herself in the mirror.

				“You look great,” Madeline breathed. “You really have to buy that dress.”

				“It works,” Isabel said. “It would work better if I lost ten pounds, but I’ll accept being unable to breathe.”

				“Can you eat? Aren’t you going to a dinner?”

				“Details.” Isabel flicked away the concern.

				In New York, she’d dressed in the city’s traditional black. Here, she was aware that while she had to look professional, she never wanted to outshine the bride. She channeled her fashion interest into shoes and other accessories. But every now and then it was good to cut loose and indulge herself with a perfectly fabulous dress.

				This one had the advantage of being appropriate and hot enough to make him look twice. At least, that was the plan. After their last kiss, she was hoping to leave him a little off balance. It might help to put them on more even footing.

				“You want a smoky eye with that for sure,” Madeline said firmly. “Great earrings.”

				“I can borrow a pair from my mom.” Isabel pulled her hair up in a twist. “Up or down?”

				Madeline grinned. “You’re going up to the resort. Definitely up.”

				“I’ll need to add an hour to my prep time.”

				“It’ll be worth it,” the other woman promised.

				* * *

				FORD WALKED IN through the back door. “It’s me,” he called as he entered Isabel’s kitchen. “You need to think about keeping your door locked.”

				“Then how would you get in?”

				Her voice drifted down the hall.

				“I can pick the lock. I was thinking about you keeping out other people.” He started to walk out of the kitchen, then paused. “Are you going to make an entrance? Should I wait here?”

				“You tell me.”

				She appeared in the doorway. She wore a blue dress and had her hair up. A simple description that did nothing to describe the reality of a beautiful woman in a flowy fabric that hugged every sexy curve.

				Earrings dangled, making him follow the line of her neck to the open V of her dress. There was enough cleavage to get his attention. Three-inch heels put her close to eye level, and all he could think about was kissing her and then getting her naked.

				“You’re in a suit,” she said, walking toward him. “You look good.”

				“You look better. Wow.”

				She smiled. “Wow works. Too many men underestimate the power of wow.”

				“I won’t. Ever. I promise.”

				She did a full turn. “So this is okay? It’s corporate, but it’s Fool’s Gold. I wasn’t sure.”

				“I’m sure.”

				She smiled and moved close enough to adjust his tie. She smelled like flowers and vanilla.

				“Better or worse than dress whites?” she asked.

				“About the same. Only in a dark suit, it’s safer to spill.”

				She laughed. The sweet sound kicked him in the gut. Or maybe a little lower. How was he supposed to think about business with Isabel next to him all night? Not that he wanted her to be anywhere else.

				“You’re messing with my head,” he complained.

				“I’m not doing anything.”

				“Then God help me if you start to try.”

				* * *

				THE GOLD RUSH Ski Lodge and Resort was nestled in the mountains above Fool’s Gold. The location offered stellar views and luxury lodgings. In the winter, the lodge was filled with skiers and snowboarders. Spring and summer were wedding season. The fall was usually a hodgepodge of seminars and retreats.

				“When I was growing up, this was the fanciest place we ever went as a family,” Isabel told Ford as he drove onto the property. “It was only for special occasions. Graduations and my parents’ twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.”

				“The clients are staying here for a couple of nights.”

				“Then they’ll be impressed.” She watched the valet stare at the Jeep. “Oh, look. He’s afraid.”

				“He’s not afraid. My Jeep’s a classic.”

				“Then you should treat it with the respect it deserves. You really need to think about painting it. At least get rid of the flames.”

				“The flames are the best part.”

				They pulled up to the valet.

				“Thanks,” Isabel murmured as her door was opened. She was careful as she stepped to the ground. Heels and a long drop to earth were not a good mix—especially when wearing a wrap dress. But she managed without flashing anyone.

				As they walked toward the entrance, Ford put his hand on the small of her back. She liked the warm pressure of his fingers against her body—even with the firm layer of Lycra between his skin and hers.

				Once inside, Ford motioned to the bar. “They’re meeting us there.”

				She hesitated. “I’m oddly nervous.”

				“It’s not your fault you’re the most beautiful woman in the room.”

				The unexpected compliment caused her to burst out laughing. She knew she cleaned up pretty well and could comfortably call herself average-plus, but the most beautiful woman in the room? Not on this planet.

				Ford’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not supposed to laugh.”

				“Then stop being funny.” She slipped her arm through the crook of his elbow. “Lead on, faux boyfriend.”

				“You’re still giggling.”

				“I’ll do my best to stop.”

				“Ford!”

				They turned and saw a couple in their late thirties walking toward them. He was a few inches shy of six feet and she came to his shoulders. They were both dark haired. The woman was obviously pregnant.

				“Clyde,” Ford said, stepping forward and offering his hand. He turned to the woman. “You must be Linda. Nice to meet you.”

				“You, too,” Linda said with a pretty smile that lit up her face.

				“This is Isabel.”

				There was more handshaking.

				“At the risk of stating the obvious,” Clyde said, putting a possessive hand on his wife’s waist, “it’s probably best we skip the bar and head into dinner.”

				Isabel nodded and Ford agreed. They walked toward Henri’s on the west side of the resort.

				Linda fell into step with her. “I love this town,” she said. “It’s adorable. Clyde was telling me that there are festivals nearly every weekend.”

				“We do like to celebrate.”

				“So you’re from here?”

				“Born and raised. I’ve spent the past six years in New York, though.”

				“But you came back.” Linda sounded delighted. “We’re in Phoenix and it’s nothing like this. For one thing, the heat in the summer is brutal. We also don’t have the trees. Everything is so green.”

				“Wait until the fog rolls in and frizzes your hair,” Isabel said lightly. “It’s almost heaven on earth here, but Phoenix has its appeal, too.”

				Linda laughed.

				Ford gave his name to the hostess, who showed them to a table by the windows. They had a view of much of the town and the valley beyond.

				“Are those vineyards?” Clyde asked.

				“Yes,” Ford said. “We have a few wineries in the area. They have tastings every weekend.”

				“Something for next time,” Linda said, resting her hand on her belly. She sighed. “Let’s just say number three is a surprise. We have two children already, a boy and a girl. We were done. Or so I thought.”

				Clyde nodded. “Jack’s our youngest and he’s nearly seven.”

				“I couldn’t believe it.” She leaned toward Isabel. “Clyde’s been in for the surgery now, but it’s too little too late.” She sighed. “Not that I’m not excited about the baby, but was he unexpected!”

				“You’re having a boy?” Isabel asked.

				“Clyde Junior,” Clyde said.

				Linda looked at her husband. “You are not saddling a tiny infant with that name.”

				“Why not? You can call him CJ,” Isabel said.

				Linda looked at her. “That’s certainly better.”

				Their server appeared with menus and explained about the specials. She took their drink orders and left.

				Linda put down her menu. “So, what do you do? I’m a stay-at-home mom. I was just getting my résumé polished to get back in the workforce when I turned up pregnant with this one.” Her smile turned wry. “Not that I don’t love my kids. I do. But there are days I want to put on office clothes and go talk to adults.”

				“My sister has four kids and another on the way. I’m sure she shares your feelings.”

				The mention of Maeve reminded Isabel to go see her sister. They’d talked by phone a few times, but it was silly that they were in the same town and rarely saw each other. It wasn’t as if Isabel was staying in Fool’s Gold forever. After the first of the year, she would be heading back to New York, and she wasn’t sure how long it would be until she returned.

				“Do you have kids?” Linda asked.

				“No. I’m divorced and we never quite got to that stage.”

				“I’m sorry.” Linda’s brown eyes filled with sympathy. “That’s hard. But Ford’s very handsome.” She smiled and leaned in conspiratorially. “In a sexy, muscled, tall kind of way. If you like the type.”

				Isabel grinned. “I’m finding I like the type very much.”

				“What are you two whispering about?” Ford asked.

				“Nothing you want to know.”

				He studied her for a second. “I’m going to take your word on that.”

				“Smart man.”

				Although imagining the look on his face if he found out that very-pregnant Linda thought he was sexy would be kind of funny.

				“You never said what you did,” Linda mentioned a few minutes later.

				“My family owns a bridal shop in town. Paper Moon. As I said, I’ve been living in New York. After the divorce, I wanted to get away, so I came back to run the business for a few months.”

				Linda sighed. “Oh, that must be fun. All those happy brides. You get to help them find the perfect dress. Is there drama?”

				“All the time. Emotions are running high and there are often mother-daughter conflicts. One wants traditional, the other wants anything else.”

				“Sounds exciting. Clyde’s in auto parts. His dad left him a struggling business and he’s turned it into a multistate distributorship. We have over twelve hundred employees.”

				“That’s impressive,” Isabel told her, thinking she and Sonia had talked about hiring one other person as they started their business. Twelve hundred was unimaginable.

				“He wants to bring the sales team to the retreat,” Linda continued. “To help them relate to each other a little better. Sales can be competitive and Clyde’s worried their sense of unity is getting lost.”

				“Clyde sounds like a smart guy.”

				“He is.” Linda smiled at her husband, then turned back to Isabel. “Except when it comes to naming our baby.”

				The server returned with drinks and took their order.

				Clyde passed the basket of warm rolls to his wife, then looked at Ford. “How did you two meet?”

				“I used to date her sister.”

				Linda raised her eyebrows. “Really? And she doesn’t mind you two are together now?”

				Isabel held up both hands. “There has been a lot of space and time,” she said. “Ford and my sister were engaged fourteen years ago. I was desperately in love with him, but he didn’t bother to notice.”

				“My mistake,” Ford said lightly. “Maeve and I were way too young. A few weeks before the wedding, she realized her mistake. Because I was still a kid, I pouted. I left town in a huff, joined the navy. I got out a few months ago, returned home and we opened CDS.”

				Isabel realized he’d given all the facts, yet kept many of the details private. She liked how he didn’t tell Clyde and Linda about Maeve cheating with Leonard.

				He leaned toward her and grinned. “Isabel wrote me. A lot.”

				She laughed. “Like I said, I was fourteen and had a mad crush on him. I wrote and wrote.”

				“That’s so romantic,” Linda told her.

				“Not really. He never wrote back.”

				“Not once?” Clyde asked.

				Ford shrugged. “There were a lot of reasons. But I enjoyed getting her letters.” His smile faded. “I was a SEAL. We had some tough missions. Reading about Isabel being a normal teenager in high school helped. She was a little wild in college, though.”

				She pushed him. “Don’t spill all my secrets the first night.”

				He grabbed her hand and lightly kissed her knuckles. “I would never do that.”

				“Then what happened?” Linda asked eagerly. “You came back, took one look at her and realized she’d been the one all along?”

				“Something like that,” Ford admitted.

				Just words, Isabel told herself. It wasn’t true, but it sounded good for company. Still, she found herself wishing he was telling the truth. That he had taken one look at her and had known they belonged together.

				Foolishness, she thought. She and Ford were only pretend-dating. None of this was real. She was passing through town and he was a guy who didn’t know how to be in love. They didn’t belong together.

				Sure, the kisses had been great and she was looking forward to more. She liked his company and enjoyed seeing him. They shared a sense of humor, and she had the sense that if she needed him, he would be there, but that was different. They were friends and their relationship was something they’d created to fake out the world.

				* * *

				“YOU DID GREAT tonight,” Ford said as he drove through the quiet streets of town.

				Isabel leaned against the door and drew in a breath of cool air. She’d had just enough wine to give herself a slight buzz. She wasn’t going to start singing anytime soon, but if she started giggling, she might have trouble stopping.

				“I had a good time. I thought you and Clyde would talk a lot of business, but you didn’t. They’re a fun couple.”

				“I agree.” He glanced at her. “You’re a fun girlfriend.”

				“Thank you. Except for this car, you’re a really good boyfriend.”

				He pulled into her driveway and parked. “I love my Jeep. Do not mention the flames.”

				She opened her door and stepped out. “Admit it. They’re starting to embarrass you just a little.”

				He came around and put his hand on the small of her back. “Never. They represent my lost youth.”

				“If these flames are your lost youth, you need to go out and find it.”

				They reached her back door. Ford turned the door handle and sighed. “When are you going to start locking your door?”

				“This is Fool’s Gold. Nothing bad is going to happen.”

				“It could.”

				“Oh, please.” She brushed off his comment. “You want to come in?”

				“I am in.”

				“Okay.” She kicked off her shoes and walked barefoot across the hardwood entryway. “That’s always the best part of the evening. Even the heels that start out comfortable usually end up hurting by the end of the night. There’s math involved. An inverse relationship between how gorgeous the shoes are and how much they hurt my feet.”

				She dropped her purse on a small table in the hall and started toward the living room. Halfway there, she paused.

				“Where are we going?” she asked.

				Ford shrugged out of his suit jacket and hung it on the coatrack by the door. His tie followed. He toed out of his shoes and then walked toward her with an air of determination that made her tummy get all fluttery.

				“You have this strange look in your eye,” she murmured. “It’s predatory.”

				“That’s how I’m feeling.”

				She swallowed against her suddenly dry throat. She wasn’t nervous, not exactly. If she had to define the tingle in her body, she would say it was anticipation.

				He reached for her and she sidestepped him. “We have to talk first,” she said.

				One eyebrow rose. “I’m not that interested in conversation.”

				“Still, it’s necessary. Before we do, you know, the sex thing.”

				His mouth twitched. “The sex thing?”

				“Uh-huh. Because that’s where this is going.”

				He shifted so he was leaning against the wall. “Good to know. What do we have to talk about?”

				This was not the best time for her head to be fuzzy, she thought, sure she had a comprehensive list memorized but unable to recall it that second.

				“I’m on the pill,” she began. “I like having my periods regulated, and my doctor said it was safe for me to stay on it after my divorce.”

				“I brought condoms. We’ll still use them.”

				“You planned this?”

				“I was optimistic. Besides, I’m a SEAL. It’s my job to be prepared.”

				Her eyes narrowed. “I thought that was the Boy Scouts.”

				“Them, too. What else?”

				“I don’t think I’m doing it right,” she admitted. “The sex thing. If I was good in bed, Eric wouldn’t be gay.”

				“You don’t have that much power.”

				“It wasn’t very good with Billy, either.”

				“Or the hordes?”

				She sighed. “Right. Him, too. I think it’s me. That I’m not—” She waved a hand up and down the front of her body. “Maybe there are parts missing or something.”

				He straightened. “Is that it?”

				“Don’t you want to talk about the parts?”

				His gaze drifted over her body. “I would love to, but not in the way you mean.” He took a step toward her. “Because if that’s all, I’d like to get started.”

				She scurried back a couple of steps. “No, that’s not all. You can’t undress me.”

				“Is this an Amish thing?”

				“Amish? What do the Amish have to do with anything?”

				“I don’t know. Why can’t I undress you?”

				She felt herself flushing. “What do you know about SPANX?”

				Now it was his turn to look startled. “You want me to spank you?”

				“No! Of course not. Jeez. Not spanking. SPANX. It’s…” She sucked in a breath. “It’s shape-wear. You can’t take it off me. It’s not sexy and you’ll probably hurt your back. I’m not this skinny naturally. I have to take it off myself or you won’t want to have sex with me.”

				Was he being stupid on purpose or was this a guy thing?

				“Just go in the bedroom and wait,” she told him. “I’ll take care of this myself and join you.”

				“No way. You’re not taking care of anything yourself. Besides, if we’re talking underwear, I want to watch.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				ISABEL HAD NOT PLANNED to relive the granny-panty scene from Bridget Jones’s Diary ever, but here she was, having her own humiliating moment.

				“But I could be almost naked,” she told Ford. “With almost no work on your part. Isn’t that nice to think about?”

				“I like the work.” He both looked and sounded confused. “Isabel, I’ve been with my share of women. There’s not very much I haven’t seen.”

				“Yeah, well, you haven’t seen this!”

				Before she could come to her senses, she undid the hooks holding the wrap dress in place and let the silky garment fall to the floor. She stood in front of him wearing her beige shape-wear that went from the scoop-neck top to midthigh.

				“It’s a slip,” he said.

				She put her hands on her hips and momentarily enjoyed how narrow and firm they felt. Of course, all that was going to change when she wrestled her way out of the SPANX.

				“It’s more than a slip. It’s practically magic. But that’s not the point. There’s no way you can get this off me. So I’m going to go into the bathroom and take it off—”

				She wasn’t aware of him moving, but one second she was talking and the next she was in his arms and he was kissing her.

				It was a good kiss. All lips and tongue. Her determination melted along with the rest of her. She wrapped her arms around him and hung on. He touched her hair, her jaw, then dropped to run his fingers along her spine.

				He straightened and looked her up and down.

				“Just let me go to the bathroom and I’ll—”

				Ford reached for the straps over her shoulders. He pulled them down her arms. The garment peeled away, over her breasts, her waist, her hips and ended up in a rolled circle at her feet. She stepped out of it.

				“Problem solved,” he announced, his voice filled with satisfaction. “Anything else?”

				Aside from the fact that he was fully dressed while she was standing there in a bra and very brief panties?

				“Uh, not really.”

				“Good.”

				He nudged her toward the hall. She started walking, aware that he was unbuttoning his shirt as he went. His pants were lost in the doorway, and by the time they reached the bed and she turned around, he was naked. Completely naked.

				Isabel stared at the broad shoulders, smooth chest and narrow waist. He was all muscle, with chiseled planes and sculpted lines.

				“I welcome comparisons,” he told her.

				She laughed. “Fine. Eric was much thinner and shorter than you. Billy had a similar build, but wasn’t as muscled.”

				“And the horde?”

				“I don’t really remember.”

				“Hordes usually make a bigger impression,” he said, reaching for her and drawing her close.

				She knew there was some funny reply, but what with being pressed against his naked body, she couldn’t think of it. Not when she didn’t know where to put her hands. There was so much bare skin. And his erect penis was pressing against her belly in a very suggestive manner.

				“Relax,” he murmured, pressing his mouth to her jaw and then moving it down her neck.

				“Relaxing isn’t my strong suit. Not during…you know.”

				He raised his head. “‘You know’? That’s your euphemism?”

				“Do you have a better one?”

				He nipped her earlobe. “About a dozen. Why are you nervous?”

				She found it difficult to think with him kissing her like that. Everywhere he touched, she felt both heat and little sparks. They moved through her, settling in her breasts before heading south. She wanted to squirm—not to get away but to get closer.

				He moved his hands up and down her back. With each pass, his fingers dipped lower. She found herself anticipating him touching her butt, which was strange, but she was going to go with it.

				“Isabel?”

				“Hmm?”

				“Why are you nervous?”

				“We’re going to have sex. I’m not very good at it.”

				The words came out involuntarily and she winced. Ford raised his head and looked at her.

				“You mentioned that and I don’t believe it.”

				“Nice of you to say, but you have no actual proof. I don’t think it was good with Billy.”

				“Your first time and not your fault.”

				“And it wasn’t very fun with Eric.”

				His dark gaze never wavered. “The being-gay thing could have something to do with that.”

				“I don’t like it that much.”

				He put his hands on her shoulders. “Let’s find out why.”

				Before she could figure out what he had in mind, he’d basically removed her bra and was sliding her panties down her legs. The man worked quickly. She didn’t even have time to get embarrassed.

				When she was as naked as him, he moved her to the bed and had her lie down. He settled next to her. He leaned over and lightly kissed her.

				“You like the kissing,” he said.

				“Yes.”

				“Then we’ll do that.” He shifted closer and settled his mouth on hers. He kissed her slowly, moving his lips against hers before slipping his tongue inside.

				Uncertainty faded and she wrapped her arms around him. As their tongues tangled and her blood moved a little faster, she moved her hands up and down his back. She could feel his muscles moving underneath his skin. He was so wide through his shoulders, she thought. Then his back narrowed as she got closer to his waist.

				He broke off the kiss to trail his mouth down her throat to her collarbone. He placed one of his hands on her belly, which made her tense. But then he kept it there, just moving in a slow circle. She could handle that, she told herself.

				His mouth eased closer and closer to her breasts. She found herself thinking about him kissing her there. A little jolt zipped from her breasts down her middle to between her thighs. A jolt that caused her breath to quicken.

				His mouth settled over her nipple and he drew on it. The jolt returned, stronger this time, creating a direct line from her breast to that place between her legs. The place that had, honestly, never been all that special.

				He raised his head. “Yes? No?”

				“It’s nice.”

				He chuckled. “You’re not easy. I like doing this. Do you mind if I keep at it for a while?”

				“No.”

				He moved from breast to breast. Licking, sucking. She felt trapped in her own skin, kind of hot and cold at the same time. She raised her hands to his head and ran her fingers through his hair. Her legs moved against the cool sheets.

				The hand on her belly moved. Slowly, he shifted it across her stomach until his fingers dipped between her thighs. She parted her legs instinctively, knowing what would happen next. He would rub her there a few minutes, then assume the position. Once he was inside, she would make those noises guys seemed to like and then he’d come and then it would be over.

				She turned her head, trying to see the clock. If it didn’t take too long, she could still watch a movie on pay-per-view.

				He explored her gently, sliding over her clitoris before easing a finger inside her.

				“You’re wet,” he murmured.

				Not surprising, she thought. It wasn’t that she didn’t like what he was doing. It was just…so what? Yes, it felt nice for a while, but then she wanted it to be over. Why did it have to take so long?

				He began to rub her center. As he did that, he shifted so they were kissing again. She was aroused, she thought, frustrated. She usually got aroused. But then it went nowhere. He continued to kiss her as his fingers moved against her center. She liked what he was doing—liked the warmth flowing through her, the tension. She wanted to push or strain, and as need built inside her, she started to feel uncomfortable. Not physically. She wasn’t sure how. Maybe in her head?

				She just wasn’t that woman, she thought grimly. The one who threw herself on the bed and breathed, “Take me now!” Sex was fine. This was better than it had ever been, but still, she didn’t understand what—

				“I can hear you thinking from here,” Ford said, shifting so he rested his head on his hand, his weight supported on his elbow as he faced her.

				“My brain doesn’t turn off.”

				“I can tell.” He lightly traced her breast, his finger slipping over her tight nipple.

				A shiver rippled through her.

				He did it again and she shivered again.

				“Count backward from a thousand,” he told her. “In threes.”

				“What?”

				“I want your mind busy so it can’t freak you out.”

				“I’m not freaked out. I’m totally calm.” She reached over and put her hand on his hip. His erection strained toward her. He was going to fill her completely and that would feel nice.

				“It’s your turn,” she murmured. “Let’s do that.”

				“I don’t think so.” He rolled onto his hands and knees, then slipped between her thighs. Although he loomed over her, he didn’t try to enter her. “A thousand, nine hundred ninety-seven…”

				“Fine. It’s a stupid idea. Nine hundred and ninety-four.”

				“Close your eyes and count.”

				She did as he instructed. She didn’t know why he was making such a big deal of this. Not everyone felt the earth move every time. Or ever. She was okay with that.

				“You counting?”

				“Yes,” she lied and turned her attention to the numbers.

				Ford leaned down and took her nipple in his mouth. He’d done that before and it was still nice. She liked the way his tongue swirled and teased. When he lightly bit down, her breath caught and she lost her place. Nine hundred and forty-something, she thought. Seven. Forty-seven. Only seven wasn’t divisible by three, so that wasn’t right.

				He kissed his way down her belly. She giggled as his breath tickled, then caught her breath as he circled her belly button. Two, she told herself. Nine hundred and forty-two. Nine hundred and thirty-nine. Nine—

				He went lower and lower, until his fingers lightly parted her and he pressed his tongue against the very center of her.

				Her eyes flew open as he moved against her core. Moved in a way that made it impossible to count. It wasn’t so much the pressure, she thought as her eyes slowly closed. Or the speed. It was the combination. Over and over that single swollen knot of nerves. Around and over. Her skin got hot and felt a little tight. The bottoms of her feet burned. She ached in the strangest places, and when she tried to figure out if she was breathing, she realized she was almost panting.

				He didn’t go faster or slower. Instead he kept moving his tongue against her. She was caught in the sensations flowing out from that single point. The world completely faded and she wanted to beg him not to stop, only she couldn’t speak.

				There was something just out of her reach. She could feel it getting closer, but she didn’t know what to look for, what to feel, what to—

				He slipped a finger deep inside her. Instantly her muscles clamped around him. He withdrew and pushed in two, then curled them slightly, stroking her from the other side. Rhythm matched rhythm. She could almost see it. Could almost.

				Pure liquid pleasure rushed through her. It claimed her, every cell, every thought. She no longer existed except through the shuddering sensations rocking all of her. She got the falling reference and the wave one. Either worked. She lost herself in the amazing response of her body, letting herself become little more than a floating entity.

				Ford continued to touch her, slowing the contact until the last ounce of her release faded. Isabel lay there on the bed, both thrilled and embarrassed.

				How on earth had she missed that for the past twenty-eight years? Or even ten? What on earth had she been doing wrong? And when could she have her next orgasm?

				She opened her eyes and saw Ford smiling down at her. He looked like a man who had taken on the biggest supervillain ever and won.

				“Yeah, yeah,” she said, unable to keep from smiling. “You’re amazing and you can be as smug as you like.”

				He grinned. “So you came.”

				“Yes.”

				“For the first time ever.”

				She laughed. “Yes.”

				“Because of me.”

				“Because of you.”

				Then he wasn’t grinning. He touched her cheek. “I’m glad.”

				“Me, too.” She raised herself on her elbows. “Do you think I can come with you inside?”

				“Let’s find out.”

				He had to get up and go find his pants. She enjoyed the view of his muscled body first from the back, then from the front. He slipped on the condom and knelt between her thighs. But instead of pushing inside, he took her hand in his.

				“Do this,” he said, settling her fingers on that still-swollen center.

				She pulled her hand away. “I can’t touch myself.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because it’s… People don’t.”

				He raised his eyebrows. “Seriously? ‘People don’t’? That’s your reason?”

				“I don’t.”

				“I got that. It might be part of your problem.” He put her hand back in place. “Just give me five minutes. If you don’t like it, you can stop.”

				She stared into his face and tried to guess what he was thinking. So far everything he’d done had been designed to make her feel at ease and sexually satisfy her. Did she really want to start complaining now?

				“Five minutes,” she agreed, putting her fingers back where he’d placed them.

				“Slow circles. Steady pressure.”

				She blinked at him. “You’re telling me how to do this?”

				“Someone has to.”

				She didn’t know if she should laugh, hit him or accept the criticism in the spirit in which it was meant. She picked the latter and collapsed back on the bed.

				Her fingers were smaller than his, so she used three instead of two. She moved slowly, not sure how to duplicate what he’d done. But with each circle, she got immediate feedback and was able to adjust the speed to one that was—

				“Damn, that’s hot,” he said.

				She opened her eyes and saw him watching her. She pulled her hand away immediately. Heat burned on her cheeks. “You’re not supposed to stare at me.”

				“You have a lot of rules.” He shifted so she felt his thickness pushing into her. “But as soon as you’re comfortable with us making love, I’m going to have you do that all the way.”

				“You want me to touch myself and have an orgasm while you watch?”

				“Sure.”

				She opened her mouth, then closed it. Repeating “people don’t do that” seemed silly. “Would you do that, too? With me watching?”

				“Sure.”

				The idea of him touching himself with her right there was oddly exciting. What else did couples do in bed that she didn’t know about? She had a feeling Ford would be happy to tell her all about it.

				He tapped the back of her hand. “Back to business, young lady.”

				She did as he requested. With the first stroke, she felt the familiar tension return. Then he eased into her.

				Ford was both long and thick. He stretched her, pushing in until her legs fell open more. Nerve endings cooed in delight at the friction. He withdrew and pushed in again.

				There was no counting this time, no need to busy her mind. Her body understood what was happening and hurried toward the path. She touched herself as he’d taught her, keeping time with him. They both moved faster and faster. She started to lose control as pressure built up inside her.

				Without thinking, she dropped her hand and held on to him. She wrapped her legs around his hips and drew him in closer. He surged harder, thrust deeper and the first ripple of her release washed over her.

				He quickly followed, opening his eyes to stare into hers as they both surrendered to the pleasure they shared.

				* * *

				ISABEL STOOD IN her shower the following morning and did her best not to break into spontaneous song. Because she so could. She could sing and dance, and she wouldn’t be the least surprised if little woodland creatures were waiting in her bedroom to help her dress.

				Because it was that kind of morning. The sun was shining, the earth rotating, and she had spent the night having orgasm after orgasm.

				Maybe that made her a shallow person, but she could live with the judgment. The things Ford had done to her had been spectacular. She hadn’t known her body was capable of such pleasure. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t figured it all out before. Of course, she and Billy had both been young and the horde had been a one-night kind of thing that had left her feeling icky. With Eric, well, she’d already dissected those problems.

				She turned off the water and got out of the shower. After drying off, she wrapped herself in her robe and opened the bathroom door. And screamed.

				Ford was standing right there.

				“Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” she asked, pressing a hand to her chest. Her heart pounded hard against her rib cage.

				“I brought you coffee.”

				She took the offered mug, then glanced down and realized he was not only naked but erect. Anticipation sent heat rushing all through her.

				She turned, set down the coffee, dropped her robe on the floor and stepped into his arms. He was kissing her and moving her back at the same time.

				After he shoved the coffee to the back of the vanity, he lifted her up to the counter and spread her legs. She reached between them and guided him inside.

				He filled her in a single stroke.

				She wrapped her legs around his hips and nibbled at his jaw. “Hard,” she instructed, already halfway to her release. “Don’t hold back.”

				“You’re my kind of girl.”

				She brought his hands to her breasts and arched her head back. As he pumped in and out, he squeezed her nipples. Less than a minute later, she was flying, crying out her release. He followed quickly.

				When they were done, they stayed where they were, trying to catch their breath.

				“You’re going to kill me,” he told her.

				“Is that a complaint?”

				He grinned and kissed her. “No. It’s a challenge.”

				* * *

				FORD SPUN SLOWLY in his seat. Justice looked up from his notes.

				“Are we keeping you from something?”

				“Nope,” Ford said easily, doing his best not to grin. Mostly because he didn’t want questions, but if ever there was a morning to be a happy guy, this was it.

				Isabel had been a revelation. Sweet and sexy. When she’d come apart in his arms… He shook his head. There weren’t any words. He just knew it was the best feeling ever.

				Consuelo looked at him. “Stop it.”

				“Stop what?”

				“You’re too happy. It’s annoying.”

				Angel grunted. “You were supposed to have dinner with Clyde and his wife last night. He’s a potential client.”

				“More than potential now,” Ford told him. “He’s coming in later to sign on the dotted line.”

				He reached for a sheet of paper, crumpled it up and tossed it into the trash can. “Score one for me.”

				“That was your handout for the meeting,” Justice told him.

				“I’ll share with someone else.”

				Consuelo continued to glare at him. “I’m going to hurt you later.”

				As they had a workout planned at three that afternoon, there was every chance she was telling the truth. Not that he cared. He could still please Isabel with a broken leg or arm.

				Once she’d figured out the whole point of sex, she hadn’t been able to get enough. They’d reached for each other again and again in the night. And that morning—talk about hot.

				What he couldn’t believe was that no one had bothered to take the time to figure out how to please her. She wasn’t especially difficult; she was just inexperienced. He supposed Eric had something of an excuse, but what about the other guys?

				Idiots, he told himself.

				He should go online and find her some toys. Nothing that would freak her out, but a few fun things. He had a feeling she would enjoy playing, as would he.

				Angel crumpled up his notes and made a basket into the trash can. Justice snapped his laptop shut.

				“What about the meeting?” Consuelo asked.

				“There’s an assembly at Lillie’s school. I’d rather be there than dealing with these two.” He motioned to Ford and Angel.

				“So I’m in charge?” Consuelo asked, sounding pleased.

				“No blood, no dead bodies, no broken bones.”

				“You’re limiting my fun.”

				“We’re still business partners. If you kill them, it’s more work for you.” Justice walked out of the conference room.

				Ford heard footsteps in the hallway; then Justice said, “He’s back in there.”

				Was Isabel looking for him? He got up and hurried out the door, only to find Leonard walking toward him.

				“Hey,” he said, nodding at his friend. “What’s up?”

				“Is there a place we can talk?”

				“Sure.” He motioned to his office, two doors down. “Everything okay?”

				“Fine.”

				Leonard followed him inside, then shut the door. He pushed up his glasses and cleared his throat. “I want to start working out.”

				Ford leaned against his desk. “Sure. That’s easy. Have you joined a gym?”

				“I’m going to, but I thought maybe you could give me some lessons or something. Tell me what I need to be doing.” Leonard’s face crumpled. “Maeve mentioned that you looked good. When I pressed her, she made a comment about…” He swallowed. “Your butt.”

				Ford raised his eyebrows and held up his hands. “Look, there’s absolutely nothing going on between Maeve and me. I haven’t seen her since you were in the hospital.”

				“I know that,” his friend told him. “I’m not saying there is. But look at you. You’re a SEAL and I’m an accountant. I want her to talk about my butt.”

				Ford saw the combination of love and worry in Leonard’s eyes. “Easy enough. You don’t look like you need to lose any weight.”

				Leonard slapped his stomach. “I could lose ten. Maybe fifteen, but what I mostly need is to put on some muscle. Can you help with that?”

				Ford walked over and patted him on the back. “I sure can. We’ll make a schedule and I’ll get you started. Just remember, it’s not a good workout if you don’t puke.”

				Leonard’s eyes widened slightly. “You’re kidding, right?”

				“You’re going to have to wait and see.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWELVE

				“YOU HAVE TO LET GO of the door handle,” Ford said.

				“Technically, I don’t.”

				Isabel hung on to the Jeep with both hands. If she stayed where she was, she didn’t have to go into the house. She didn’t have to see anyone and she didn’t have to lie. If she let go, Ford was going to make her walk into the family dinner. And then what? Denise would take one look at them and know they’d had sex.

				Ford stood in front of her. “What’s the problem? You know everyone in the family. We’re all friendly. They like you.”

				“I glow.”

				He smiled slowly, looking more than a little self-satisfied.

				“Stop it!” She glared at him. “Denise is your mother.”

				“She thinks we’re together, so why is your glowing a bad thing?”

				“It’s tacky. And I don’t want to talk about it.”

				He moved close, crowding her. “That’s not what you said this morning.”

				Isabel kept her chin up and refused to blush. It wasn’t as though she was exaggerating. Now that she’d discovered what all the fuss was really about, she couldn’t seem to stop wanting Ford. While he hadn’t moved in or anything, he was spending every night in her bed.

				“What I said this morning has nothing to do with your family. Especially your mother.” She drew in a breath. “Fine. I can do this. Just don’t look at me that way.”

				His gaze turned predatory.

				“That way. You know you’re doing it. Just stop.”

				He chuckled and pulled her hands free of the handle, then lightly kissed her knuckles. “Just know that in three hours we’ll be able to leave. We’ll head home and you can be on top.”

				The image of what happened when she was on top quickened her breathing. “Don’t do that!” she pleaded.

				“Kittens,” he told her. “Think about kittens. It really helps.”

				They walked up to the front of the house. The door opened before they got there.

				“You made it,” Denise said with a smile. “Welcome, Isabel.”

				“Thanks for inviting me,” Isabel said as Denise pulled her son close and hugged him. Then she was hugged as well, and they all went into the house.

				The spacious living room was empty and quiet, but plenty of noise spilled out from down the hall.

				“Brace yourself,” Ford murmured as they followed his mother. “It’s going to be chaos.”

				He wasn’t kidding. They stepped into the huge family room and found themselves surrounded by people. Ford was one of six kids. Four of his siblings were married and every one of them had at least one child. Some more. Which meant there were thirteen adults and eight kids, a number of dogs and more noise than a rock concert.

				“Ford!” Montana called when she saw her brother. She rushed toward him. His other sisters followed suit.

				Isabel stayed close and greeted everyone. As Ford had promised, the family was friendly and welcoming. But as the minutes passed and Ford was hugged and patted on the back and attacked by toddlers who thought he was cool, she felt a subtle tension invading him.

				She studied him closely, wondering at the cause. He was still smiling and joking. But she saw the tightness of the muscles in his jaw and the way he kept glancing toward the exit. She felt the extra beat before he responded to questions about settling into town.

				She didn’t know if it was the press of people or the fact that he was dealing with his family at close range and all at once, but she realized the situation was difficult for him.

				Not sure what to do, she moved next to him and took his hand. “Can we get something to drink?”

				Her request caused a flurry of activity. While the family was distracted, she squeezed his fingers. She raised herself on tiptoe.

				“Three hours, big guy. Then I get to be on top.”

				He flashed her a smile and she felt him relax.

				By the time the bottles of wine had been opened, the guys had gone back to watching the game and the women were collecting in the kitchen. The older kids disappeared into the game room, while the babies were passed around.

				“Can I help with anything?” Isabel asked Denise.

				“I’ve got it under control,” Ford’s mother said, then sighed. “It’s so nice to have the whole family here.”

				Montana joined them. “Kent’s by himself.”

				“You say that like you’re surprised,” Denise said.

				“I am. He’s seeing someone. I thought he’d bring her.”

				Denise turned around and stared at her middle son. “Kent is dating?” She raised her voice to be heard across the room and over the game. “Kent, you’re dating?”

				Kent looked at her, then stared at Montana. “Really?” he asked. “You couldn’t give me a couple of weeks of privacy?”

				Montana winced. “Sorry. It just slipped out.”

				Simon, Montana’s husband, was instantly at her side, as if to protect her. “Is everything all right?” he asked.

				Montana smiled at him. “I’m fine. If I need you to slice up my brother into tiny pieces, I’ll let you know.”

				Simon kissed her. “I would appreciate that.”

				He returned to the game.

				“Who’s Kent seeing?” Denise asked, lowering her voice. “One of the women I suggested?”

				“I don’t think she was on the list.”

				Over Fourth of July, Denise had set up a booth at the festival—looking for a wife for Kent and for Ford. She’d had baby pictures of her boys so interested women could get an idea of what their children might look like, and she’d taken applications.

				“Do you know Consuelo Ly?” Montana asked.

				Denise frowned. “Why is that name familiar?”

				“She teaches at the bodyguard academy,” Isabel said, wondering why her friend hadn’t mentioned dating Kent. “Have they been seeing each other long?”

				“No,” Montana said. “I don’t think so.”

				Isabel figured Montana had been talking to Carter—Reese’s friend. Reese was Kent’s son and would be the person to know if his dad was seeing anyone.

				Ah, the thrill of small-town living.

				* * *

				“HE’S A FLIRT,” Dakota said with a sigh. “I don’t want to think about what he’s going to be like when he’s in high school.”

				“It’ll start before high school,” Nevada said with a grin. “Look at those dimples.”

				“Speaking of dimples and babies,” Denise said, passing around the sliced roast. “Are you and Tucker ready to have another baby?”

				Nevada grimaced. “Mom, get off me. It hasn’t even been six months.”

				“I know, but you waited awhile to get started. Grandbabies, people. I can’t have too many.”

				“Denise,” Max said gently from the far end of the table. “Don’t torture your children.”

				She smiled at him. “You’re right.”

				Dakota leaned toward Isabel. “Max is the voice of reason. He keeps Mom in check and for that we’re grateful.”

				Isabel knew that Denise had been seeing Max for a few years, but so far they hadn’t decided to marry. He was a great guy, very calm and centered.

				The Hendrix family had produced a lot of kids, Isabel thought, feeling a twinge of longing. She and Eric hadn’t discussed having children very often. She’d thought they had plenty of time and he… Well, she didn’t know what he’d been thinking. Either way, it was good they hadn’t started a family, what with the divorce and all. But she’d always seen herself as a mother. Being single was going to complicate that situation.

				More food was passed around the table. Isabel watched Ford take small portions of everything, but he didn’t seem to be eating. She put her hand on his thigh and felt the tension in his muscles.

				He looked as though he was having a good time, but she could tell the evening was wearing on him.

				“How are things going at work?” Denise asked him.

				Isabel squeezed her fingers against his thigh. “He’s so busy,” she said with a smile. “Have you seen the facility? It’s amazing. Angel’s building an outdoor course that is incredibly challenging.” Information Consuelo had told her. “I couldn’t do it, but those of you who are more athletic should try it.”

				“That would be fun,” Montana said. “Not that I’d go. I’m not very coordinated. Max, do you think we should have an obstacle course to train the dogs?”

				And just like that, the attention was off Ford.

				He put his hand on top of hers and then smiled at her. She smiled back.

				Ford was always so funny and charming, she thought. Joking with everyone and acting as if he was just one of the guys. It was easy to forget that he’d been gone so long, serving his country in difficult and dangerous places.

				He wasn’t the kind of man to brood, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have ghosts of his own. She ate her dinner and talked to people, but stayed alert to any conversation shift that might upset him.

				Later, when they were driving home, she wondered if she should say anything. Or ask questions. In the end, she decided to let him speak or not.

				When they arrived back at their place, she climbed out of his Jeep and started for the house. Ford stopped her and pulled her into his arms. He didn’t kiss her; instead he held on tight.

				She rested her head on his shoulder and breathed in the quiet of the night.

				She wondered what had happened. Was it his family? The close quarters? The questions? Just that some days he had to deal with his past and some days he didn’t?

				But she didn’t ask and he didn’t offer. Instead he shifted so his arm was around her and led her toward the house.

				“I’m thinking ice cream and then sex,” he said as she pulled her keys out of her purse. “What about you?”

				She fumbled with the key and he took it from her. As he opened the door, she knew that she wanted this. What they had together. The fun and the conversation. The sex and the friendship. She wanted to be his buffer and have him take care of the yard and be manly with the barbecue. She liked the rhythm of their life together.

				It wasn’t love, she told herself firmly. But it was still special and something she wanted to hang on to for as long as she could.

				“Ice cream and sex sound great,” she told him.

				He grinned. “You’re the best girlfriend ever.”

				“I bet you say that to all your women.”

				“Maybe,” he admitted. “But this time I mean it.”

				* * *

				“YOU READY FOR THIS?” Consuelo asked.

				“Sure,” Kent said, even though he wasn’t.

				Somehow he’d agreed to work out with her. It wasn’t his idea of a date, so he wasn’t sure how it had happened, but here he was, in the CDS gym. Any confidence he’d arrived with had been destroyed by the sight of Ford helping his friend Leonard to his car. Leonard had been shuffling, as if his legs hurt too much to walk regularly, and he’d held an ice pack to one shoulder.

				Ford’s comment “Not a good place for civilians” hadn’t helped.

				Now he faced a petite fireball who was very likely going to kick his ass. To make matters worse, she was dressed in formfitting workout clothes that left nothing to the imagination. He was in baggy sweats and a T-shirt, but even so, if he got an erection, the world was going to know.

				Basically, he had a three-part plan. Don’t get injured, don’t make a fool of himself and keep his eyes off Consuelo’s ass.

				“What do you want to do?” she asked, tilting her head so her ponytail swung toward the ground.

				“You tell me.” Which was a better answer than the real one, which went along the lines of “I want to have sex with you. Anywhere, anytime, again and again.” He had a feeling she wouldn’t respond well to that line of conversation and that if he pursued it, he would end up with something broken.

				“We have a basic workout we give recruits to assess them,” she told him. “How about that?”

				“You don’t have a basic math-teacher assessment instead? Because I’d be good at that one.”

				“You can take pi to eight digits?” she asked, her voice teasing.

				“And beyond.”

				“Impressive.” She grinned. “Okay, let’s start with jump-squats.”

				She demonstrated by squatting down, then jumping high in the air before landing and then repeating the procedure.

				“Ready?” she asked.

				He nodded and they did them together. By the tenth, he was feeling it in his thighs. By fifteen, he was breathing hard. By number twenty, he had a vision of himself limping like Leonard.

				They moved on to other exercises, each more challenging than the one before. Consuelo gave instructions as she worked along with him, barely breaking a sweat. He was thinking that he needed to up his game when it came to his four-days-a-week run. And maybe add a little weight lifting to his regimen.

				“How about the ropes?” she asked, pointing to the ropes hanging from a crossbar.

				“Sure.” Something he could do better, he thought. Men had more upper body strength than women. At least, he hoped they did.

				They jogged across the gym. She reached for a rope as he did, then started to shimmy up. She reached the crossbar before he’d climbed more than four feet. He dropped back to the mats and started to laugh.

				She joined him. “What?” she asked.

				“You’re incredible.”

				“I do this for a living.”

				“Still, you’re in great shape. I’m completely intimidated.”

				She got them each a bottle of water from a refrigerator in the corner. “You’re not. If you were you wouldn’t have wanted to work out with me. You knew I’d be good.”

				“True, but I underestimated your ability.” He took a long drink of water and studied her. “Men do that a lot, don’t they?”

				She shrugged. “Sometimes.”

				“All the time. Because of your face and your body, they assume you’re a piece of ass and don’t bother to get to know you. They don’t take the time to understand you and they don’t offer you respect.”

				The reality of what he’d just said struck him. He stared at her, horrified. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

				“It’s the truth.”

				“It was rude.”

				She drank more, her dark gaze never leaving his face. Her expression was unreadable. “You didn’t call me a piece of ass. You said others do.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“Like I said, it’s the truth. Very few men take the time to find out who I am.”

				He wanted to say he was willing, but was afraid he would sound like even more of a jerk.

				“If nothing else, you now have proof that I haven’t dated much since my divorce,” he offered.

				“You think I’m mad,” she said.

				“Aren’t you?”

				She lowered the bottle and smiled. “No.”

				He waited, but that was all.

				They finished their water and completed a few more exercises. He had a feeling he was going to be crippled in the morning. Something his students would find amusing.

				“Are you limping?” she asked when he staggered to his feet after a rousing round of push-ups. She’d done more than him.

				“No.” He straightened, ignoring the fiery pain searing his thighs and biceps. “How about a flashy finish?”

				She put her hands on her hips. “Are you challenging me?”

				“Sure.”

				He knew he was going to regret the cocky attitude, but figured the low point of the workout had been the “piece of ass” comment.

				She walked over to him and took his left arm in both her hands. Before he knew what was happening, she’d jerked him forward and then he was facing the ceiling and the floor came up very, very quickly.

				He’d fallen out of a tree back when he’d been a kid. This was a lot like that, only without the broken arm. All the air rushed out of his body, and for a split second, he couldn’t draw it in.

				Consuelo was on her knees at his side. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly, touching his face, then his arms. “Are you okay? That was so stupid of me. I was showing off. I shouldn’t have done it.”

				Worry darkened her brown eyes. Her ponytail lightly brushed his cheek as she fussed over him. He opened his mouth and pretended to be unable to speak.

				“What?” she demanded. “Are you hurt?”

				He motioned her closer. “I can’t breathe,” he fake-gasped. “I think I need mouth-to-mouth.”

				She sat back on her heels and shook her head. “You are such a guy.”

				He sat up. “Is that a problem?”

				“Not for me.”

				He figured she would scramble to her feet, then pull him to his. Or laugh at him. Or walk away. Instead she leaned in and kissed him.

				The touch of her mouth against his was light and brief, but the heat burned all the way down to his cock. He wanted to pull her close and let things get interesting. But they were at her place of work and she wouldn’t appreciate that.

				She drew back. “I really am sorry about throwing you like that.”

				“I’m not.” He grinned. “The kiss was worth it.”

				“You’re easy.”

				“As long as you consider that a good thing, I can live with that.” He gently touched her cheek. “Dinner? Just us?”

				She glanced around and then leaned in again. This time her mouth lingered. “Dinner,” she whispered.

				* * *

				ISABEL PAUSED ON THE PORCH to check her phone. Still no return call from Sonia. She wondered what was going on with her friend. She’d left a message on Sonia’s Facebook page, where her friend had regular updates. But the lack of direct communication was troubling.

				“Auntie Is, Auntie Is!”

				Isabel grinned and dropped to her knees so Brandon, Maeve’s six-year-old, could run into her arms.

				“Look at you,” she said, squeezing him as he laughed. “You’re so big.”

				He hugged her back, then broke free and hurried back through the front door. “I can read, Auntie Is. I have a book.”

				Isabel watched him bolt into the house, then followed. While she appreciated the happy greeting, she wondered how much of his enthusiasm came from his memories and how much was inspired by his older siblings. Isabel knew she’d had more to do with them than the younger ones. Mostly due to time and distance, but still.

				Maeve waited at the front door. “You’re going to have to listen to one of his ‘Bob’ books now,” she said by way of greeting. “It’s the first level of reading. ‘Bob can walk. Bob can jump.’”

				“Sounds like a bestseller.”

				They hugged. Isabel patted her sister’s stomach.

				“You seem to have something in there. You knew that, right?”

				“Very funny.”

				They settled in the family room. In addition to a huge sectional sofa, there were several chairs, a large, square coffee table with padded corners and toys everywhere.

				Maeve burrowed onto a cushion and sighed. “I tried to pick up before you got here, but I’m at the tired stage of my pregnancy. In the next few weeks, I’ll get my energy back and then watch out.”

				“You would know,” Isabel said, thinking Maeve had plenty of practice.

				Maeve and Leonard had waited a year before getting married, just to make sure their love was the real thing. By then Leonard had graduated from college and passed the CPA exam. He got a job with the biggest accounting firm in town. Two years later, Maeve had gotten pregnant. The kids had kept on coming. Now she had four, all under the age of nine, with a fifth on the way.

				“Is this the last one?” Isabel asked.

				“I think so.” She smiled. “Leonard says yes, for sure. But we love having kids. We’ve talked about maybe stopping having our own, but adopting a few. Not babies. There are plenty of people who want an infant. We’re thinking maybe older kids who would benefit from a stable home and life in a town like this one.”

				“Impressive,” Isabel murmured. “Now I officially feel shallow.”

				Her sister’s blue eyes were concerned. “Why would you say that? You’re a successful businesswoman. That’s impressive. All I do is stay home with a bunch of kids.” She smiled. “Not that what I do isn’t important and I love it, but I haven’t ever seriously worked in the world. When Leonard and I were first married, I knew my job was to save for our house down payment. I didn’t want a career. When the youngest is in school, I may get something part-time, but I can’t imagine doing what you do.”

				“Right now I’m working at Paper Moon. Which isn’t that notable.”

				“But you’ll start your own business.”

				“That’s the plan.”

				Maeve leaned her head against the sofa. “You always loved that store. You and Grandma were there together every weekend. You knew all the styles of dresses by the time you were five, and by ten, you could have ordered the inventory.”

				Isabel nodded. “She was wonderful.”

				“She liked you best.”

				Isabel wrinkled her nose. “She liked that I loved the store.”

				“Same thing. Paper Moon was her life. I never got the point. I guess retail isn’t my thing.” Her sister looked at her. “You’ll take that with you when you open your own place.”

				“I hope so. It’s going to be different. Back to New York for me.”

				“I wish you could stay around.” Maeve raised one hand. “I know, I know. New York is a fashion capital and all that. Fool’s Gold isn’t going to be a star on anyone’s trendy map. Still. Mom’s been getting regular reports from our local gossips, and everyone says you’re doing great. Just so you know, the parents are secretly hoping you’ll change your mind and stay.”

				Isabel sighed. “I know. She mentioned it the last time we talked.”

				“You tempted?”

				“I have a goal and it doesn’t include staying here.” Not that being home was as horrible as she’d thought it might be. In fact, parts of her return were quite excellent. Her friends, for one, and Ford. Ford was an unexpected gift.

				“Do you and the folks have a timetable?” Maeve asked.

				“They’re due back from their trip before Thanksgiving. Then we’ll go over my plan for refurbishing the store. It should all be done by the holidays, and then we’ll put the store up for sale after the first of the year.”

				“That makes me sad,” Maeve admitted. “Paper Moon should stay in the family. But you have your dreams and I have no interest in running it.”

				“I know what you mean,” Isabel told her. “I feel badly about it, too. Sometimes I wonder if I could stay, but I don’t want to deal with crazy brides all day. I want to do more. And I have my business partner.”

				“That’s right. Sonia. Let me guess. She’s one of those East Coast people who assumes the continent simply ends when you hit the Mississippi.”

				“Pretty much.”

				Conversation shifted to how Leonard’s business was doing and then talk about the kids. Brandon came back downstairs with two toys and one of his books that he read to both of them. Two hours flew by. When Isabel realized the time, she stood.

				“I’ve left Madeline alone for too long. She gets nervous if there are too many things going on.”

				“Does she like the work?” Maeve asked, struggling to her feet.

				“A lot and she’s good at it. I’m hoping whoever we sell to will keep her on.”

				The sisters hugged.

				“I’m sorry I haven’t come by sooner,” Isabel said. “I won’t wait so long next time.”

				“I’d like that,” her sister told her. “You could be wild and come on a Saturday morning when everyone’s home. It’s loud then, but it’s fun.”

				“I will,” Isabel promised.

				“Good. Because you’re always welcome here, sis. I want you to know that.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				“I’D LIKE TO SPEAK to you about a dress.”

				Isabel glanced up at the woman who had just walked into Paper Moon and wanted to ask what was wrong with this picture. The potential customer was tall and elegantly dressed in a dark gray tailored suit. Long black hair hung straight down her back. Her eyes were a nearly violet color of blue, and she had on killer red pumps with at least four-inch heels. She looked capable of ruling the world and still having time left over to organize international banking. She exuded confidence and determination. If Isabel had to guess an age, she would say close to mid-thirties. And while she was familiar, Isabel didn’t know where she’d seen her before.

				“A wedding gown?” Isabel asked.

				The woman shuddered. “God, no. I meant the purple dress in the window. It’s gorgeous. I want to buy it.”

				Isabel grinned. “You might want to try it on first.”

				“Right. I always get hung up on the details. Let’s start there.”

				“Sure.” Isabel walked through the store and opened the door to the display window. “You said the purple one?”

				“Uh-huh.”

				Rather than wrestle the mannequin out of the window, she undid the zipper and pulled off the dress. She stepped back into the store.

				“Here you go. There are dressing rooms through this way.” Isabel paused. “I feel like we’ve met, but I can’t place your name.”

				“Taryn Crawford.” The woman held out her hand. “I’m moving here to town, I’m sad to say.”

				“You don’t want to move to Fool’s Gold?”

				“No. It’s small. I like the big city. Los Angeles is more my speed. I like the fact that everyone is shallow. It’s refreshing. There’s no pretense of empathy. You know what you’re getting. From what I can tell, Fool’s Gold is one giant beating heart of caring. All those festivals. People talk to me while I’m waiting in line for coffee.” She shuddered. “Happy families everywhere. It’s not natural.”

				Isabel laughed. “You’re not big on families?”

				“Not for me. Families are a wonderful thing for other people. I like children…mostly from a distance.” She sighed. “This all makes me sound horrible and I’m not. I’m very nice. Not as nice as the people in this town, though.”

				Isabel opened a dressing room door, then stepped back to let Taryn enter. The woman thanked her, then closed the door.

				What an interesting person, Isabel thought. Talk about honest to a fault.

				A minute or so later, Taryn walked out in the purple dress.

				It was fitted, with long sleeves and a conservative hemline. But in the back, a deep, teardrop-shaped cutout turned ordinary into sexy.

				Taryn stepped up onto the low platform in front of the mirrors and studied herself.

				“The dress is really well made,” she said. “You’re not charging enough. The quality workmanship is only exceeded by the fabric. This is excellent. I love the fit.”

				“It looks great,” Isabel said, trying not to feel bitter that the other woman was about two inches taller than her and yet a good five sizes smaller. Isabel had never minded being curvy, but every now and then she wondered if she should cut back on the cookies, or maybe go to the gym.

				Without having much of a plan, Isabel walked to the accessory armoire and started opening doors and drawers. She discarded three belts before finding the right one. She also had a scarf, she thought, digging through piles of discarded props for various weddings.

				When she found the scarf, she brought it and the belt to Taryn. “Try these.”

				Taryn piled her hair on top of her head and turned to looked at the cutout. She released her hair and fastened the belt. “Fabulous,” she breathed as she reached for the scarf. “Is this your design?”

				“No. Someone I know represents the designer. Dellina, my friend, is in town. She organizes parties and does some decorating. She asked me to carry a few pieces. They’ve been selling really well.”

				“I’ll take it,” Taryn said, letting her hair fall. “But seriously, Dellina needs to tell her friend to raise her prices.” She stepped off the platform and walked barefoot toward Isabel. “I’m going to need Dellina’s number.”

				“Okay, um, why?”

				“As I mentioned, my business is moving here. We’re going to be buying new offices in the next few months and remodeling them. I’m guessing we’ll make the physical move in February or March of next year. At that point, I’ll need a decorator.”

				“What’s the business?”

				“Score. It’s a PR firm.” Taryn rolled her eyes. “My partners are former football players. They’re the ones who found Fool’s Gold. A friend of theirs had a pro-am golf tournament here and they played in it. Apparently it was love at first sight. We had a vote and I lost.” She flashed an unexpected smile. “Not to worry. I’ll figure out some way to punish them. But in the meantime, we’re relocating our headquarters.”

				Former football players in Fool’s Gold? Isabel started to tell Taryn that good-looking men were always welcome, but decided the other woman might not appreciate the news.

				“It’s a great place to live,” Isabel offered.

				“How long have you been here?” Taryn asked.

				“I grew up here, then moved to New York. I’m only back for a few months…” Her voice trailed off.

				Taryn nodded. “You’re proving my point. All the good ones escape.”

				Isabel laughed. “If you’re going to be around for a while, maybe you’d like to have lunch with me and my friends. It might help you feel more excited about the move. You know, if you meet a few people.”

				Taryn stared at her. “Please don’t take this wrong, but is everyone nice? Because I find that to be a problem.”

				“No. They’re fun and great people, and they can be snarky. Especially Charlie. In fact, I think the two of you could be very good friends.”

				“Then count me in.”

				* * *

				THE OLD HOUSE was about an hour outside Sacramento. The large trees on the property had started changing colors, and orange and red leaves drifted across the ground. In the distance, a couple of horses ran together, as if they, too, felt the perfection of the cool fall day.

				Forty or fifty cars were parked beside an old red barn with fading and peeling paint. A second barn stood a couple of dozen feet away.

				“You’ve stopped pouting,” Isabel teased as she got out of the Jeep.

				Ford shrugged into his beat-up leather jacket. “I wasn’t pouting.”

				“Sure you were. There was heavy sighing and a few moans.”

				“I didn’t moan.”

				She laughed. In truth, Ford had come through on his promise to take her to an estate sale. They’d picked this one together. Although it was a fair drive from Fool’s Gold, Isabel had thought he would enjoy the variety of items being sold.

				“The farmhouse has been in the family over a hundred and fifty years,” she said. “Look at it. All that attic space and outbuildings. We could find something really special today.”

				“Hey, maybe I can get a tractor.”

				She sighed. “Are you going to be difficult? Because if you are, can you wait in the car?”

				He laughed and took her hand in his. “I’m not going to be difficult. Come on. Let’s go find some treasures.”

				They moved toward the house.

				A teenaged girl handed them a flyer. “Furniture in the house,” she said, pointing. “Smaller items in the two barns. Cash only. We’ll hold the furniture a week, if you need us to, but you have to pay a deposit.”

				“Thanks.” Isabel took the flyer and turned away from the house.

				“They’re organized,” Ford said. “I figured it would be like a garage sale, but they have way more stuff.”

				“Most aren’t like this. At least, not the ones I go to. I guess they’ve been planning the sale for a while.”

				They walked toward the first barn. A steady crowd flowed in and out. She saw that someone had set up an awning, and there were three cash registers on tables. Several teenaged boys helped carry purchases to vehicles.

				“What are they going to do here?” he asked. “With the land?”

				“I heard it was going to be a subdivision. Which makes me sad. A family owned this land for years.”

				“For some people, this is progress.” He glanced at her. “You’re not going to say you want to buy it, are you?”

				“No. I’m moving to New York. But still, that was a great house, back in the day. There were probably a lot of kids running around. You had that.”

				“Yup. It was loud.”

				She liked the feel of his hand in hers and the way he walked next to her. He was fun to be with, she thought. Conversation was easy.

				“Want to talk about being at your mom’s the other night?”

				She thought he might say no or pretend not to understand what she was asking. Instead he squeezed her hand and spoke.

				“It’s family,” he said. “They make it easier and harder. I’m one of the lucky ones. I don’t have flashbacks. I don’t have nightmares. But every now and then, the social situations get to be too much.” He shifted in front of her so she had to come to a stop and look up at him. “You ran interference.”

				She stared at the center of his chest and shrugged. “I tried to help.”

				“You did. Thanks for that.”

				She raised her chin and smiled. “And now I’m going to introduce you to the delights of an estate sale. Yet another reason you should treasure me.”

				He groaned. “I’d nearly forgotten. All right. Let’s get this over with.”

				They went into the first barn. Isabel liked how they’d set out everything by category and on large folding tables pushed together in long rows.

				“We can ignore the clothes,” she said. “I’m not into vintage. Unless you want something circa 1950.”

				“No, thanks. Hey, look. They have old records.”

				“Do you have a record player?”

				“No, but Gideon loves them. Let’s see what they have.”

				They started sorting through LPs and 45s. There were a couple of old jazz records from the late 1940s, along with plenty of stuff from the ’50s.

				She saw that he was going to look in earnest, so she wandered away to check out the stacks of books. She found several older children’s books she remembered from when she was a kid and thought Maeve might like them for her kids. In the kitchen section, she found a cute pitcher with a cracked handle. She carried it over to Ford.

				“Could you fix this?” she asked.

				He glanced at the pitcher. “No. I’m good in bed. Anything else, we’re going to have to hire out.”

				A reasonable trade, she thought, then glanced at the stack of records he’d accumulated. “You’re buying all those?”

				“Yup. They’re cheap enough. Gideon can give away the ones he doesn’t want or already has.”

				They paid for the records and took them to the Jeep, then returned to the second barn. There Ford was excited to find a couple of tables overflowing with vintage Harley memorabilia.

				“For Angel?” she guessed.

				“Just a couple of things.” He tucked them into an empty box from the stack against the walls. “Let’s go look at toys. I’ve got nieces and nephews born what feels like every other month.”

				By noon, they’d nearly filled the back of the Jeep. Isabel had fallen in love with an old handmade quilt. She’d also bought two antique wedding veils. She might not be into all things vintage, but some of her clients were.

				They walked around the barn to an open, grassy area. There, tables and a grill were set up. Ford ordered two burgers while she grabbed canned soda and chips. When their food was ready, they sat at one of the picnic tables.

				“Okay,” he said, smearing mustard on his burger. “You were right. This was better than I thought it would be.”

				“They aren’t all like this,” she pointed out, “but I’m glad you had a good estate-sale experience.”

				“You’re gloating,” he said with a grin. “Admit it.”

				She laughed. “Okay, yes. I love to be right. Doesn’t everyone?”

				“Not me. I’m a consensus builder.”

				“Oh, sure. That’s why you’re always betting with Angel about races and workouts.”

				“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He took a bite of his burger and chewed. When he’d swallowed, he said, “He and I haven’t been doing that as much. I guess because I don’t live with him anymore.” His gaze settled on her face. “Not that I’m complaining about my living arrangements now.”

				She sipped her soda but didn’t speak. Ford had pretty much moved into the house. He spent every night in her bed and hogged the shower in the morning. The good news was, he was only in it for about fifteen seconds. Apparently the navy taught a seaman how to shower quickly. No doubt it was about the whole being-on-a-boat thing.

				“You’re saying I’m more fun than Angel?” she asked.

				“You’re a different kind of fun.”

				“Thanks.” She picked up her burger. “What about when you were on missions or whatever? Did you have girlfriends there?”

				“A girl in every port?” he asked as she took a bite and chewed.

				She nodded.

				“No. We would go in, do what had to be done and leave.”

				“Were you ever stationed in another country?”

				“Lots of times. A few years ago, I was invited to be part of a task force. We pooled skills.”

				“Any women?”

				He raised his eyebrows. “What do you want to know?”

				“I’m not sure. Nothing specific. Were you like James Bond, with a woman waiting around every corner, or more like in those war movies where the only women are waitresses?”

				“Not a lot of women where I went,” he said. “No women on the team. Consuelo worked with some special forces units, but we never had an assignment together.”

				“Then how did you meet?”

				He grinned. “She’d been flown in for a secret assignment. My team was there for a different op. Quarters were tight and she had to bunk somewhere. I offered my room.”

				Isabel put down her burger. “You slept with her?”

				She tried to keep her voice calm, but it was difficult. Knowing Ford loved all women but committed to none was one thing. Thinking about him with beautiful, sexy, dangerous Consuelo was something else.

				“Sleep with her?” He shook his head. “No way. Not only did she threaten to cut off my balls if I tried anything, she reminded me of my sisters. That wasn’t very appealing.” He shrugged. “We became friends. She wasn’t with me and Angel when we rescued Gideon, but she was waiting in the village. She’s the one who found Gideon the place in Bali.”

				His dark eyes widened. “You’re not worried that I had a thing with her, are you?”

				“Not anymore.”

				“She’s not my type.” He put his hand on top of hers. “Hey, I’m faithful. I might not marry the girl, but I don’t cheat on her.”

				“I appreciate that.”

				“Do you believe it?”

				She nodded.

				They went back to their lunch. Isabel knew that she had to keep her heart safe when it came to Ford. That what had started out as something fun but meaningless had turned into something more. Not just because he’d helped her figure out what it really meant to be physically intimate with a man, but because she liked him. From the flames painted on his Jeep to the records he’d bought for his friend, to how he brought her coffee every morning, she liked him. But he was committed to staying and she was committed to leaving, so anything other than what they already had wasn’t possible.

				She would be strong, she told herself. She would hold her heart separate and not let him touch her emotions. It was safer that way.

				After lunch, they made a quick pass through the house, but didn’t see any furniture they had to have.

				“Just as well,” Ford said. “We don’t have the room.”

				“They said they’d hold it. We could have made a second trip.”

				“I don’t go backward,” he said. “Move forward or die.”

				“That’s a cheerful philosophy.”

				He held open the passenger door for her. She started to climb into her seat, only to find a small box there.

				“Did you want to put this in the back?” she asked, holding it out to him.

				“No. It’s for you.” He shrugged. “It made me think of you, so I got it.”

				She opened the box and saw a dragonfly pendant on a delicate gold chain. The dragonfly was made up of different-colored stones. Sapphires and amethysts, garnets and topaz. The small pendant was both beautiful and whimsical.

				“I love it,” she whispered, then looked at him. “Thank you.”

				“I know pretend-dating me has been hard on you.” One corner of his mouth turned up. “Not the sex. We both know I’m a god in bed. But dealing with my mom and family stuff. You’ve been great and I appreciate it. This is to say thank you.”

				She took the necklace out of the box and handed it to him. After turning so her back was to him, she moved her hair out of the way.

				He fastened the necklace around her neck and she released her hair.

				“What do you think?” she asked.

				“Beautiful,” he murmured. “Just like you.”

				He lightly kissed her, before stepping back and closing the door.

				She touched the small pendant, then reached for her seat belt. Ford got in next to her and started the engine. They discussed the best way back to Fool’s Gold, but her heart wasn’t in the conversation. It was, she realized, shifting loyalty. Her plan of keep it, and her, safe had a flaw she hadn’t noticed before. That flaw was Ford himself. A man it might be impossible not to love.

				* * *

				FORD LOOKED AT the empty plate on the table. He and Angel had already eaten nearly a dozen cookies between them. Getting more would mean a harder run later. But the price might be worth it. The planning meeting was tough to get through. Sugar and another coffee might help.

				“Don’t even think about it,” Angel said with a growl. “Keep your ass in the chair.”

				“Are you talking to me, old man?”

				Angel looked up from his pad of paper. “We have to get this done today. Justice has to present the obstacle course to the client.”

				“And that would be your job,” Ford reminded him. “I’m the sales guy.”

				“You’re bringing in too many customers,” Angel mumbled.

				Ford leaned back in his chair. “Sorry, what? I didn’t catch that.”

				“I should kill you where you sit,” his friend grumbled.

				Ford looked around the brightly lit interior of Brew-haha. “And ruin Patience’s store? The one she’s worked so hard on? Justice wouldn’t like that. Plus, with me dead, you can kiss your successful business goodbye.”

				“We’d find another sales guy.”

				“Not like me.”

				Angel tossed down his pencil. “If you’re so damned special, you fix it.”

				Ford took the pad and studied the design. “Who’s this for again?”

				His friend swore. “Seriously? We’ve been talking about these customers for an hour and you don’t know who they are?”

				“I was thinking about something else.”

				Angel’s expression darkened. Ford recognized he might be hitting the breaking point.

				“Corporate, right?” he asked hastily. “So we need to assume some of the team are out of shape.” He looked back at the course Angel had come up with. “Walk-arounds.”

				The other man’s eyes brightened. “Walk-arounds. We get to build a challenging course and no one gets dead.”

				“Or seriously injured.”

				Angel took back the pad and started making notes. “You think they expect that? There has to be some blood. If there isn’t, how will they know they’ve had a good time?”

				“Civilians don’t think like that, my friend.”

				A walk-around would mean anyone could simply walk around whatever the challenge was. A rope bridge, a chin-up bar, anything they couldn’t physically do. But they’d stay with the group and enjoy the collective experience.

				“Is rappelling too much?” Ford asked. “It’s hard but satisfying. It would give them something to talk about on Monday morning, when they’re back at the office.”

				He paused, but there wasn’t an answer. He returned his attention to Angel to find his friend staring at a woman getting coffee.

				“You know her?” he asked.

				Angel didn’t speak. As far as Ford could tell, the man wasn’t breathing. Slowly, his expression tightened from interested to predatory.

				Ford looked back at the woman. She was tall, with long dark hair that hung straight down her back. She had on a suit, so she worked in some kind of business, and she wore those really high pumps that he’d always thought were a good way to break a leg. Although he had to admit she wore them well.

				She was attractive enough, he supposed. Nowhere near as pretty as Isabel, but few women were.

				The woman paid for her latte, got her drink and left without once glancing at Angel.

				“Who is she?” Ford asked.

				“Hell if I know.”

				“You’re going to find out?”

				Angel gave him a slow, determined smile. “If it’s the last thing I do.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOURTEEN

				“SHOULD WE SAY something?” Patience asked as she and Isabel walked into Jo’s Bar for lunch. “Do you think she saw us?”

				“I don’t think we should worry,” Isabel said. “We’ve had lunch at other restaurants before.”

				“But not right in front of me,” Jo said, appearing out of nowhere and staring at both of them. “Really? Street food? Is that what it’s come to? Have I been wasting my money on things like tables and chairs?”

				Isabel couldn’t tell if the other woman was kidding or not, and based on her silence, Patience wasn’t sure, either. Felicia walked in and moved toward them.

				“Jo’s upset,” Patience murmured.

				“Don’t be ridiculous. She has no reason to be upset. There’s no way to avoid competition, especially in a town this small. Maybe Ana Raquel shouldn’t park directly in front of Jo’s place, but other than that, she’s within her rights. Besides, the street food will be less appealing when it gets cold, and Jo’s customers will return. She hardly wants to chase them away by pretending anger.” She paused. “I could be wrong about all of that, too.”

				“Nope,” Jo said, handing them menus and pointing to a table by the back wall. “I heard you were expecting a big crowd today, so I saved that space.”

				“She was messing with us,” Patience said. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”

				“I’d go with it,” Isabel told her. “We love coming here.”

				They took seats at the table. Charlie and Noelle arrived next. Consuelo followed. Heidi and Annabelle Stryker took chairs and said how happy they were to join them for once. Taryn Crawford arrived last.

				As the tall, gorgeous brunette walked up to the table, everyone went silent. Isabel motioned to the seat she’d been saving next to herself and rose.

				“Everyone, this is Taryn. She’s new to town. Her business is moving here.”

				“Officially after the first of the year, but I came early to get things ready.” She raised her eyebrows. “I was promised you weren’t especially nice and I’m hoping that’s true.”

				Charlie chuckled. “Next time sit by me.”

				“Sure,” Taryn said as she sank into her chair.

				“I’m going to go around the table and introduce everyone,” Isabel said. “Then you’re on your own.”

				“Great suit,” Heidi said when Taryn had been introduced to them all. “I never get to dress like that. It wouldn’t be practical.”

				“What do you do?”

				“Raise goats. I make cheese and soap.”

				Taryn blinked. “Seriously?”

				“Sure. I sell goat milk and manure, too.”

				“Do we have to shake hands?” Taryn asked.

				Heidi grinned.

				“You are really beautiful,” Patience said. “That’s trouble. We’ve barely gotten used to Felicia.”

				“My attractiveness is offset by social awkwardness,” Felicia reminded them.

				“She’s really smart,” Consuelo added. “It’s a weird combination. But she’s fun. I, on the other hand, am only a pain in the ass.”

				“That’s not true,” Annabelle told her. “You were seen with a certain someone recently. Going out to dinner with Kent. There was no report of kissing, but rumors are flying anyway.”

				“So it’s true?” Isabel said. “You’re really dating him? His sisters said something at the family dinner, but I wasn’t sure.”

				“Dating is a strong word,” Consuelo mumbled. “We’re seeing each other. It’s early.”

				Isabel turned to Taryn. “Kent is part of the Hendrix family. They’re one of the town’s founding families. There are six kids, including Kent. Three boys and triplet girls. They’re all married now. Except for Kent and Ford.”

				“Tell her how you’re fake-dating Ford,” Charlie called from across the table.

				Isabel winced. “Don’t say that so loud. This is Fool’s Gold. What if someone reports back to Denise?”

				Taryn’s eyes glazed over. “Fake-dating?”

				“It’s complicated,” Isabel said, glaring at Charlie. “And a long story.”

				“She’s sleeping with him, too,” Charlie added with a grin.

				“What’s the point of fake-dating if you aren’t getting laid?” Taryn murmured.

				Jo came up in time to hear the last comment. “Nice,” she said. “I’m going to like this one. What’ll you have, ladies?”

				There were orders for diet soda and iced tea. Chips, salsa and guacamole were ordered for the table.

				“I have specials,” Jo told them and explained what they were, then left.

				“So what is your company?” Annabelle asked.

				“PR and marketing,” Taryn said. “We handle a lot of sports-based companies, not surprising considering the boys. We have a couple of microbrewery accounts, but I swear it’s just so they can go off and taste samples.”

				“The boys?” Patience asked. “They can’t be your sons?”

				“Oh, sorry. I get so used to calling them that. Not boys in age, although a case could be made in emotional maturity. My business partners. I work with three former football players.”

				“Anyone we would have heard of?” Charlie asked.

				Taryn sighed. “Jack McGarry, Sam Ridge and Kenny Scott.”

				Even Isabel had heard of Jack McGarry. “Wasn’t he some famous quarterback?”

				“Unfortunately.”

				Consuelo laughed. “Why unfortunately?”

				“Because it goes to his head. Jack is very much the guy walking around thinking, ‘But hey, it’s me.’ Sam was a kicker and one of the best. Kenny’s a receiver. Good hands and he runs like the wind.” She smiled. “They are good-looking, handsome and single. Women are everywhere. One of the reasons I agreed to move here is because I thought it would be quieter. Fewer fans to interfere with work.”

				“They’re all single?” Heidi asked. “What about you? Not interested? I mean, if they’re all you say…”

				“They’re all that,” Taryn told her. “They’re also spoiled, petulant and disgustingly good at their jobs. Sam handles the money. I want to complain, but I can’t. Jack and Kenny are the rainmakers. There’s not a client alive they can’t charm into signing.”

				“Which makes you what?” Charlie asked.

				“The one who holds it all together. They bring me the client, I do the presentation. We have an in-house graphics team and account reps who are assigned various clients. That’s why I’m here. To find us office space that doesn’t include a basketball court or isn’t across the street from a strip club.”

				“I don’t think we have a strip club in town,” Annabelle said.

				“That’s a blessing.”

				“CDS—the company where I work—remodeled an old warehouse,” Consuelo told her. “You might want to look by us. There are other old warehouses available. They have plenty of room and aren’t too expensive. You’re going to have to remodel anyway.”

				“That’s an idea. If we’re not in the center of town, they can be as loud as they want.”

				“They’re loud?” Patience asked.

				Taryn shrugged. “They’re good guys, but think about it. They were football players who made it to the NFL. No one ever tells them no. If they can’t win it, they can buy it. But they’re sweet. Jack and Kenny especially. Sam’s a bit more reserved. But these are not men comfortable with losing at anything. Ever. It’s exhausting.”

				“And you haven’t—” Heidi began.

				“Slept with them,” Charlie interrupted. “She’s asking if you slept with them.”

				“I didn’t say that,” Heidi said primly. “I was going to hint strongly.”

				“No,” Taryn said. “Well, except when Jack and I were married.”

				Isabel felt her eyes widen. “You were married to your business partner?”

				“A long story for another day. Preferably over martinis,” she said as Jo arrived with the drinks and the chips.

				“Now we all have to see them,” Annabelle said. “To check out what you’ve said. If they’re as hot as you say.”

				“They’re hot. Great bodies and they look good naked.” Taryn sipped her soda.

				“I thought you’d only slept with Jack,” Consuelo said.

				“I have, but these are guys who have been in locker rooms all their lives. They don’t care about things like being naked. Plus, they’re proud as hell of their bodies. If I had a nickel for every meeting I had to attend in some damn steam room…”

				“I know that one,” Consuelo admitted. “I work with a bunch of former military guys. They’re always walking around naked. It gets old.”

				She and Taryn touched glasses in solidarity.

				Isabel looked at Patience. “This is news to me. Is it news to you?”

				“Oh, yeah,” Patience said, her expression determined. “Justice is going to have some explaining to do.”

				Conversation shifted to other topics. Nearly two hours later, lunch was done and everyone left to head back to work or goats. When they were standing outside Jo’s, Taryn hugged Isabel.

				“Thanks for inviting me. That was fun and it helps to know some people around here. After I pick the office, I’m going to be gone for a few weeks. At least until escrow closes. I’d like to call when I get back. Maybe we can hang out.”

				“I’d like that.”

				The tall, well-dressed woman walked away.

				“She makes me feel short and casual,” Consuelo said. “But she’s hot.”

				Isabel laughed. “Me, too, and I’m about her height.”

				They started walking together.

				“So, how’s the fake-dating going?” Consuelo asked.

				“Good. It’s fun. We went to an estate sale.” Isabel touched the dragonfly pendant she wore.

				“It’s not fake for you, is it?” her friend asked, her voice uncharacteristically gentle.

				“I don’t think so. Not anymore. I like him.”

				“Liking can be dangerous.”

				“Feeling a little nervous yourself?” Isabel asked.

				“Yeah. Kent’s a great guy and I like his son a lot. But who am I kidding? I’m not going to fit into their world.”

				“Why not? You’re single, he’s single. You’d be terrific with Reese. Is it the small town? Are you still adjusting to living here?”

				“Some. I just worry about my past.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Look, I need to go.”

				Isabel wanted to ask her more. About her experiences and what she should know about Ford’s. But her friend was already walking away. Isabel wondered if she really had an appointment or if she was just trying to escape the conversation.

				* * *

				FORD WALKED INTO Jo’s Bar and nodded at Jo. Because she ran the kind of bar that was easy to be in, she didn’t ask a lot of questions designed to make him want to bang his head against the wall. Instead her only word was “Beer” and that was in the form of a question.

				“Great,” he told her and started for the back room.

				Here the space was smaller, darker, and there weren’t any fashion shows on the damn TV. Baseball played, along with a car auction. Ethan stood at the pool table, racking the balls.

				“Hey,” he said when he saw his brother.

				“Hey.”

				Kent walked in carrying three beers. “Jo gave me these.”

				“Good woman,” Ethan said, taking one.

				Ford grunted in agreement.

				They stood in a loose circle and proceeded to use rock-paper-scissors to determine which of them would play first. Ethan lost and stepped away from the table. Ford and Kent both grabbed a pool cue.

				“So, how’s it going?” Ethan asked.

				“Good,” Kent said, taking his place to break.

				“Same.” Ford sipped his beer, then glanced at Ethan. “You?”

				“Great.”

				Kent broke and the balls went speeding around the table. Two and three dropped into pockets.

				“Nice,” Ford said.

				Kent grinned. “Reese and I have been practicing.”

				“So you want stripes?”

				“Right,” Kent said, ignoring him. “Seven in the left front pocket.” He angled his cue and gave a sharp shove. The maroon ball sailed into the pocket without touching the sides of the table.

				Ethan put down his bottle. “You bring cash?” he asked Ford.

				“Yeah, but maybe not enough.”

				Kent chuckled. “It’s your first time since you’re back, baby brother. I’m going easy on you.”

				“Good to know.”

				On the TV the Red Sox player hit what seemed to be a home run. The three of them stopped to watch the ball sail over the outfield and drop into the stands.

				“Hell of a hit,” Ethan said.

				“Great player.” Kent lined up his next shot.

				Ethan walked over to Ford. “Things okay?”

				“Sure.”

				He turned to Kent. “You?”

				“Fine. At your house?”

				“All good.”

				“Four in the corner,” Kent said, leaning over the table.

				And with that, Ford thought, they were done. Emotional temperatures gauged, problems discussed, the world righted. Something the women in his life would never understand.

				* * *

				FORD DRAGGED THE RAKE across the grass. Fall had definitely come to Fool’s Gold. The days were notably shorter; the leaves were turning and falling. Up on the mountain, scarlets and yellows created a quilt of bright colors. Here in town, all those colors meant leaf cleanup.

				Isabel collected the yard-waste bin and eyed the growing pile. “There’s not going to be enough room,” she said. “The trees are serious about shedding.”

				“You have yard-waste bags in the garage,” he told her. “On the shelf above the lawn mower. They’ll take the extras.”

				She put her hands on her hips. “You’re spending way too much time over here if you know where stuff like that is.”

				He grinned. “I happened to see them last time I mowed. I’m not taking inventory.”

				He wore an old Los Angeles Stallions sweatshirt and jeans. Battered boots and no jacket. His hair was mussed and he hadn’t shaved that morning. He looked better than a hot-fudge sundae. Looking at him practically made her stomach growl.

				Their fake relationship was starting to confuse her. Mostly because it was so easy. He was here every night. They had dinner together, did chores. She’d joined him on that work dinner, and he occasionally popped into Paper Moon.

				Lately, the thought of leaving wasn’t as thrilling as it had been. Sure, the dream of her own store was still a draw, but what about Ford?

				Whenever those questions arose, she reminded herself that this wasn’t real. That while she was emotionally engaged, he wasn’t, and that if she stayed, he would break her heart. Wouldn’t it be easier to be on the other side of the country instead of having the risk of seeing him around every corner?

				She heard the phone ring in the house. “I’ll go get that,” she said.

				“I know you’re calling yourself on your cell,” he yelled after her. “To get out of work.”

				She was still laughing when she picked up the phone. “Hello?”

				“Hi, Isabel, it’s Denise Hendrix. How are you?”

				The laughter faded in her throat. “Fine, thank you. And you?”

				“I’m doing great. I was thinking we didn’t get much time to talk when you and Ford were over for dinner. The family is such a crowd. I think we should spend some quality time together, so I thought we could go out for tea. The lodge has one every month, on Saturday afternoon. I’d invite the triplets, so it would just be us girls. How does that sound?”

				Isabel opened her mouth, then closed it. Tea with his mother and sisters? Lying to them directly for a couple of hours?

				“I’m sorry, Denise, but Saturdays are really difficult for me,” she said. “It’s our busiest day at the store. I usually have fittings and showings. I only have Madeline helping me, so I can’t really leave her alone on a Saturday.”

				“Hmm, I hadn’t thought of that. All right. I’ll come up with something else. Your store is closed on Monday, isn’t it?”

				“Yes,” Isabel said weakly.

				“Good. I’ll be in touch.”

				Trapped, she thought grimly. She was completely trapped.

				She dragged herself back to the front porch and collapsed on the steps. Ford frowned at her, then dropped the rake and walked over. Even the sight of him, all masculine and sexy, didn’t make her feel better.

				“What?” he asked when he was in front of her.

				“Your mother wants me to have tea with her and your sisters. But the lodge only does tea on Saturday afternoons and I can’t leave the store then.”

				“Problem solved.”

				“Not exactly. She confirmed I have Mondays off and is going to come up with something else. Something I won’t be able to get out of.”

				He tugged her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry,” he said, staring into her eyes. “How can I make this up to you?”

				He smelled good. Clean with a hint of leaves. The air was crisp, but he was warm, and as she settled into his embrace, she wondered what it would be like to never let go. Dangerous thoughts, she reminded herself. Also pointless. But the question remained.

				“You don’t have to,” she told him. “I just want to pout.”

				“You’re an adorable pouter. Cutest ever.”

				That made her smile.

				Then his mouth was on hers, and he was nudging her back toward the front door.

				“What are you doing?” she asked, not doing very much to avoid his hot, arousing kisses.

				“Making it up to you.”

				“You’re not all that,” she told him.

				He grinned. “Yes, I am.”

				Yes, he was, she thought, giving herself over to the feel of his mouth against hers and his tongue slipping past her lips. She hung on as he kicked the front door closed, then moved his hands under her sweater.

				Her body already anticipated the pleasure that would follow. The slow, steady road to arousal, of how he would touch and lick and tease every inch of her. She trembled slightly as she thought about the laughing argument they would have about who got to be on top and the way their rapid breathing synchronized as they got closer and closer. How he held off until he was sure she’d fallen over the edge of the world and then how he followed her.

				Once they were in the living room, she pulled off her sweater. He took it from her and dropped it onto a chair. While she pulled off her shoes and socks, he did the same. She unfastened his jeans and he ripped off his sweatshirt. Her jeans and thong followed, because for them, the fun didn’t start until they were both naked.

				“Me,” she breathed, moving behind him.

				“Me” meaning she got to be in charge. She got to say when and how.

				He growled his complaint but didn’t protest.

				As she stopped directly behind him, she noticed all the perfection that was his body. Not that there weren’t cuts and bruises. You couldn’t do what he did in a day and not have physical evidence. There were also scars—a couple she thought might be bullet wounds. Not that he would tell her. Ford simply didn’t talk about what he’d done in the military.

				But he knew how to work out so every inch of him was honed muscle. Now she placed her hands in the center of his back and slid out and down, over his narrow hips, before grabbing his butt and squeezing.

				She got close and pressed the front of her body against the back of his. She cupped her breasts in her hands and lightly dragged her tight nipples against his back. He sucked in his breath.

				After she dropped back to his hips, she eased her hand around to his front. She leaned her cheek against his back and closed her eyes, then explored as much as she could reach. His chest, his rib cage. She danced her fingers against his nipples before sliding down his belly to his erection.

				Her eyes still closed, her face still pressed against his back, she began to move the way he’d taught her. The way she’d watched him please himself one evening after they’d shared a bath. He’d stretched out on the bed, with her sitting next to him, not touching him, just watching as he took himself over the edge.

				She’d been too shy to return the favor, despite how turned on she’d been, so he’d gone down on her, bringing her to orgasm in about thirty seconds. But a few days later, she’d managed to put on her own show, at halftime with a football game on TV. Ford had told her it had been by far the best play of the game.

				Now she moved up and down, steadily increasing the speed, focusing on the tension she felt building in his body and the increase in his breathing.

				Heat moved through her, making her want to squirm closer and rub against him. Blood hummed as her excitement grew. She was swelling—she could feel it. Getting ready for him. The thought of him pushing inside her, filling her, made her own breath catch.

				He grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand away, then spun toward her. Before she knew what he had planned, he was lifting her onto the sofa table and spreading her legs.

				He filled her with one long, powerful thrust. She groaned as she arched back, taking all of him into her. When they were pressed together, groin to groin, she wrapped her legs around his hips and held him close.

				“Now you’ll never get away,” she said with a smile.

				He cupped her breasts in his hands and rubbed his thumbs against her nipples. “Why would I want to?”

				He kissed her then, deeply, his tongue moving against hers. She ran her fingers along his shoulder and the back of his neck. Suddenly he wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. There was almost a fierceness to his embrace. Not from aggression, she thought, hugging him back, but from some need he would never name.

				He was still hard, still inside her, but the moment had shifted. They weren’t having sex. This was about connecting, and it shook her far more than any orgasm.

				She clung to him, feeling the warmth of his body, listening to the sound of his steady heartbeat. She wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that. Not speaking. Completely still. Then he began to move again.

				He withdrew and filled her over and over. He shifted his hands so he was cupping her face.

				“Look at me,” he breathed.

				She opened her eyes and stared into his. Emotions chased across his face, but they changed too fast for her to read them. She still hung on to him, feeling her body begin the journey to pleasure.

				“Isabel.”

				Her breath caught as he pushed in deeper still and then she lost control, shuddering in her release. He kept his cadence steady as she shattered, then still gazing into her eyes, came himself. Deep pleasure shared and a moment when she was sure she could at last see all of him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIFTEEN

				ISABEL, CONSUELO AND FELICIA settled at a table at Brew-haha. Patience was in the back with an early delivery and the store was quiet.

				“No puppy?” Isabel asked.

				“Webster’s sleeping in my office,” Felicia told her. “He gets enough attention during the day. Plus, I don’t think Patience would appreciate having an animal in her establishment. Ignoring the various health codes, some people find dogs off-putting.” She smiled. “I’ll admit I was concerned when Gideon wanted to get Carter a dog, but I find him to be an excellent companion. He’s friendly and helps establish a rapport with people I don’t know.”

				“We’re talking about the dog and not Gideon, right?” Isabel asked.

				Felicia smiled. “Yes, the dog.”

				“You’re not as weird as you think,” Consuelo told Felicia. “Being in Fool’s Gold has changed you. You’re much more open and relaxed.”

				“The town has helped,” Felicia said. “And having a family.”

				“And the sex,” Isabel teased.

				Felicia nodded solemnly. “The combination of physical pleasure and emotional bonding is very satisfying.”

				Felicia was strange, Isabel thought, but in a good way. The woman was some kind of genius and had an interesting past that included working for the military on secret missions. That was how she’d come to Fool’s Gold in the first place—through Ford and his company. But she fit in perfectly.

				Isabel supposed that was because the town was especially welcoming to those who weren’t exactly like everyone else.

				Felicia looked at Consuelo and picked up her latte. “After years of you taking care of me, I finally get to ask what’s going on with you. Something is different.”

				Isabel expected the pint-sized commando to threaten Felicia with bodily harm, but instead Consuelo dropped her head to her hands.

				“My life’s a mess.”

				“Empirically or emotionally?” Felicia asked.

				“Emotionally.” Consuelo turned to Isabel. “You can’t say a word. Seriously.”

				“I swear.” Isabel put down her latte and made an X over her heart.

				Consuelo sighed. “It’s Kent. I’m still seeing him.”

				“I thought you liked him,” Isabel said. “He’s a really great guy.”

				“I know. That’s the problem. He’s so normal. Nice and smart. Reese is a great kid, and Kent is a great dad. It’s like stumbling into some perfect sitcom. I don’t belong.”

				Isabel didn’t understand. “Have you looked in the mirror? You’re every guy’s fantasy. Plus, you have the tough thing going on, which is fun, but you’re secretly caring.”

				Consuelo glared at her. “What did you say?”

				Felicia shook her head. “We’re not supposed to notice she cares. It makes her feel vulnerable.”

				Isabel wondered if she should back slowly out of the room. “Sorry.”

				“No, it’s fine.” Consuelo touched her arm. “My bad. Automatic response. Which is why I’m totally wrong for Kent. Have you met his family?”

				“Yes,” Isabel said glumly, thinking about the tea she was going to have to share with his mother and sisters. “Many times.”

				“I haven’t and I’m going to have to. They’re going to ask about my family. What am I supposed to say? That my father took off when my youngest brother was born and no one’s seen him since? Mom’s dead, as is one of my brothers. The other’s in jail. There’s a happy conversation.”

				Isabel hadn’t known the details of Consuelo’s past. “That’s a lot to overcome,” she said quietly.

				“I didn’t overcome it. I left. I took off and never looked back. I thought—” She shook her head. “Hell, what does it matter? It can’t work. He and I are too different.”

				“You’re looking for trouble,” Felicia said, then smiled, as if pleased to have found the right cliché. “Your past has made you who you are today. Yes, you and Kent come from different places, but you have a lot in common. You’re both good with children. He’s a teacher and you teach your classes. Your students are very fond of you. You both have a strong sense of right and wrong.”

				“Blah, blah, blah,” Consuelo muttered.

				“Is it because you were a soldier?” Isabel asked, suddenly wondering if Consuelo was simply verbalizing what Ford wouldn’t talk about. “Because of what you’ve seen or done? Is the inability to connect more about a fear of opening a door? That if the two worlds collide, something bad will happen?”

				Consuelo stared at her with an expression Isabel couldn’t read.

				“Don’t hurt me,” she said quickly.

				“I won’t,” Consuelo told her. “How did you know?”

				“I didn’t. I’ve been thinking about it because of Ford. There are times when I have no idea what he’s thinking. I can only guess and wonder if he’ll ever talk about what happened.”

				“Not with you,” Consuelo said flatly. “He won’t want you to see it through him.”

				Which made Isabel wonder what Consuelo kept hidden. “So, who do you talk to?”

				“Some people don’t talk to anyone. They let it fester inside. Or eventually it works itself out.” She hesitated. “I see a counselor.”

				“I’m glad,” Felicia said quietly, touching her friend’s arm.

				“I don’t know if it helps,” Consuelo admitted. “Sometimes I feel as if I’m fine and other times… There’s a reason they call it the ‘ragged edge.’” She looked at Isabel. “No one can go through what Ford did and remain unaffected. War leaves scars. Some are on the inside and some are on the outside, but we all have them. Ford’s basically a good guy, but he’s still dealing.”

				“Like how?” Isabel asked.

				“Moments when he isn’t sure where he is. Or why he made it when others didn’t.”

				She hadn’t seen any signs of that, Isabel thought. Every now and then he got quiet, but that was it. Like the last time they’d made love. When he’d held on to her. If she had to guess, she would say she’d been the only steady object in a rapidly spinning world.

				“Are the scars the reason you worry about being with Kent?” Felicia asked.

				“I don’t know. Maybe. I’m just not like him.”

				“You keep saying that,” Isabel pointed out. “But he’s obviously interested in you and you in him.”

				“Because he doesn’t know me.”

				“Of course,” Felicia said. “The root of all fears. Not being accepted by those we care about. Being rejected and isolated. It’s a primal fear. As a species, we are meant to be part of a group. A community. We mistrust loners because we don’t understand them. With the exception of our romanticizing the loner in movies and novels, of course.”

				Consuelo stared at her. “What the hell are you talking about?”

				“You’re terrified Kent is going to reject you, so you withhold yourself from him. He will sense that there are secrets he will never know and parts of you he can’t touch, which will in turn make him feel rejected.” Her voice gentled. “You’re already planning your exit.”

				“I’m not!” Consuelo said loudly, then sighed. “Okay, maybe. But…” She pressed her lips together. “Damn it, Felicia.”

				Felicia’s smile was just a little bit smug.

				“You’re good,” Isabel said.

				“With others. I’m less insightful with myself.”

				“While you’re being brilliant, what about Ford? He claims he can’t fall in love. That he’s tried but it simply hasn’t happened for him.”

				“What are your thoughts?” Felicia asked.

				“He was pretty young when he was engaged to my sister. So getting over Maeve quickly isn’t a statement on his character. Since then, he’s been in different war zones and on secret assignments. I know he was in a task force, but I don’t know any details.”

				She picked up her latte, then put it down. “He didn’t work around many women, and I don’t think his leaves were long enough for him to really get involved with someone. So he made the decision to keep things casual. He likes women and they like him. But is that all he has in him? Did he skate on the surface because it was how he kept himself safe, only now that’s all he knows and anything else is too scary to try?”

				“Possibly,” Felicia said.

				Isabel laughed. “I was hoping for more.”

				“Why? Your analysis is sound. If Ford has never had the opportunity for a significant relationship—either through circumstance or preference or both—then he’s unlikely to be willing to try now without motivation. Are you giving him that?”

				The question was unexpected. “No. I’m leaving for New York in a few months. We’re only fake-dating.”

				At least, she hoped they were. Isabel thought about how she’d felt holding him. How she looked forward to seeing him and how she avoided thinking about what it would be like when she was gone.

				“I refuse to fall in love with him,” she said flatly. But as she spoke, she was touching the dragonfly necklace Ford had bought for her. The one she didn’t take off, except to shower.

				“Good luck with that plan,” Consuelo told her, looking sympathetic.

				Patience came out from behind the counter. “Sorry,” she said as she approached the table. “My refrigerated goodies are all put away. Now, what did I miss?”

				* * *

				ISABEL LEANED FORWARD and adjusted the toe separator on her right foot. She’d decided that a spectacular sex life deserved painted toenails and had dug out some polish, a nail file and the toe separators. Now her left toes were a deep violet.

				The bathroom door opened without warning and she shrieked. “What are you doing?”

				Ford stood by the sink, his expression wounded. “You locked the back door.”

				“Yes,” she told him. “On purpose. I wanted privacy.”

				He glanced around the bathroom. “Why? What could you be doing that I couldn’t watch? It’s not like you’re waxing or something.”

				She shoved the brush back in the bottle. “It’s not like you asked before you burst in.”

				“Good point. So, what are you doing?”

				She waved the bottle of nail polish. “I would think it was obvious.”

				He glanced at her toes. “I could do that.”

				“Paint my toes? I don’t think so.”

				“Why not? I’m good with my hands.”

				“This is different and the polish on my left foot is still wet. So go away.”

				He flashed her a grin. “Right. Because telling me that always works.”

				He moved closer. She tried to duck away, but there was nowhere to go. He reached down, picked her up. She yelped.

				“Inside voice,” he told her as he carried her into the kitchen, where he put her on a chair.

				He pulled up a second chair and sat down, then grabbed her unpolished foot and set it on his hard thigh.

				“Bottle,” he said, holding out his hand.

				“Fine.” She sighed. “Don’t use a lot of polish. I do a second coat.”

				“Then topcoat?”

				She stared at him. “You know about topcoat?”

				“I have three sisters. I know everything.”

				“You are a constant surprise,” she murmured.

				“One of my best qualities.”

				He painted her nails with slow precision. She watched his steady hand and realized that she was in more trouble than she’d first thought. Walking away from Ford could very well break her heart.

				When he was done, he applied the topcoat, then screwed both bottles shut. She leaned back in her chair, both her feet on his thighs, thinking that this was one of the best views in town. She would remember this should her heart end up smashed.

				“Why don’t you talk about the war?” she asked.

				He raised his eyebrows. “There’s a change in subject.”

				“There’s an avoidance of the question.”

				He pressed his thumbs into the arch of her left foot and found a sore spot she hadn’t known she had.

				“There’s nothing to say.” He rotated his thumbs and pressed harder.

				She held in a moan.

				“I did things, saw things,” he continued. “They’re ugly and I don’t want you to think about that stuff.”

				“You’re protecting me?”

				He gave her a slow smile. “Something I’m really good at.”

				“I don’t need protecting. We’re friends. You can talk to me.”

				“Not gonna happen.”

				“Do you talk to anyone?”

				“I was debriefed, I saw a navy shrink because it was required. I’m done.”

				“I don’t believe that. You can’t ignore what happened.”

				“Why not? It’s the monster under the stairs. Eventually it starves to death.”

				She wasn’t sure it was that simple.

				He shifted his hands to her other foot and massaged her arch. “There are times when it gets bad,” he admitted, “but not many. I was lucky. I didn’t have it like Gideon or even Angel.”

				He raised his head. “Do you know a woman named Taryn? She’s tall, with dark hair. Great dresser. Hot.”

				Isabel stared at him for a second, then carefully pulled her feet free. “Excuse me?”

				He grinned. “Not for me. Angel noticed her the other day. It was like watching a leopard separate an animal from the herd. I wondered if she was up to the chase.”

				“I don’t know her well enough to be sure, but if I had to guess, I would say if anyone can handle our leopard friend, it’s her.”

				“Good. I hope he does something. I doubt Angel’s been with anyone since…”

				Isabel waited. “Since what?”

				“Nothing. It’s his thing. I shouldn’t talk about it.”

				“You’re so annoying.”

				His grin turned knowing. “Want to spank me? I remember you’re into that.”

				“They were shape-wear and you know it.”

				“I do.”

				He grabbed her wrists, and before she knew what had happened, he pulled her out of her chair and onto his lap. She sat straddling him, her arms on his shoulders, her face close to his.

				“We always seem to end up here,” she murmured, right before she kissed him.

				“It’s because you’re demanding. I can barely keep up.”

				She wiggled against his obvious erection. “You seem to be keeping up just fine.”

				“That’s because I can’t resist you.”

				As Isabel lowered her mouth to his, she wished his words were true and that this was much more than a game they played for fun.

				* * *

				“IT’S ME,” ISABEL CALLED as she opened her sister’s front door.

				Maeve appeared in the living room, her hair mussed, her clothes stained. There were shadows under her eyes.

				“Thanks for coming,” she said, sounding exhausted. “It’s been a hell of a night.”

				Maeve had called a couple of hours ago and asked if Isabel could stop by the store to pick up a few things. Three of her four kids had gotten food poisoning. They’d been up all night and Maeve had been awake with them. With Leonard out of town, everything had fallen to her.

				They walked into the kitchen.

				“When does Leonard come back?” Isabel asked as she pulled out bottles of ginger ale and a box of crackers.

				“Late tonight. I’m counting the minutes.”

				Isabel glanced at her watch. It was barely after ten in the morning. “Look, Paper Moon is closed today. I can stay. Bring me up to date with the kids and I’ll take over while you get a nap.”

				“I’m fine,” Maeve told her. “Really. You don’t want to be alone with my kids.”

				“Only three, right?”

				“Yeah. Griffin’s fine and he went to school.”

				Just then four-year-old Kelly walked in. She wore pj’s and looked nearly as tired as her mom.

				“Mommy, I’m hungry.”

				Maeve smiled. “That’s a good sign. How about some ginger ale while I get you some crackers? If they make your tummy happy, then you can try some banana.”

				Kelly nodded, then looked at Isabel. “Hi, Auntie Is.”

				“Hey, munchkin.” Isabel crouched in front of her. “You had a bad night, huh?”

				Kelly nodded and leaned against Isabel. “I got sick in my bed.”

				Isabel picked up the girl and hugged her. “Poor you.” And Mom, she thought, knowing Maeve would have had to deal with the cleanup.

				“Come on,” she told her sister. “Let’s get the other two sorted out. Then I’m taking over.”

				Maeve hesitated, then nodded. “I wouldn’t say yes, but with the baby and all, I really need to get some sleep.”

				They checked out the other two, both of whom were asleep. Isabel promised to wake Maeve if either stirred, then shooed her sister off to her room and returned to the kitchen with Kelly.

				Once her niece had finished her ginger ale and a few crackers, Isabel checked on the laundry. Sheets were piled up, with one wet load sitting in the washer. She pulled clean sheets out of the dryer and tossed them in the basket, then put the wet stuff in the dryer and put in a new load of dirties. After starting everything, she carried the basket back to the kitchen and kept Kelly company while she folded.

				Her cell rang and she pulled it out of her pocket. A quick glance at the screen had her smiling.

				“Hi, Mom. Where are you?”

				“Hong Kong,” her mother said. “It’s loud. I’m buying you and your sister silk blouses.”

				“Which will only make us love you more,” Isabel said with a laugh. “I’m with your granddaughter. Want to say hi?”

				“Absolutely.”

				Isabel pushed the button for the speakerphone and Kelly told her grandmother about the three siblings getting sick. When she went off to watch cartoons, Isabel released the speakerphone.

				“Maeve’s sleeping,” she told her mother. “She’s exhausted but didn’t eat whatever the kids did. I’m helping out.”

				“I’m glad you’re there,” her mother told her. “I miss you both. How’s the store?”

				“Excellent. Those new designer clothes have already sold. They’re bringing in a lot of money.”

				Her mother sighed. “And that’s not enough to convince you to stay? You could buy us out over time and…” There was another sigh. “Your father is telling me to stop pushing.”

				“I appreciate your faith in me, but you know my plans.”

				“I do. And I’ll be quiet now.”

				They chatted a few more minutes, then hung up.

				Three hours later, Maeve staggered into the family room. She blinked as she looked around. “You shouldn’t have let me sleep so long.”

				“Why not?” Isabel asked. “You needed it.”

				The three kids were stretched out together under a blanket, watching a DVD. They smiled sleepily at their mom but didn’t get up.

				“Everyone has had ginger ale, crackers and soup. They’re all tired and are going to watch the movie. Come on. I’ll make you some lunch. You must be starving.”

				Maeve followed her into the kitchen. Isabel opened the refrigerator and collected the fixings for a sandwich, but before she could start making it, her sister started to cry.

				Isabel rushed to her side. “What’s wrong?” she asked, crouching next to her. “Is it the baby?”

				Maeve shook her head, her blond hair swaying with the movement. Tears spilled down her cheeks.

				“You cleaned the kitchen and did laundry,” she said, the words slightly muffled.

				“Okay,” Isabel said slowly and patted her shoulder. “I’ll get you some water.”

				“Thanks.” Maeve wiped her face. “I’m sorry. It’s just I’m so tired, and when Leonard’s gone, I fall apart. He doesn’t travel much, but he had to take a continuing-education class and the one he wanted was only available in person in San Francisco.”

				Isabel got a glass and filled it with water, then returned to her sister’s side.

				Maeve took it. “Last night was so awful and then you showed up and took care of everything. I really appreciate it.”

				“I’m happy to help.” Isabel told herself she needed to spend more time with her sister, to be there when she could.

				Maeve wiped her face and took a drink of the water. “I love my life. Really I do. Leonard is the best man in the world and my kids are great, but sometimes I get so envious of you.”

				“Of me? Why? I’m a disaster.”

				“You’re not. You’re single and don’t have many responsibilities.”

				“Or ties. I’m divorced and I don’t even have a cat to keep me company.”

				“But you have a career.”

				“I work in our parents’ business. That’s not going to put me on the cover of Fortune magazine.”

				“No, but your new business will. You have it all.”

				“No, you do.”

				They stared at each other and started to laugh.

				“Better?” Isabel asked gently.

				Her sister nodded.

				“Good.” Isabel walked over to the counter and put two slices of bread on a plate.

				“I talked to Mom earlier,” Maeve told her. “They’re having a great time. She says they should have done this years ago.”

				“She’s probably right.”

				Maeve sighed. “I hope Leonard and I are like them. Always in love.”

				“You’ve survived four kids so far. I’m pretty sure you’re going to make it.”

				Her sister winced. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive.”

				It took Isabel a second to realize what she meant. “My relationship with Eric was doomed from the start. The mistake was not recognizing the problem to begin with.” She paused, then turned so she was facing Maeve. “I’m going to tell you something, but first you have to promise not to tell Mom and Dad. I don’t want them to have to deal with this until they’re home.”

				Maeve’s blue eyes widened as she nodded. “Sure.”

				Isabel turned back to the sandwich. “Eric was gay.”

				After her sister was done sputtering and calling him names, Isabel explained what had happened.

				“I don’t believe he didn’t know,” Maeve fumed. “He had to have had an inkling. That doesn’t just happen. It’s not a lightning strike. I can’t believe he betrayed you like that.”

				“I’m getting over it.”

				“With Ford?”

				Isabel finished with the sandwich and carefully sliced it in two, then carried the plate over to the table. “I guess it’s too late to ask if you’re okay with that,” she said quietly.

				Maeve reached for the food. With her other hand, she waved the comment away. “Oh, please. We were done over a decade ago. Have at him.”

				Isabel put the supplies back in the refrigerator, then joined her sister at the table. “He’s a pretty great guy.”

				“I remember.” Maeve grinned. “Don’t tell him but the sex wasn’t all that. I wasn’t his first time, but he was mine and all I remember thinking is ‘I thought it would take longer than this.’”

				Isabel grinned. “We’re not really dating.”

				Maeve finished chewing and swallowed. “What? Sure you are. I’ve seen you two together. You are definitely dating.”

				“We’re fake-dating.” She explained about Denise and how Ford had begged.

				“Not that I don’t approve of a man begging,” her sister began, “but, Isabel, be careful. I’ve seen the way you look at him, and you’re not in a fake relationship.”

				“That’s what I’ve been thinking, too. I didn’t want to fall for him, but he’s so funny and easy to be with. He’s thoughtful in little ways that are so unexpected.”

				“All perfect if this was a regular relationship, but trouble when it’s not. Are you sure you’re leaving? Maybe Ford is worth sticking around for.”

				“I’m not changing my plans for him,” Isabel said firmly. In part because she really did want to open a business with Sonia, but also because she had a feeling Ford meant what he said. That he wasn’t interested in love. Which meant sticking around would only lead to heartache.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIXTEEN

				“YOU CAN’T AVOID my mother forever,” Kent said.

				Consuelo studied the display in the window of Morgan’s Books. “I can and I will.”

				Kent grabbed her hand and gently twisted it behind her back, bringing her up against him. She had to tilt her head to continue to stare into his eyes.

				She could have broken the hold a dozen different ways, could have had him in any number of holds that would cut off air or blood flow. She wondered if the knowledge of how to do that would ever fade. If she would ever be like the other women who walked through town on this perfect fall day. Or if she would always feel different.

				“She’s interested in the woman I’m seeing,” he said.

				“Then I can send her regular email updates.”

				He smiled.

				People smiled all the time, she thought, unable to brace herself for the kick in the gut she always felt when he did that. Kent’s smile was special. It made her feel as if she were the center of a very amazing universe. One where only good things happened.

				She knew the folly of believing that, but she couldn’t protect herself. Not where he was concerned. If only her heart were at stake, she would probably be fine. But when she was around him, she felt as if he held her entire being in the palm of his hand. How could she trust him not to crush her into dust?

				“Oh, look,” she said brightly, pointing. “Your sister-in-law has a new book out. Let’s go buy it.”

				“If you’d like.” He bent down and lightly kissed her mouth, then guided her into the store.

				Five minutes later, she had a bag with Liz Sutton’s latest murder mystery. Kent had insisted on paying, which was just like him.

				“You should consider an eReader,” he said when they were back on the sidewalk.

				“I like books.” Someone passing by said hello, and she paused to return the greeting. “This town is so strange. People I’ve never met before talk to me like they know me. But the weirdest part is I’m starting to like it.”

				“But do you like me?”

				He was joking. At least, she thought he was. She glanced at him and saw questions in his eyes. They came to a stop again, this time by a bench. Kent pulled her onto the wooden seat.

				“Of course,” she said. “Why would you ask?”

				“You’re elusive.”

				“I’m completely open.” She pressed her lips together, realizing that was far from the truth. “I mean to be.”

				“Well, then,” he teased. “That must be enough.”

				She looked at her hand in his. His fingers were longer, broader. He was tall and strong, which was nice. If she broke her leg, he could carry her for a long time.

				The ridiculous thought made her think of Felicia. She would think Kent was good to have around. That his combination of intelligence and strength would add to the social unit. That even if he wasn’t a traditional warrior, he would be a formidable opponent.

				She laced her fingers with his. “Your family scares me. I know Ford and he’s fine, but the rest of them… They’ve lived here their whole lives. They’re close. Traditional.”

				“Are you worried you won’t fit in?”

				“Some.” All, she thought. “I wouldn’t want to embarrass you.”

				“Not possible. I’ve seen you eat and you know how to use a napkin.”

				She laughed. “Thank you for your faith in my table manners.” She kept his hand in hers but angled toward him. “I don’t want your mom to tell you to stop seeing me.”

				“She wouldn’t. You’re adorable. Besides, I’m thirty-four. She stopped getting involved in my love life a couple of decades ago.”

				Consuelo raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure? Because just a couple of months ago, the woman had a booth with applications to be your girlfriend.”

				He grinned. “Oh, yeah. I forgot. But she’s learned her lesson.”

				“Has she?”

				“Even if she hasn’t, I’ll protect you. Besides, I’m the one putting it on the line if we hang out with my family. They’re going to tell you stories about me.”

				“That sounds fun. What kinds of stories?”

				She figured he would admit to a childish prank or say he hadn’t started dating until college. She didn’t expect him to clear his throat and admit, “When I was younger, I was kind of a dog when it came to women.”

				Consuelo had a feeling her shock showed. “What does that mean?”

				He shrugged. “I figured out girls were pretty cool in tenth grade. I had something of a reputation. In college, I, um, took advantage of the target-rich environment. I’m not proud of what I did,” he added hastily. “I’m different now. More mature. When I was in a relationship, I was always faithful. I never cheated on my ex-wife.” He looked both embarrassed and proud as he admitted to his past.

				“An unexpected side of you.”

				He nodded. “It’s being a math teacher. People assume I’m shy around women. I get a little nervous at the beginning, but once things get going…” He paused.

				“Go on,” she urged, intrigued.

				“I’m going to quit while I’m ahead.”

				“Afraid your mouth is going to write checks your, um, other parts can’t cash?”

				“Something like that. It has occurred to me that you’re completely out of my league.”

				He was joking, but she knew he was right. Being a sex god in high school didn’t compare to her past.

				“Any tattoos?” he asked.

				The unexpected question jerked her out of her worries and brought her back to the man in front of her. She smiled. “Two.”

				His eyebrows rose. “What and where?”

				“I’m not telling.”

				“Building anticipation. I like that.”

				She laughed.

				Kent put his arm around her and drew her close, then leaned in and kissed her. She let herself relax as her eyes slowly closed. His mouth was warm and sure as it settled on hers.

				They were out in public—nothing was going to happen, which was both good and bad. Good because for some reason the thought of having sex with Kent terrified her and bad because being close to him made her want him.

				Even as his lips lightly teased her own, she felt heat growing in all the usual places. She hadn’t been with a man in a long time. She hadn’t been with a man she liked in a couple of years. She wanted to lose herself in the act of connecting with a man and not have to worry about extracting information or making her escape. She wanted to make love in a house in the suburbs and wake up to the sound of birds chirping or kids laughing rather than make her way back to a dark and empty safe house.

				She drew back and stared into his face. His eyes crinkled as he smiled at her.

				“Have I mentioned you’re totally hot?” he asked.

				She grinned. “Not lately and I was wondering if you’d changed your mind.”

				“No. You’re still amazing.” The smile faded. “Not just because of how you look. I want to make sure you know I like who you are.”

				She hoped that was true.

				She took his hands in hers. With the right training, he could become a killing machine. Funny how that thought would never occur to him. He wouldn’t hit a woman, wouldn’t shame her. Based on how Reese grumbled about the rules at home, she knew Kent was fair and reasonable, even when angry.

				“Maybe I should meet your mother,” she admitted. “She did a really good job with you.”

				He laughed. “Interesting logic. I’ll give you a couple of days to be sure before I set something up.”

				Of course he would.

				* * *

				“TELL ME IT’S going to be beautiful,” Madeline requested, sounding doubtful.

				Isabel pulled the white dress from what seemed like an impossibly small box. “It is. Four hours of ironing from now, it will be perfect.”

				It was Wednesday morning and they’d just gotten in a big shipment of dresses. While it would be nice if they were sent in hanging boxes, stuffed with tissue and arrived in perfect condition, that wasn’t true. Most came folded, which meant wrinkles and creases and plenty of fluffing.

				“I see I’m going to be busy for the next few days,” Madeline said with a grin. “That’s good. Shipping day secures my employment.”

				Isabel laughed. “Absolutely.”

				Later in the week they were due to get veils, silk wreaths and a few tiaras, but nothing compared to the work of getting a gown ready for her bride.

				“The secret is never to let the client see her gown straight out of the box. She’ll never recover from the shock.” Isabel carefully unwrapped a beautiful silk gown with plenty of lace and layers. Yup, she and Madeline would be working late this week.

				Thanks to her grandmother’s planning, the back room was big enough to hold a long garment rack. As each dress was unpacked, it was hung up. A few of the wrinkles would fall out on their own, but the rest required gentle ironing and steaming.

				“It’s fun to see what’s new,” Madeline said, pulling out another dress. “The changes in the styles. Some are subtle, but there are still differences from year to year.”

				“As long as we have variety,” Isabel murmured. “I hate it when stores focus on a single style, like strapless ball gowns. Even though I love them, they’re not going to look good on everyone. Every bride deserves to be beautiful.”

				“You’re good at that,” Madeline told her. “Finding the right dress for the right client.”

				“Years of watching my grandmother. She would take hours with a bride, talking to her about what she wanted, looking at pictures of different dresses, then having her try on dozens. It was an event.” She remembered being here then. “A bride would book the store for a whole morning or the entire afternoon. Sometimes they had food brought in.”

				“You could still do that,” Madeline said. “A few clients would enjoy that.”

				“It would be fun.” Isabel hung another dress on the rack. “There are a lot of changes I’d make here. Not that I’m staying.”

				“Are you sure you can’t be tempted?”

				“Yes. I’m still going back to New York.”

				Isabel said the words with more firmness than she felt. In truth, she hadn’t thought about leaving in weeks. She still hadn’t connected with Sonia, but didn’t feel as frantic about that. She knew Ford was the reason and told herself to be careful. That he wasn’t the least bit interested in her staying. Still, it was appealing to think about.

				The phone rang. Isabel carefully lowered the dress she was holding back into the box and reached for the receiver.

				“Paper Moon,” she said. “This is Isabel.”

				“You have to get over here right away.”

				“Patience? Are you okay?”

				“I’m fine,” her friend said. “But I’m serious. Shut the store and get here now! Bring Madeline.”

				Patience hung up.

				Isabel replaced the receiver. “That was strange,” she said. “Patience wants us to come over right away. It sounded urgent.”

				Madeline rose. “Okay. I’ll put out the sign.”

				Isabel checked the back door to make sure it was locked, then followed the other woman to the front of the store. After grabbing her purse and keys, she made sure the We’ll Be Back in Ten Minutes sign was up. After closing and locking the front door, they hurried toward Brew-haha.

				Two short blocks later, Isabel raced into the store only to find several women, including Charlie, Dellina and Noelle, standing at the big window, looking out toward the park.

				Patience practically danced over. “Look,” she said, pointing.

				Isabel ignored the instruction. “Are you all right?”

				“I’m fine.” She grabbed Isabel’s arm and dragged her to the window. “Look!”

				Isabel turned her attention to the street with no cars currently in view. There were the usual pedestrians, a man on a bike and three men in the park.

				“So?”

				Charlie glared at her. “So? Seriously? Don’t you know who they are?”

				Isabel looked again, then shook her head. “No. Should I?”

				Charlie sighed. “Why do I even try?”

				“I want the blond one,” Noelle said, pointing. “He’s dreamy.”

				“Dreamy?” Charlie scoffed. “What is this? Nineteen fifty? Kenny Scott is known for his speed and catching ability. They say he has magic hands.”

				Noelle leaned against the window frame. “I could use some magic hands in my life. I wonder if he rents out.”

				Dellina pointed. “I like that one.” She turned to Charlie. “What’s his name?”

				“Sam Ridge. Kicker. He’s scored more points than…” She shook her head. “You don’t care about his football career. Stop talking to me.”

				Isabel turned back to Patience. “That’s it? You dragged me over here to look at football players?”

				“Of course. They’re finally here.”

				The front door opened and two old ladies walked in. Isabel recognized Eddie and Gladys. They pushed their way through the crowd and pressed their faces against the window.

				“Nice ass,” Eddie said. “Think they’ll take their shirts off?”

				“It’s sixty-two degrees out there,” Isabel pointed out.

				“They’re men. Let them show us they’re tough.”

				Isabel shook her head. “You’re all insane.”

				Patience grinned. “Come on. It’s fun. How often do we have three hot football players move to town?”

				“We have bodyguards,” Isabel told her. “That’s enough. We don’t need those guys.”

				“Oh, they’re pretty,” Taryn said, walking into Brew-haha. “And if you ask them nicely, they’re good at lifting and toting.”

				Noelle turned to her. “Are they all single?”

				“That’s what they tell me.” Taryn walked to the counter. “Can I get a latte, or do I have to wait until the show is over?”

				“I think I can steam milk and watch at the same time,” Patience told her.

				Isabel took a second to admire Taryn’s royal-blue suit. It matched her eyes perfectly and contrasted with her dark hair. Black suede pumps completed the outfit.

				“You really know how to dress,” Isabel said, thinking her own black dress served a purpose. The bride never felt upstaged. She knew that was important, but looking at Taryn made her want to wear something more interesting. Maybe one of the new designs Dellina was always bringing in. At least she had her shoes, she thought, glancing down at the bright red pumps she’d slipped on that morning. Ridiculous but beautiful.

				“I have an image to uphold,” Taryn said. “Clothes might not make the woman, but they help. My shoes intimidate the boys, much like yours would, and that’s good, too.”

				She took the latte from Patience and paid her, then crossed to the growing crowd by the window.

				“They gonna get naked?” Gladys asked.

				“Unlikely,” Taryn murmured. “They’re exploring. Maybe, if we’re lucky, they’ll do some push-ups.”

				Isabel heard distinct sarcasm in her voice, but Eddie and Gladys didn’t seem to notice.

				“Wonder if they like older women?” Eddie asked. “I could teach that tall one a thing or two. Or maybe he could teach me.” She and Gladys giggled.

				Taryn stepped closer to Isabel. “Those old ladies are a little disconcerting.”

				“You get used to it,” Isabel assured her in a low voice. “They show up at events like this. I heard that a couple of years ago the town had male models in for a calendar to raise money for the fire department. Eddie and Gladys brought chairs and stayed for the whole event.”

				Noelle walked over to them. “I’m feeling nothing,” she said, sounding disappointed. “I’m ready for something, I can feel it, but these guys aren’t doing it for me.”

				Taryn smiled. “Kenny will be disappointed to hear that.”

				Noelle glanced toward the window. “I don’t even care which one is Kenny. Are there more men moving to town? Because this is getting ridiculous.”

				Dellina strolled over. “I want to do more than look,” she said brightly. “Is Sam single?”

				“Yes, but he’s annoying. Just so you’re warned.”

				Isabel looked at Taryn. “You’re really not interested?”

				“Yawn,” Taryn said. “It is physically impossible for me to be less interested. I know them far too well to want to be romantically involved with any of them.” She shuddered. “No. We’re close. I adore them but I would rather date a fence post. At least it wouldn’t argue.”

				* * *

				ISABEL AND MADELINE walked back to Paper Moon. When they got there, Ford was waiting by the front door, looking all masculine and sexy. When he saw her, he raised an eyebrow.

				“Really?” he asked in a low voice. “Ogling football players? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. After all, you promised to love me forever and look what happened there.”

				Madeline giggled as she let herself into the store. “I’ll leave you two to work this out,” she said, then disappeared inside.

				Isabel put her hands on her hips. “How did you know?”

				“Unlike you, Patience is concerned about Justice’s feelings. She called to tell him what was going on and he told me.”

				She held in a smile. “I’m sorry you had to find out that way. About the other men I was watching.”

				“Ogling. There’s a difference. I’m very disappointed in you. I expect better from my fake girlfriends.”

				While she enjoyed the teasing, there was a part of her that wanted his words to be true.

				“I’m sorry,” she told him. “Patience called and asked me to come over. I didn’t find out why—I just went.”

				“Oh, sure. Blame it on Patience.” He stepped closer to her. “I can see we’re going to have to have a serious talk about your behavior.”

				“You’re probably right.” She batted her eyes at him. “Maybe I should be punished later.”

				“That goes without saying. I’m thinking a tongue-lashing at the very least.”

				She shivered as she remembered what Ford could do with his tongue, then dropped her head in mock submission. “Whatever you think is best.”

				He pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. “I don’t want to have to have this conversation again.”

				“Of course not.”

				As he hugged her, she felt the vibration of his chuckles. “You’re good at this,” he said quietly. “How do you feel about escaped prisoner and the warden’s wife?”

				She grinned. “I think I could get into it.”

				“That’s my girl.”

				“Actually, we might need to reverse those roles. Your mom called me again to set up a one-on-one.”

				“Talk about a buzz kill!”

				“I know. There’s only so much longer I can put her off.”

				He kissed her. “I have to get back to work. See you tonight?”

				“I’ll be the blonde.”

				“Thanks for clarifying.”

				Isabel walked into Paper Moon and sighed. Her fake-dating situation was getting complicated. The obvious solution was to end things, but she just plain didn’t want to.

				Before she could return to the back room to help Madeline with the rest of the gowns, her cell phone rang. She pulled it out of her bag and pushed Answer without checking to see who was calling.

				“Hello?”

				“Hey, Isabel.”

				“Sonia.” She crossed to one of the chairs and sat down. “I haven’t heard from you in a while. Did you get my messages?”

				“Yeah. Sorry. Life’s been crazy here. I’ve been meaning to call.”

				“I’m glad you did. We have a lot we need to be doing and talking about.”

				“I know. Well, sure. That’s why I phoned, so we could talk.” Her friend cleared her throat. “Look, I don’t know how to say this. It’s why I haven’t returned your calls. I’ve…” Sonia paused. “I’ve gone into business with someone else.”

				Isabel stiffened. “What? What are you talking about? We had a deal together. We had plans.”

				“I know. I know. I should have said something before. It’s just…I didn’t want to wait. You’re not coming back until February, and that’s a long time.”

				“It’s five months. With everything that has to be done, it’s not that long at all.”

				“Right, but there are other things. She has more money to put in the business. We can start bigger and not take so long to get noticed. I want that. This is my dream, Isabel. I have to do this. I’m sorry if you’re disappointed.”

				“Disappointed? I came back here to earn more money to put into our business. I came back to brush up on retail so I would be more of an asset. We discussed that. We discussed everything.”

				“I know that but retail is risky and this is a better bet for me. Do you really have to be so harsh about it? I was hoping we could stay friends. Can’t you just be happy for me?”

				For her? Isabel wanted to ask about her own dreams, but she knew Sonia didn’t care about that. She had made it very clear she didn’t care about anyone but herself.

				“Good luck with everything,” Isabel said, knowing she sounded bitter but unable to care. She ended the call before Sonia could respond.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

				FORD STARED HELPLESSLY as Isabel wiped away tears.

				“It’s so unfair,” she said, her lower lip trembling as she spoke. “All of it. Now I know why she’s been avoiding me. She knew. All this time she knew she was going into business with someone else and she never said anything.”

				They were in the living room of her house. A relatively large room with big windows, but Ford felt as trapped as if he were locked in a five-by-five cell. He didn’t know what the hell he was supposed to do to make her feel better and he couldn’t walk away.

				Madeline had called him less than half an hour ago. She’d said Isabel had gotten a call and had left the store in tears. Madeline hadn’t known what had happened, but she’d been worried about her boss. Ford had come running, only to find Isabel as devastated as Madeline had suggested.

				“I can’t believe it.” She crushed the tissue in her hand, then looked at him. “I can’t believe it.”

				There was raw pain in her eyes. He desperately wanted to fix the problem, only he couldn’t begin to figure out how.

				“I’m sorry,” he said, dropping to his knees in front of her. “I’m really sorry.”

				She nodded. “I know. It’s nothing about you. It’s me. God, what’s wrong with me? First Eric and now Sonia.”

				“You’re not the reason either of them acted the way they did.”

				“I know that in my head, but my gut tells me something else.” She lowered her head and he saw tears fall onto her fingers. “It’s like the death of a dream.”

				She raised her head. More tears spilled from her blue eyes. “No. It’s not like the death of a dream. It is the death of a dream. We had everything planned. It’s why I came back.”

				She shook her head. “Okay, part of the reason is Eric. I wanted to get away from the city, but still. I thought…” She swallowed. “I believed in her. In what we were going to do, and she dumped me for someone with more money.”

				He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. He knew there was something he was supposed to be saying—he just didn’t know what it was.

				“She wasn’t your friend,” he murmured, holding on tight and wishing that was enough. “A real friend would never do this to you.”

				“I kn-know.” Her voice caught as she burrowed into him. “That makes it worse. I lost my business dream and a friend all in the same conversation. Why didn’t she tell me before? Why didn’t she hint?”

				She drew back and stared at him. “Is it me? Did I make this happen?”

				He felt her pain and wanted to rip out his own heart, if that would help. He wanted to find the Sonia bitch and—He swore, knowing he couldn’t take out his temper on a civilian. Especially a woman.

				“It’s not you,” he told her, touching the side of her face. “You did what the two of you agreed to. You followed the rules.”

				“I keep doing that,” she said dully. “And getting screwed. Maybe I need a new plan.”

				She got up and walked to the window. She crossed her arms over her chest and turned back to him. “Have you ever wanted something this much, only to lose it?”

				He rose and shook his head.

				“It sucks,” she told him. “It sucks a lot.”

				He believed her and a part of him envied her ability to feel that kind of passion. Because the truth was he’d never wanted anything all that much. What he desired came easily, and when he was tired of it, he walked away. He’d done it all his life. A revelation that didn’t help Isabel at all.

				* * *

				ISABEL TURNED BACK to the window. Ford didn’t have any answers, and she should stop badgering him for them. She was about to tell him she would be fine, when someone knocked on the door.

				“I’ll get it,” Ford said quickly and hurried to the front of the house. Seconds later he reappeared with Patience at his side.

				Isabel brushed away her tears. “Calling in reinforcements?”

				He shrugged. “I was afraid I couldn’t handle it.”

				“You did great.”

				Patience hurried to her. “What happened? Are you okay?”

				Isabel told her about the call and what Sonia had said.

				“That’s unbelievable,” her friend said. “What a bitch.”

				“That seems to be the general consensus.”

				Patience led Isabel to the sofa, then looked at Ford. “I’m okay to stay the rest of the day.” She turned back to Isabel. “He’s getting that trapped, uncomfortable look.”

				“I’m not,” he said defensively.

				Isabel managed a smile. “You did great. Thank you.”

				“You sure?”

				“Very.”

				She crossed to him and kissed him. “Thank you for not running screaming from the room while I was crying.”

				He hugged her. “I’m sorry.”

				“I know.”

				“See you later?”

				She nodded and he left. “Want some tea?” she asked her friend. “It seems to be the right thing to do in a crisis. Make tea.”

				“Sure.”

				They went into the kitchen. Isabel put water on to boil and dug out a selection of tea bags. Patience found two mugs and put them on the counter.

				“Now start at the beginning.”

				Isabel repeated the phone call, then sucked in a breath. “It’s so unfair. I’ve been calling her for a few weeks now and I never heard back. I should have guessed something was up. But Sonia would often get busy and disappear. She was posting on Facebook, so I knew she was okay. I thought it was a creative thing. I didn’t get that she was screwing me the whole time.”

				She felt her eyes start to burn. “I was so sure we were going to make something brilliant together. Start our business and take the fashion world by storm. Maybe not hurricane strength, but at least a decent wind event.”

				She tried to smile, but her mouth refused to cooperate. “I feel like an idiot.”

				Patience moved closer and touched her arm. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

				“That’s what Ford said.”

				“He’s right. You trusted a friend and she betrayed you. If she was having second thoughts, she should have said something.”

				The water started to boil. Isabel poured it into the two mugs. Patience dropped in the tea bags.

				“It’s the second half of a one-two punch,” Isabel admitted. “There’s also the humiliation factor. My husband leaves me for another man, and my business partner dumps me for someone with more money. I’m the common denominator, so I must be doing something wrong.”

				“You’re not,” Patience insisted. “You’re trusting people you love. If they betray you, the fault is theirs. You and Sonia had a deal. She broke it. I know it sounds harsh, but maybe it’s better to find this out before you put your money on the line. She sounds like the kind of person who would run off at any point in the deal. What if you’d opened the store and then she’d left?”

				Isabel hadn’t thought of that. “I would have been left with a store and no designer.”

				“Exactly. That would suck more.”

				They walked back into the living room and sat down.

				“I’m so confused,” Isabel admitted. “About what I’m supposed to do now. How am I going to trust anybody? But I also know not trusting isn’t a good thing, either. I don’t want to live my life in a cave, bitter and scared of how someone might hurt me.”

				“Good, because the only caves I know of are on Heidi’s ranch, and she ages her goat cheese in them. I don’t think you’d enjoy that. I would guess the smell would be difficult to take, day after day.”

				Isabel managed a slight smile. “Thanks for putting my cave-living dreams in perspective.”

				“You’re welcome.” Patience squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry this happened. But at the risk of being annoyingly cheerful, you have options.”

				“Options that will lead to more disappointment,” Isabel grumbled. Right now she felt as if she would never figure out how to make a decent decision ever again.

				“That’s my little ray of sunshine,” her friend said with a gentle smile. “Okay, you’re not going to open a store with Sonia in New York. There are hundreds of other places you could do it. Pick a city.”

				“I don’t have another designer to work with.” Isabel leaned her head back against the sofa and sighed. Nothing was ever going to be right again.

				“I didn’t realize there was just the one.”

				Isabel straightened. “One what?”

				“Designer. Sonia’s the only one?”

				“Very funny.”

				“I have a charming sense of humor.” Her friend shifted toward her. “I’ve seen Project Runway. Season after season they bring us brilliant designers. There are hundreds or thousands out there. You just have to find one. Or maybe five. Maybe it’s better not to have a partner right now. You could start with Dellina’s friend. Her clothes are great. They’re selling.”

				Isabel saw her point. “That’s an option, except Sonia was kicking in cash, too. I don’t have enough money to start a boutique on my own.” She paused, wondering if she could stand to risk another partner. Between Eric and Sonia, she was feeling extremely unliked.

				“What about Paper Moon?” Patience asked.

				Isabel stared at her. “I don’t want to sell wedding gowns for the rest of my life.”

				“I know that. But you don’t have to. It’s successful and there’s an income stream. That would help. You could add to the business. Bring in a few designers. Expand the business. The space next door is for lease. So lease it, open a wall and sell wedding gowns and designer clothes. I’m sure your parents would be thrilled to keep the business in the family, and you can probably trust them not to break your heart.”

				Isabel stood up and walked away from the sofa. When she reached the fireplace, she turned back.

				“I never thought of staying,” she admitted. “Fool’s Gold isn’t exactly the fashion capital of the world. My parents would be thrilled.”

				“There are advantages to being here. We have a big tourist trade. There are plenty of women in town. Plus, you’ve sold everything from Dellina’s friend you’ve put in the window and that’s without trying.”

				Not leave? She’d always planned to leave. To go back to New York. To make her mark. To stay here would be…

				What? Settling? It didn’t feel like settling. She liked the town. She had friends she trusted and her family was here. She had to admit that spending more time with her nieces and nephews, not to mention her sister, would be nice.

				“I’d have to get my own place,” she murmured.

				“Easy enough to do. You said Madeline loves working in Paper Moon. Having her there would free up time to do what you really love.” Patience rose and crossed to her. “You don’t have to decide now, but at least think about it. I know you’re sad, but this isn’t the death of your dream. You’re being shifted into a different direction. Sometimes that’s not a bad thing.”

				Isabel hugged her. “Thanks for listening,” she said.

				“That’s what friends do. And the second it’s five o’clock, we’re getting drunk. Because that’s the other thing friends do.”

				Isabel laughed. She was still hurt and confused, but she didn’t feel so lost. Maybe she would decide to leave after all, but she had options. Choices.

				She walked with her friend to the front door and then out onto the sidewalk.

				“You’ll be at Jo’s tonight right at five,” Patience said. “That was a statement, by the way, not a request.”

				“I’ll be there.”

				“Good.”

				They hugged again, and then Patience headed toward Brew-haha. Isabel kept on going toward Paper Moon. As she smiled at people she knew, she wondered about the other complication. The one she couldn’t really talk about. Not yet.

				If she didn’t leave Fool’s Gold, what was going to happen with Ford? Because she had a bad feeling that whatever she’d felt when Eric had left her didn’t begin to measure up to what it would feel like if Ford walked away.

				* * *

				CONSUELO STUDIED the collection. “I’m not seeing a lot of romantic comedies,” she said as she looked over the titles.

				The neatly lined-up DVDs and Blu-ray movies sat on shelves by the TV in Kent’s basement. There were plenty of action movies and a large collection of kid movies, but little else.

				She looked at Kent. “You realize I can’t find a single title that reflects the female point of view.”

				“We’re not big on chick flicks in this house,” he admitted. “But if there’s something you want to watch, I can get it.”

				“You’re willing to sit through Sleepless in Seattle?”

				He smiled. “I’ve sat through worse.”

				“There’s an endorsement.” She ran her finger across the spines. “These are okay, but they usually get the action sequences wrong. Or the bad guys are terrible shots. I see that on TV all the time. Our heroes can kill them with a single bullet, but the bad guys fire and fire and nothing happens.”

				“Maybe the bad guys need more training.”

				She shrugged. “I guess it would make for a short series if the lead guy was taken out in episode two.”

				She turned her attention back to the titles. They’d come down here to pick out a movie for after dinner. Kent had invited her over a few days before, all the while making it clear this was a date. Reese was spending the night at Carter’s house. It was just the two of them.

				Consuelo was willing to admit to a few nerves, but only to herself. She found dating complicated. Real dating. In the service, she’d occasionally hooked up with guys, but not often. In her line of work, a relationship had seemed impossible, and she was just enough like most women to not love casual sex. There were times when she wanted to be held because she was important to a man and not simply as a means to getting laid.

				But this was Kent, which meant a traditional date. As he’d yet to do much more than kiss her, she wasn’t sure what, if anything, was going to happen tonight. She supposed if she wanted things to go further, she could make the first move herself.

				Except she didn’t want to. She wanted…to be wooed.

				Ridiculous, she thought, scoffing at the weakness the desire exposed. She didn’t need anyone. She was self-sufficient. A warrior.

				“Hey, come back.”

				She turned and saw Kent standing next to her. His dark eyes were concerned as he studied her face.

				“What?” she asked.

				“You were looking pretty pissed about something. I knew you’d gone away.”

				His ability to read her surprised her. “How do you know I wasn’t annoyed with you?”

				“I haven’t done anything yet.”

				She smiled. “You’re right. I did go away. Sorry.”

				“Want to talk about it?”

				She shook her head. There was so much she couldn’t say. Not just the classified stuff. Those secrets were easy to keep. It was the rest of it—what she’d done. He understood the broad strokes, but that wasn’t the same as really knowing. Not that he could, because she wouldn’t tell him, and if she did, they were back to the classified issue.

				“Stop,” he said quietly. “Whatever you’re thinking, stop.”

				She blinked at him.

				“I can feel you withdrawing,” he told her. “Don’t do that. Stay with me.”

				“I’m here,” she assured him.

				She could see he was worried. There was tension in his shoulders. He was frustrated by what he didn’t know and too much of a gentleman to push for an answer. An impossible situation. She didn’t know how he stood it.

				Not knowing what else to do, she closed the distance between them and put her hands on his chest. “Kiss me.”

				He wrapped his arms around her and obliged.

				As always his mouth was firm but gentle. His lips claimed hers with restrained passion. He wanted her, but he wouldn’t push. He wouldn’t take. When he moved his tongue against her lower lip, she parted for him.

				With the first stroke, she felt the burning heat of arousal between her thighs. Her breasts ached. She wanted to tell herself it was because she hadn’t had sex in what felt like forever. But she knew that wasn’t the reason. The real reason was she hadn’t made love with someone she liked in years. Not since she was much younger and willing to trust.

				He drew back. “Stop it,” he told her. “Stop going away.”

				He felt that? Could sense her mind drifting?

				“I can’t help it,” she admitted, unsettled by his ability to read her. She both wanted more and was terrified by the implications. “You frighten me.”

				“Not possible. How can I do that?”

				She turned back, aware her emotions had come to the surface. Control seemed tenuous at best. But this was Kent and she couldn’t lie.

				“You like me,” she admitted. “You know as much as I’ve ever let anyone see and you like me.”

				He looked confused. “I don’t understand.”

				She waved at him, indicating his face and his body. “This is who you are. You have flaws and good qualities. Your life is predictable. You call your mother, give to charity. I’ve been trained to reveal nothing. To give the appearance of being someone I’m not. I survived by being tough.”

				“Not exactly pillow talk, but okay.” He stepped toward her. “I trust you, Consuelo. You’re right. I like you a lot. You’re complicated, but I can deal.”

				There it was. Acceptance. He knew there were secrets and he didn’t care. He trusted her.

				She wanted to argue, to tell him he was wrong. That she wasn’t trustworthy. Only she knew in her gut that she would never do anything to hurt this man. She couldn’t. It would be easier to cut out her own heart.

				Walking away was the easy answer, she thought. So simple and what she knew. The harder path was to stay.

				She glanced at the stairs, then back to him. Without saying anything, she took his hand.

				She led him to the main floor and then down the hall to the master. Once there, she closed the door and turned on the lamp by the bed. Then she faced him.

				A half smile tugged at his lips. He stood by the bed, his stance relaxed, his posture straight. As if he had all the time in the world.

				She’d worn a long-sleeved knit dress and high heels. She stepped out of the heels, then undid the side zipper and let her dress drop to the carpet. That left her wearing a push-up bra and a thong.

				Kent’s eyes widened. She watched him swallow, try to speak then shake his head.

				“Holy shit,” he muttered.

				She laughed, feeling the last of her concerns fall away as easily as the dress. Maybe there were issues she had to deal with, but that was for another time. Right now she wanted to make love with Kent. She wanted his hands on her body and his tongue in her mouth. She wanted to stop thinking and start feeling.

				She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head. “Well?”

				“Okay, then.”

				He unbuttoned his long-sleeved shirt and shrugged out of it. Shoes and socks followed. He was in good shape. Not overly honed like the men she worked with, which she liked. Kent looked like what he was. A suburban dad with a sexy edge, she thought, as a shiver of desire slipped through her.

				He stepped out of his jeans, leaving him in surprisingly small briefs. The dark cotton fabric sat low on his hips and barely contained his impressive erection. The muscles deep in her belly clenched.

				“I would have guessed white,” she said, pointing to the briefs and walking toward him.

				“I think these are more fashion forward.”

				She laughed and continued moving until she was nearly touching him, but not quite.

				“You’re incredibly beautiful,” he said, staring into her eyes. “And your body. Jeez. Can I just…”

				He hesitated, as if not sure asking was okay.

				“Anything,” she said, curious as to what he would touch first.

				His hands settled on her hips, then slowly, so slowly, circled around to her butt. He cupped the muscled curve and squeezed. His eyes drifted closed as his fingers dug in deep.

				She leaned into him. From what she’d observed, men fell into one of three categories. Breasts, butts or legs. As she was short and small busted, she was left with a great ass. Looked as though she’d found the right guy to appreciate it.

				She wrapped her arms around his neck. He bent down and kissed her. She parted immediately, welcoming his tongue with her own. She tilted her head, wanting him to kiss her deeper, and he obliged.

				He moved his hands up her back to her bra. He unfastened it easily and the small lacy garment fell away.

				She eased back and brought his hands to her breasts. “So you weren’t lying about what happened in high school.”

				He brushed his thumbs over her tight nipples. “I gave lessons on how to unfasten a bra one-handed. I’m out of practice. I hope you won’t hold that against me.”

				Before she could answer, he eased her back toward the bed. She settled on the mattress, and he moved next to her. He leaned over her and kissed her again. As his tongue teased her own, he put his hand on her belly. He traced her rib cage before exploring her breasts. He cupped the modest curves and then used his thumb and forefinger to rub her tight, sensitive nipples.

				She arched her back just a little, wanting more of that. Kent read the signal. He kissed his way down her throat, nipped the skin right above her collarbone, then settled his mouth over her breast.

				He drew her nipple in gently and circled it with his tongue, then withdrew slightly and blew on her damp flesh. She shivered with delight.

				“How do you like it?” he asked, before licking her other nipple. “Hard? Soft? Something in between?”

				The question stumped her for a second. For so long sex had been about a mission, about getting information. If there was any pleasure, that was incidental, and often accidental. But this was different. This was about sharing.

				“Harder than you were doing,” she told him. “Just go for it and I’ll tell you if it’s too much.”

				He glanced at her and grinned. “You just keep getting better and better.”

				He settled his mouth on her breast again, sucking harder. As he drew in, he used his hand to rub the other nipple, to mimic the actions of his mouth. His teeth lightly grated against her tender flesh, taking her to the place where pleasure grew until it was a hairbreadth from pain. But before she could stop him, he’d backed off. Just enough.

				He repeated his actions, arousing her until she squirmed with the desire for more.

				“Kent,” she breathed. “I need you.”

				He reacted more quickly than she would have thought possible. One second she was getting desperate, then next her thong was flying through the air and his fingers were exploring the very heart of her. He slipped through her swollen, slick flesh, found her clitoris and circled it.

				His pace could only be called masterful, she thought, opening her legs wide and letting him take control. Fast enough to keep her on the road to climax, but not so fast she felt rushed. He pressed over and around, every now and then pushing just a little harder, getting to the very core of those sensitized nerves.

				Her breathing came quicker. It had been so long, she thought, her mind starting to shut down. She needed this, needed to have him push her over the edge.

				Muscles tensed as he went around and around. She pumped her hips in time with his movements, her breathing quickened. He shifted, replacing his fingers with his thumb, then slipping two fingers inside her.

				On the second stroke, she felt herself starting to climax. The unexpected speed shocked her nearly as much as the intensity. It was as if every cell participated, filling with tension and then releasing. She felt herself cry out and couldn’t quiet the sound. He kept touching her and she kept coming, and maybe for the first time ever, she wasn’t in control.

				At last she was done. Kent withdrew his fingers but kept touching her lightly. She didn’t know what to think, what to say. She was drained and embarrassed, yet completely under his spell.

				She finally opened her eyes and saw him watching her with an expression of pride and worship that touched the deepest, loneliest place in her heart. His arms came around her, and she went into his embrace, secure in the knowledge she would be safe there.

				“I’m pretty sure I said ‘holy shit’ already,” he told her, one hand stroking her back, the other settling on her butt. “So saying it again makes me boring. But my mind is mostly blank, and that’s the best I can come up with. You’re amazing. I want to keep doing that. Only I have other things I want to do, and I don’t know which to do first.”

				She pressed her belly against his swollen cock. “I think we should start with this.” She raised her head and smiled. “I want to be on top.”

				His erection surged as soon as she said the words, and he was already scrambling out of his briefs. But instead of lying down, he touched her cheek.

				“There, uh, hasn’t been anyone in a while. So this isn’t going to be my finest performance. Just so you aren’t disappointed.”

				She smiled and kissed him. “I’m still having aftershocks. Disappointment isn’t possible.”

				She pushed him onto his back, then looked at him. As he’d said, there were a lot of things they could do. Different positions and techniques she’d picked up over the years. But that was for later. Right now she just wanted to feel him inside her and please him as much as he’d pleased her.

				She straddled his waist, then eased back slowly. He reached between them and guided himself in one hand, while holding her hip with the other. She pressed back and down until he was inside her. They both gasped.

				He filled her to what felt like her stomach. She straightened, letting her body stretch to accommodate him, then wiggled to accept all of him.

				He swore.

				She laughed.

				“Why don’t you stay like that for a second?” he said, his jaw clenched. “I’ll work on control.”

				“Sounds like a plan.” She held in a smile. “But if I do this, is it a problem?”

				She raised herself slightly and then settled back down on him. He groaned.

				“I can play, too,” he told her.

				“You’re trying not to play. That’s different.”

				“So that’s how it’s going to be,” he said, his gaze intense. “All right. Let’s see about that.”

				He moved his hand between them and pressed his thumb against her swollen clit. But instead of holding still, he circled it against all those suddenly hungry nerve endings.

				Five seconds ago she would have sworn she was incapable of coming again for at least twenty-four hours. Suddenly she was breathing fast and desperate.

				“Don’t stop,” she said, grinding her hips down. “Keep doing that.”

				“I swear.” His voice was practically a growl.

				He kept his word, rubbing her harder and harder, but suddenly it wasn’t enough. She rose on his penis, then sank down. Her eyes fluttered closed as she rode him, her release tantalizingly out of reach.

				“More,” she murmured. “More.”

				With each rise and fall, he filled her completely. Friction left her gasping. Again and again. Then it was there and she was so close. So close.

				She came with a scream. This orgasm lasted longer than the one before. She leaned forward so she could brace herself on the bed and pump back and forth. At some point Kent wasn’t touching her center anymore. He was holding her hips, helping her keep pace. She opened her eyes and saw him watching her, saw the moment he went over the edge.

				They came together. He shoved in deep and she clamped her muscles around him. They stayed like that until they were both still.

				With quiet came reality. Consuelo had a vision of herself going up and down, her breasts pounding, as she screamed for him not to stop.

				She’d lost complete control. Twice.

				A hand touched her cheek. She forced herself to open her eyes and found him watching her. A self-satisfied smile turned up the corners of his mouth.

				“So,” he said. “You’re a screamer.”

				She slid off him and lay back on the bed. “I’m not. I’m very quiet and controlled in bed.”

				He chuckled. “Yeah, I could tell.” He leaned over her and lightly kissed her. “So I was thinking I’d make you come with my mouth, and then we could do it with me behind, because hey, have you seen your ass? Then dinner?”

				She felt the moment of choice. Where she could let her past define her or she could give herself to this glorious man. She flung both arms around him and hung on tight.

				He pulled her against him and whispered, “You know I like the screaming, right?”

				“I know.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

				ISABEL WALKED THROUGH the empty store next to Paper Moon. It was owned by former champion cyclist Josh Golden, who had spent the past decade buying a measurable percentage of the town. Rumor had it he was a generous landlord, which was good because it wasn’t as if she was swimming in money.

				The space wasn’t very big. Just a couple of thousand square feet, but there were large windows, and best of all, it shared a wall with Paper Moon.

				The previous occupant had left shelving in place, and the hardwood floors were in excellent condition. There were two restrooms, one much more elegantly appointed than the other, and a decent-sized storage room.

				She returned to the center of the store and turned in a slow circle. It wouldn’t take much to put an opening in the wall. She could use the dressing rooms from the bridal shop, which would save on remodeling. The nicer bathroom could be for customers. She would have the cost of painting and some fixtures, but the lighting was already how she would want it.

				She could use the shelves for accessories and wondered how hard it would be to find designers who created handbags, belts and jewelry.

				She didn’t have a business plan, so she couldn’t run the numbers, but there were possibilities. She let herself out, careful to lock the door behind her, and returned to Paper Moon.

				She tried to look at the store as if she’d never been in it before. Again, there were plenty of windows and lots of light. There was a little too much red velvet on the furniture and gilding on the chandeliers for her taste, but that was easily fixed.

				The basic floor plan worked, and the inventory was current. If she had the space next door, she wouldn’t have to make any changes in Paper Moon, at least not for a while. It would provide a nice cash flow.

				She knew her parents would be thrilled to have the business stay in the family and that they would let her buy them out over time. Once she got her business plan together, she could run the numbers. She had a feeling with the cash she’d gotten out of her marriage, she could make it work, financially. The question was, did she want to?

				Staying meant being with her friends. Staying meant being close to her family. Staying meant the confusion of what to do about her feelings for Ford.

				But staying also meant giving up on her dream of living in New York again, of being on the cutting edge of fashion. It meant returning to her hometown permanently, and right now she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing—mostly because she’d retreated here after her divorce. She wanted to be moving forward, not going back. She supposed that the biggest issue was if she stayed, she might feel as though she was giving up.

				It all came down to making the choice that was best for her, given her change in circumstances.

				The front door opened. She turned and saw Ford walking in with two beautiful young women. They were petite, with long dark hair and brown eyes. Their perfect skin glowed in a way that made Isabel feel she should be exfoliating more.

				“Hey,” Ford said, walking toward her. He had a large garment bag in each hand. “I want you to meet Misaki and Kaori. They’re sisters.”

				“Nice to meet you,” Isabel said.

				She would guess the sisters were in their early twenties. Misaki had on deep purple harem pants and a black leather vest. Kaori wore a dark red dress with inverted pleats.

				“Love the store,” Kaori said as she looked around. “Retro, but still elegant.” Her gaze settled on a display of a Vera Wang dress. “Man, I’d kill to deconstruct that.”

				“You want to deconstruct everything,” her sister said.

				Isabel returned her attention to Ford. “So, um, why are you here and why have you brought these lovely young women to me?”

				Misaki grinned and took one of the garment bags from Ford and unzipped it. “We make clothes.”

				Two dresses and a ball gown spilled out of the opening and suddenly Isabel didn’t care about how Ford knew the sisters or why he’d brought them. The garments claimed her attention. The dresses couldn’t have been more different. One was all draping and movement, while the other didn’t look big enough to fit a fashion doll. Talk about skintight.

				The ball gown was made of layers and layers of champagne-colored lace. But the detail work was done in leather.

				“That belongs on the red carpet,” Isabel murmured, touching the capped sleeve and admiring the clean workmanship.

				“I wish,” Misaki said. “We haven’t had much luck placing our designs in stores. We’re too edgy for the department stores, and the one boutique we went into basically stole our clothes and paid us nothing. So we’re nervous about trying that again. Ford said we could trust you.”

				Madeline walked in from the back room and gasped. “I want that. I have nowhere to wear it, and I probably won’t be able to eat for a month to afford it, but I want that.”

				Isabel performed the introductions. Misaki beamed. Kaori pushed her aside. “Mine are better.”

				She pulled out a suit that was both stern and playful. A fitted jacket, with zippers running down the sleeves. The wool blend was soft, with just enough structure.

				“Taryn would buy that in a heartbeat,” Madeline said.

				“She would buy most of them,” Isabel admitted. She looked at the girls. “Where did you come from?”

				“San Francisco,” Misaki said. “We’re supposed to be studying to be doctors. Our parents aren’t happy at all. You’ve heard of the Tiger Mom? Well, our mom makes tiger moms look like slackers. Kaori and I can both play three different instruments. We got into UC Berkeley on full scholarship. But we drew the line at medical school. We just want to design clothes.”

				“You’re good at it,” Isabel told her. “I’m impressed. I’ll take them all on consignment. Do you have prices?”

				Kaori whipped out a pricing sheet, along with a simple, single-page contract. Ten minutes later, the deal was done.

				Misaki grinned. “This is fantastic. Okay, we’re going to walk around town for a while. Ford, text us when you’re ready to go.” She linked arms with her sister. “This place is so strange. Like a movie set or something.”

				They walked out of the store. Madeline took their clothes to the back. They’d already agreed the ball gown would go in the front window and the suit would be displayed in the side window.

				Isabel looked at Ford. “Thank you.”

				He shrugged. “You were upset. I didn’t know what else to do.”

				“You found me designers. That’s impressive.”

				“Their brother is a buddy of mine. He was always talking about them. They were a handful for his parents. I thought I remembered him mentioning they were designing clothes now, so I got in touch with him. I drove out to get them this morning.”

				She walked into his embrace and held him tight. “Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome.” He hugged her back. “You were hurting and I didn’t know what to do. It’s in my nature to fix things.”

				She raised her head and looked at him. “You fix good.”

				He flashed her a smile. “Thanks. They’re both excited about New York. Misaki wants to move there, but Kaori says they have a West Coast vibe and have to stay here.”

				It took her a second to understand what he was saying, and then she got it. Of course. Ford still assumed she was leaving. That even without Sonia she was going to return to New York. Because she’d always said she would.

				Only now she was less sure about anything.

				She opened her mouth to tell him that she might not be leaving, then pressed her lips together. Not for the first time it occurred to her Ford was perfectly happy with the idea of her walking away.

				* * *

				CONSUELO HIT THE BAG HARD. She was already dripping sweat and her arms had started to tremble from exhaustion. Anyone else would call it a day, but she couldn’t. Not while she could still think.

				Rage burned hot and bright inside her. If she stopped hitting the bag, she would hit something else. She would take out her anger on someone innocent, and that never went well.

				For the greater good, she told herself as she hit the bag—left, right, left right.

				She’d done it. She’d allowed herself to believe. She’d given herself body and soul to a man, and he’d turned out to be as much of an asshole as all the rest.

				Kent hadn’t contacted her in two days. She’d spent the night with him, had made love until they were both exhausted and then she’d gone home. And since then, there had been nothing. Not a single word.

				She wasn’t sure where she wanted to put all her anger. Most of it was directed at herself. For taking the chance, when she knew better. But some of it went to him for making her believe. He’d encouraged her to trust him. Somewhere along the way he’d decided to play her, and she’d practically handed him a script.

				Ford walked into the gym. He looked cocky and proud of himself. She glared at him.

				“What?” she demanded.

				He came to a stop and studied her for a second, then held up both hands. “Whatever it is, I didn’t do it.”

				“For once you’re right.”

				“Want to talk about it?”

				She glared at him. “Do I ever?”

				“No.”

				“Then you have your answer. What are you so happy about?”

				He squared his shoulders. “Isabel had a problem and I fixed it.”

				She gave him a pitying look. “Seriously? You believe that?”

				“Sure.” He told her about the phone call from Sonia and how her friend no longer wanted to go into business with her.

				Consuelo winced. “That sucks. Betrayed by two people she trusted back-to-back. How did you help?”

				“I found her two new designers. Sisters. Their brother is a SEAL. They’re willing to work with her in New York.” He grinned. “Problem solved.”

				“You’re such an idiot.” She dropped her arms and started to remove her gloves. “And you have it bad.”

				“It?”

				“You’re falling for Isabel. The master of noninvolvement has gotten caught in a net he never even saw.” She supposed she should be happy that her friend had found someone. She wasn’t mean-spirited enough to wish the whole world be as miserable as her.

				“It’s great,” she added, hoping she sounded sincere. “I like her a lot. She’s better than you deserve, but then, you were always lucky.”

				He took a step back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“Don’t pretend to be an idiot. You’re not far enough from the real thing for it to work. You care about her.”

				He looked confused and uncomfortable. “Sure. We’re friends, but we’re not really together. We’re fake-dating. Because of my mom.”

				“Not after all this time.” She pulled off the first glove, then the second. “You’re practically living in her house, aren’t you? You spend all your free time with her, you’re sleeping with her and it’s the best it’s ever been.”

				Like her night with Kent, she thought bitterly.

				“We’re not dating,” Ford insisted stubbornly.

				Consuelo walked up to him and poked him in the chest. Hard. With luck, she would leave a bruise.

				“You’re in love with her, you moron. You probably have been for years. Don’t screw this up.” She poked him again. “She’s great. Ask her to stay. Get married and have babies. It’s what you want. It’s what you’ve always wanted.”

				He shook his head. “I’m not that guy.”

				“You were born to be that guy. You’re just like everyone else in this damn town. Accept your fate.”

				With that, she turned and walked away. Her eyes burned, but she told herself it was from sweat and nothing else. She wasn’t actually crying. She didn’t cry, didn’t believe in tears. Or wallowing. She’d made a mistake and now she would move on.

				The fact that moving on meant she would have to leave Fool’s Gold was a problem she would deal with later.

				* * *

				THE FALL FESTIVAL had been one of Ford’s favorites as a kid. It fell on the second weekend in October, when the leaves were turning and all the storefronts were decorated with pumpkins and scarecrows.

				There were a lot of carts selling stuff nobody really needed, like honey soap and apple-scented candles. But the women in town seemed really excited about it all and were buying it by the truckload.

				What he liked was the food. There were ribs and grilled corn on the cob. Corn bread, slow-cooked pulled pork and, his personal favorite, sweet-potato pie.

				“Seriously, you have to try this,” Isabel said, offering him a bite of her S’More. “I don’t know how Ana Raquel makes it the best thing ever, but she does.”

				He didn’t care about the dessert, but he was relieved to see Isabel smiling again. For the past week, she’d been kind of down. He knew she’d been thinking about what had happened with Sonia.

				He tasted the S’More. It was sweet, but not too sweet.

				“Nice,” he said, handing it back to her.

				She grinned. “But not sweet-potato pie?”

				“Not even close.”

				“What is it with guys and pie?”

				“Like you don’t want any?”

				“I’ll have some to be polite.”

				He chuckled and put his arm around her.

				Now that she was feeling better, he could stop thinking about how to fix her, which meant he could put more effort into forgetting all the ridiculous things Consuelo had said the other day.

				At first her words had made him uncomfortable. He didn’t want to lead Isabel on, which he wasn’t doing. They’d both been clear on the fake-dating from the beginning. As for him being in love with her—he wasn’t that lucky. If he could be in love with anyone, he would want it to be her. But he wasn’t. He couldn’t be.

				He thought about how Leonard was secretly working out every day to impress his wife, and how his mom had mourned his dad for over a decade. His sisters were wild about their husbands, and when Ethan looked at Liz, he knew the rest of the world disappeared.

				Why wouldn’t he want that? That intensity? That caring? Of course he did. But it wasn’t there. Never had been. He liked a woman for a while and then wanted to move on. That was who he was.

				“I heard from Misaki and Kaori,” Isabel said as she finished her dessert and dropped the paper container into a recycling bin. “They’re really excited I’ve already sold two pieces. They’re making more. I really like working with them.” She smiled up at him. “Thank you. Bringing them to me was really thoughtful.”

				“I know. You’re lucky to have me.”

				She laughed and slipped her arm through his. “I am. I’m still confused about Sonia, but I’ll heal. I’ll learn from the mistake and move on.”

				“I have no doubt. You’re strong with the Force.” He changed his voice to sound like Yoda from Star Wars. “There is much power in this one.”

				She laughed again. “I appreciate the compliment, but I’m not sure it’s something I’ve earned.”

				“Sure you have. You’re forgetting, I saw you grow up.”

				They walked around a young couple with a double stroller. The little boys inside were obviously identical twins. An older girl sat on her father’s shoulders.

				“Those letters,” she said with a groan. “I knew they’d come back to haunt me.”

				“No haunting. You were a sweet girl. When you screwed up at UCLA, you took responsibility. You recognized what you’d done wrong and made amends. We can’t be perfect. That’s what I learned in my training. It’s not getting it right the first time—it’s learning to do it right and then not getting lazy. That’s what you did.”

				“You’re giving me way too much credit.”

				“No. It’s not just UCLA. You stopped writing me when you thought Eric was going to propose. There was nothing between us, but you wanted to do the right thing. I respect that.”

				“I wasn’t sure what to do,” she admitted. “It’s just when I wrote you…” She shrugged, then smiled. “So you’re admitting you read them and liked them.”

				“Yeah, I did. They got me through some tough times.” He paused and kissed her. “You always told me to stay safe.”

				“I worried about you. No one knew where you were or what you were doing. It was scary. Worse for your family, but still.”

				He remembered how he would tell himself he didn’t care about her letters, but that he always looked for them. That when they came, he saved them until he could have some quiet time by himself. That when something bad happened, he went back to the letters. That he wrapped a few in plastic and tucked them in the bottom of his backpack when he went on a mission.

				“I made it through,” he said. “Now I’m home.”

				“We’re all glad.”

				A voice cut through their conversation.

				“Yes, I know she’s an elephant.”

				Ford stopped and turned toward the speaker. He saw Felicia staring down a tattooed man.

				Felicia leaned closer, obviously not intimidated by the man’s glare. “Priscilla is a part of this community as much as anyone else. Heidi and her mother-in-law bought a special saddle so the children could ride Priscilla. This is a festival. Rides are a given.”

				“Yeah, but now no one wants to ride my ponies.”

				“Wouldn’t you rather ride an elephant than a pony?”

				The man shuffled his feet. “Yeah. Maybe.”

				“Then why are you surprised?” Felicia drew in a breath. “But I understand you need to make a living at this, too. I’ll move you to the other side of the park. We’ll raise the ticket price on the elephant rides to cover an additional ride on your ponies. Then it becomes a two-for-one ticket. How’s that?”

				The large, tattooed man nodded his head and kicked his booted foot into the sidewalk. “You know they’re good little guys. It’s not their fault they’re small.”

				“I understand,” Felicia said, clutching a tablet in her arms. “Let me get those arrangements going for you.” She turned and saw them.

				She walked briskly toward them. “Hello, Isabel. Ford. Please don’t tell me you two have a problem.”

				“Not a one,” he assured her. “Just enjoying the show.”

				Felicia drew in a breath. “I swear, he’s more worried about his ponies not getting all the attention than he is about losing money. Which probably speaks well for his character. But Priscilla has attention needs, too.” She made a noise low in her throat. “This is not a normal town. I suspect it’s why I fit in so well, but there are constant challenges. If you’ll excuse me, please.”

				With that she walked away. Ford watched her go.

				“I’ve seen her get men and equipment into places where all the experts said it couldn’t be done. If NASA really wants a colony on the moon within the next decade, they should talk to her.”

				“I don’t think she wants to move,” Isabel told him.

				“You’re right. Come on. I’ll buy you an elephant ear. All this talk of Priscilla has made me want one.”

				“That is gross and we just had S’Mores.”

				“You had S’Mores. Besides, they’re the last of the season.”

				“You get one,” she said, leaning into him. “I’ll nibble.”

				He could think of several things other than an elephant ear that he would like her to nibble on, but that was for later. He had big plans for tonight. A fire in the fireplace, some wine. Maybe a can of whipped cream.

				He grinned as he imagined a naked Isabel holding the can and asking, “Where exactly is this supposed to go?”

				But she would be game, as she always was. Given which team he preferred to play for, Eric wasn’t completely to blame for Isabel’s lack of sexual awakening. Ford supposed if he had to say, he was a little bit pleased that he’d been the one to teach her how much fun intimacy could be.

				“You know we need a pumpkin for the porch,” Isabel told him as they walked toward the food carts. “Maybe a couple. I hate to admit this, but I haven’t carved a pumpkin in years. Do you know how? I don’t want to have the only freak pumpkins on the street.”

				“It’s going to be Halloween. Freaks are a good thing.”

				“Yeah, but I’m afraid mine would be freakishly bad.”

				“I know how to carve a pumpkin. I did it as a kid, and sometimes when I was deployed, they’d fly in pumpkins.”

				“Marking the seasons?”

				“As best they could.”

				Fool’s Gold was about as far from Iraq and Afghanistan as a guy could get. He’d thought he would have trouble fitting in, but he hadn’t. Mostly because of Isabel, he realized. She’d been his buffer.

				As they stood in line for elephant ears, he found himself wanting to ask her to stay. But he couldn’t. Not only was New York her dream, but he had nothing to offer in return.

				He had to let her go—he owed her. She’d given him the haven he hadn’t known he needed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINETEEN

				GENERALLY THE MUSIC in the bridal shop was calm while being upbeat. No songs about broken hearts were allowed. Sort of rock-edged spa music. But today Isabel could hear only the music playing in her head. The Clash song “Should I Stay or Should I Go?” played over and over as she checked inventory and ordered samples.

				It was the question of the day. Her weekend with Ford had been lots of fun. He was funny and charming and sweet, if slightly obsessed with elephant ears. Being with him was easy. Loving him… Well, that had probably been inevitable.

				She was willing to state the obvious. She’d totally and completely fallen in love with him. There were a thousand reasons—some about him and some about her past. For years he’d been the person she’d poured her heart out to. She’d confessed all, and whether or not he’d listened, he’d been the one she’d instinctively turned to when things got bad.

				She’d wondered about seeing him in person. Would it be better or worse than she’d imagined? Could the man live up to the hype?

				She’d discovered that he could and he did. Ford was honorable and caring. The fact that he was terrified of his mother only added to his charm. Isabel understood him, depended on him and had fallen in love with him. The downside was he didn’t think he was capable of loving anyone. Because he never had done so.

				She wanted to challenge him on that. To grab him and shake him until he admitted that he’d been too young when he and Maeve had gotten engaged, and since then he’d never been in one place long enough to fall in love. That he needed to give it a try because without him, her heart would be shattered.

				The music in her head started again. Should I stay or should I go? A question people had been asking since the most ancient of ancestors had been able to form thought. Because she wasn’t just asking about her business; she was asking about Ford. Did she take a chance that he might figure out that she was his one true love? Because what if she wasn’t? What if he really wasn’t interested in loving her back? What if he knew himself better than she thought?

				Isabel shook her head. This was neither productive nor encouraging. She needed to make her decision to stay or go based on her and no one else. If she stayed and it didn’t work out with Ford, she would find someone else. Or stay single. Not everybody had to get married to find happiness.

				The front door of the store opened. Isabel turned and saw Taryn walk in.

				“I got a message you have new clothes for me,” the elegant brunette said. “Dellina said she was desperately bitter about the new designers and reminded me to buy local. Do you know what she’s talking about?”

				“I brought in a couple more designers last week,” Isabel told her. “They’re young and edgy.”

				Taryn nodded. “But not Dellina’s friends. I get it. I’m going to have to explain to her that I don’t guilt easily.”

				“I don’t think she’ll be surprised to hear that. Come on. The clothes are over here.”

				They walked toward the storage room. Isabel paused to point out the suit in the side window. “That’s very you,” she said.

				Taryn moved closer. “I love the zippers. Okay, I’ll try it on.”

				“Did you notice the ball gown in the window? Lace and leather.”

				“I did and I’m tempted, but I’m not sure where I’d wear it.” She smiled. “Not that I always need a reason to indulge myself. What the hell? Sure, bring them all in.”

				With Madeline not working until later that afternoon and no other customers, Taryn was the only one in the store. Isabel put Taryn in a front dressing room, in the mother-of-the-bride room, so she could still hear if anyone walked in.

				She wrestled the suit off the mannequin, collected the other two dresses and walked back toward the dressing area. Taryn had already removed her suit and heels and stood by the dressing room door in a push-up bra and bikini briefs.

				Isabel instantly felt inadequate. The other woman’s thighs were perfectly firm and defined. Her midsection was lean, with a muscle shadow going down both sides. With her long hair loose and flowing, she looked more like a swimsuit model than an executive in her mid-thirties.

				It was one thing for Consuelo to look amazing—the woman worked out constantly. But Taryn had the body of a goddesslike creature and spent her days in a regular job. Taryn was not only two inches taller, she was probably a size two or four and Isabel…wasn’t.

				Isabel couldn’t decide if this moment of truth meant she should find a Pilates class somewhere or go get a doughnut.

				“Try on the suit first,” she said, handing it over. “I’ll go get the ball gown out of the window.”

				By the time she returned to the dressing room, Taryn was standing in front of the big mirror.

				“I love this,” she said, turning back and forth.

				Isabel had to admit the woman could wear clothes. The severe construction of the jacket gave it a more masculine air, while the zippers were an unexpected edgy touch. The combination made Taryn look incredibly sexy and dangerous at the same time.

				“All you need is a whip,” Isabel joked.

				“I can keep the boys in line verbally, but I like the idea of a whip for backup. They can be unruly.” She turned and looked at Isabel. “What’s up?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“You’re not your usual upbeat self. Did something happen?”

				Isabel wasn’t pleased to be told she was pouting enough for people to notice. “Sorry. Personal stuff.”

				Taryn stepped off the podium and walked toward her. “Like what? How can I help?”

				“You can’t, but I appreciate the offer.”

				Taryn raised perfectly groomed eyebrows, as if she were planning to wait Isabel out.

				“I had a business partner in New York. When I left here, I was going to open a store with her. Trendy, upscale. She was the designer. I brought in the plan and retail experience. She found someone else and dumped me.”

				“I hate breakups,” Taryn told her sympathetically. “I’m sorry. But at the risk of sounding sanctimonious, you’re better off without her. If she’d do that now, she’d do it later. And then you’d be in a huge financial mess. Trust me. Partners have unintended consequences.”

				“Like ending up in Fool’s Gold?”

				Taryn shrugged. “Exactly like that.” She tugged on the hem of the jacket. “There are other designers out there. Look at this one. I doubt your friend was a whole lot more talented.”

				Isabel hadn’t thought of it that way. “You’re right,” she said slowly. “Actually, it’s two designers. Sisters.”

				“Better and better. Plus, there’s the one you met through Dellina. So screw the other bitch and start over with a stable of fantastically talented designers. I know it’s a cliché, but success is the best revenge.” She paused. “Or is it sex? I can never remember.”

				Isabel laughed. “It’s success.”

				“Oh, well, I suppose they’re both enjoyable.” She shrugged out of her jacket, apparently comfortable in her body. “What about staying here? You have this store already. It gives you a built-in cash flow.”

				“I’ve been thinking about it,” Isabel admitted, taking the jacket while Taryn slipped out of the skirt. “Fool’s Gold will never be anyone’s idea of a fashion capital, but the start-up costs would be less. I’m still not sure. I worry that not going back to New York is too much like giving up. Death of a dream and all that.”

				“Death of a dream?” Taryn asked, taking the ball gown and stepping into it. “Dramatic much?”

				Isabel laughed. “Point taken. I’ve been wallowing. I guess it’s time to decide.”

				“There are positive aspects to this wretched little town,” Taryn told her. “Even I can admit that. The boys love it, and you have a growing population. There’s plenty of industry coming in. You could talk to the Lucky Lady people and see if they would let you put a display window in the resort area. That would drive traffic to your store.”

				Something Isabel had never thought of. Whatever she was going to say next was erased from her mind when Taryn whipped off her bra and handed it to Isabel, then pulled up the dress and slipped her arms into the capped sleeves.

				It wasn’t that seeing another woman’s breasts shocked her; it was that Taryn was so comfortable with her body. Isabel didn’t mind being naked around Ford, mostly because he obviously enjoyed what he was looking at. But in a dressing room? Isabel would be the one changing behind closed doors.

				Which was a statement about her, she realized. Her fears and how she judged herself. Her friends wouldn’t care.

				Taryn presented her back. “I can’t reach the zipper,” she said.

				Isabel pulled it up the last few inches, then adjusted the deep V in the back. She hung the suit over the back of a chair and faced her friend.

				The dress was amazing. Layers and layers of champagne-colored lace with unexpected edges in black leather. The cap sleeves were young and sweet, yet the front dipped nearly to Taryn’s waist and exposed the inner sides of her breasts. At the same time, there was too much fabric around the hips.

				“I know someone who does tailoring,” Isabel said, going into gown-selling mode. She studied Taryn critically, then reached for the ever-present dish of pins.

				“If we took it in here and here,” she said, pinning as she talked, tightening the dress through Taryn’s rib cage, waist and rear. She eyed the bodice. “Is the front going to work?”

				Taryn glanced down. “It’s more wide than low. I feel like I’m one quick turn away from a wardrobe malfunction.” She turned back and forth, and sure enough, one of her breasts popped out.

				“That would make you popular at any event,” Isabel murmured.

				Taryn tucked her breast back in place. “Tape?”

				“No. It’s a design flaw. I’ll call Misaki and talk to her about putting a band across the front somewhere. The dress has to be anchored. You’re wearing it in the real world, not simply walking down a runway. Movement is required.”

				Taryn nodded. “I think a stripe of black leather right between my breasts would be perfect. Have I mentioned I love this dress?”

				The front door opened and Dellina walked in.

				“Hi, I brought—” Her eyes widened. “OMG, look at that dress. It’s stunning.” She wrinkled her nose. “It’s from those other designers, isn’t it? Damn, they’re good. It’s kind of low in the front, though, isn’t it? No, not too low. Too wide. Although the side cleavage is very sexy.”

				“I flash people when I move,” Taryn said. “We need a fix.”

				“So they’re not perfect,” Isabel told Dellina. “Is that a relief?”

				“A big one.” Dellina waved her large portfolio and smiled at Taryn. “I have some preliminary ideas based on what you gave me.”

				“Wonderful.” Taryn presented her back so Isabel could unzip her. “We’re down to three locations that are a good fit for us,” she said as she stepped out of the gown and started to dress. “One of them is in a warehouse. Right next to CDS.”

				Isabel grinned. “Because the potential sound of gunfire is exciting to them?”

				“Apparently.” She handed Isabel the gown. “The other thrill of the warehouse is the boys want enough space to put in a basketball court, which I am desperately opposed to, but am once again outvoted.” She finished fastening her bra, then held up her hand. “No. I’m wrong. It’s only a half court. So why would I complain?”

				“A basketball court?” Isabel got a hanger for the gown. “Won’t that be loud?”

				“And annoying. There’s a sound to try to work by, the constant thump-thump of the ball on cement. I’m going to have to kill at least one of them. I see that now.”

				Dellina laughed. “I do have one basketball-court-free option.”

				“I wish, but they’ll never go for it.”

				Dellina looked at Isabel. “I heard about what happened with your designer friend in New York. I’m sorry.”

				“Me, too, but I’m dealing.”

				Dellina pulled a couple of sheets from her portfolio. “I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds, but I did a couple of quick sketches using the space next door for nonbridal clothes. It wouldn’t be an expensive remodel, and you can get a lot more in there than you’d think. Especially if you use the dressing rooms you already have.”

				Isabel took the papers and glanced at the designs. They were clean and well thought out. She immediately saw the potential and how the two stores would flow together.

				“I like this,” she said. “Give me some time to look them over. Then maybe we could talk. I don’t know what I’m going to do, but…”

				She pressed her lips together. The song in her head had disappeared, because she did know what she was going to do. The answer was ridiculously simple. Fool’s Gold offered her everything she could possibly want. Friends, a new business and a place to belong.

				“I’m staying,” she said softly, not sure she believed the words, yet knowing they were right. “I’m staying,” she repeated more firmly.

				“I’m so glad,” Dellina said, hugging her. “We have to talk later. I have a thousand ideas about the store.”

				Taryn watched them both, then looked at Isabel. “You and I should talk, as well. You’re going to need capital. However much money you have put away, it’s not enough.”

				Isabel nodded slowly. “You’re right. But I can go slow.”

				“Or you can start with an ass-kicking opening. I’m interested in helping. As a silent partner. I earned my money the old-fashioned way, and there’s plenty of it. If I’m going to be stuck in this town, then I might as well have fun. Working with you would give me that.”

				How unexpected, Isabel thought. “Let’s schedule a meeting,” she said, thinking she could learn a lot from the woman. And not just about business.

				* * *

				KENT DIDN’T UNDERSTAND what had happened. He’d returned from his math competition only to find Consuelo wasn’t taking his calls. He’d seen her in the grocery store last night, but she’d ducked out of sight before he could catch up with her.

				The message was clear—she’d changed her mind about him. In the three days he’d been gone, she’d had time to think, and he wasn’t who or what she wanted.

				The truth hurt, he admitted, as he pulled into the CDS parking lot. That night with her had been incredible. He’d thought…well, he’d thought a lot of things. Not just that they had chemistry, but that she cared about him. That she liked how they were together and that she wanted more of that.

				But he’d been fooling himself. Or she’d figured out the truth. About him and about Lorraine.

				Consuelo was sweet and kind despite her tough exterior. She was too nice to tell him what had happened, so she was avoiding him. While he wanted to keep his pride intact, he knew that the right thing to do was to man-up. He would say what had to be said and then let her get on with her life.

				He found her in her office. The room was small and utilitarian. There were no feminine touches.

				She looked up as he entered, her expression unreadable. He stepped into her office and closed the door behind him.

				He’d imagined seeing her again so many times while he’d been gone. He’d pictured her rushing into his arms, holding him tight and never letting go. He’d thought about her having dinner with him and Reese, then sneaking in a few kisses after he drove her home. He’d hoped this weekend they would have a repeat performance of their last night together.

				He wanted to be angry, but he knew the fault was his. Mistakes from the past had come back to haunt him.

				“Hey,” he said as he took a seat. “How’s it going?”

				“Fine.”

				She looked tired. Or maybe he was seeing what he wanted to see. That she hadn’t been sleeping well because of the decision she had to make. The truth was probably much harsher—that she didn’t care enough to sweat his reaction.

				“I know what you want to say,” he began, figuring there was no point in pretending otherwise. “You’re not interested in a regular guy like me. You thought you were, but all that danger and testosterone is more interesting than a man who teaches math to teenagers.”

				Consuelo slowly rose to her feet. “What the hell are you talking about?”

				He frowned. “You sound angry.”

				“Of course I’m angry. I’m hurt and I should know better, right? The joke’s on me for thinking you were different.”

				“Because of Lorraine.”

				Her dark eyes widened. “Who is Lorraine? You disappeared for three days and then you cheated?”

				“What? No. Lorraine is my ex.”

				“You saw your ex?”

				“Of course not. What are you talking about?”

				“I get to ask the questions,” she snapped. “Where the hell have you been?”

				“At a three-day retreat with my math class. Our first competition is next month.” He blinked. “I told you in the card I left for you. I stopped by on my way out of town. With everything that happened on our last night together, I couldn’t remember if I’d said anything or not. I didn’t want you to worry. We were in Sacramento. Sixteen kids and about that many parents.”

				She pointed to her fairly clean desk. “There’s no card.”

				Kent studied her for a second, hoping that maybe, just maybe, there’d been a misunderstanding. Something they could get over. Because having her stare at him with a combination of pain and loathing hurt him more than he’d thought possible.

				He stood and crossed to the bulletin board by the door. He’d tacked a small envelope there. Now he pulled it free and handed it to her.

				Her eyes widened as she stared at the writing on the front.

				“You left me a note?” she asked, her voice oddly small.

				He nodded.

				“When?”

				“The next morning.”

				She opened it slowly and scanned the card inside. He knew the message explained about the math retreat and asked her to call him when she could.

				Consuelo swallowed. “I didn’t know,” she breathed. “I thought you’d just disappeared. I thought you didn’t want…” She pressed her lips together. “Then if you didn’t break up with me, what are you talking about?”

				He was still processing the new information. “You were avoiding me because you thought I hadn’t called?”

				She nodded.

				“I’d never do that.”

				“That’s what I thought. So I couldn’t believe I’d been wrong about you.” He started toward her, but she shook her head. “No. Tell me what you were going to say before.”

				He swore silently. “I thought you were avoiding me because you’d figured out I wasn’t that interesting. That you were disappointed it took me so long to get over my ex-wife. I couldn’t face the fact that I was wrong about her. I fell in love with her. I asked her to marry me. I had a child with her and then she left. She walked out on me and on Reese. I get leaving the marriage, but her own kid?”

				He started to turn away but knew he had to face her. Had to be completely honest.

				“I was forced to realize I’d been an idiot from the beginning. That everything about our marriage was a sham. I was hurt and embarrassed and struggling with being a single dad. I didn’t want to face my mistakes, so it was easier to tell everyone I was waiting for Lorraine to come back. Then it became a pattern, and I didn’t know how to break it. I couldn’t get over her until I was willing to admit the truth about her. About us. And that took longer than it should have.”

				“How did you finally move on?”

				“I guess I got tired of whining,” he admitted. “I accepted I’d made a bad decision, did my best to learn from it and prepared to start dating again. What I couldn’t prepare for was meeting you.”

				Her dark gaze never left his face. She drew in a breath, but didn’t speak. He knew it was all up to him.

				“Look at you,” he said, smiling at her. “You’re tough and sweet. You care about my kid. You’re fair. You don’t take anybody’s shit. But you’re patient with the little kids. Reese talks about how you’ll spend a full ten minutes in the middle of class to help a student who’s scared.”

				He managed a slight smile. “I like that you could take my brother. He needs that in his life.”

				The corner of her mouth twitched, but she didn’t speak.

				“I know there’s stuff in your past,” he continued. “I know you did things—some unspeakable things—to help our country, and that you’re as proud of that as you are scared to tell me the details.” He shrugged. “I’m sorry you went through that, but if you’re waiting for me to judge you, you’ve got the wrong guy. I won’t. Not ever.”

				He thought about his past, how he’d taken the easy road. The one without risk. Maybe it was all so he could come to this moment.

				“I know it’s fast and you have no reason to believe me, but I love you, Consuelo. I want you in my life, and I want to be in yours. I want to love you and take care of you for as long as you’ll have me. I want us…” He sucked in a breath. “Okay, it’s too soon to say the rest of what I want, but you get the idea. If you’re interested.”

				She stared at him for a long time before launching herself around the desk and into his arms. He caught her as she rushed him, hauling her against his chest. She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist; then she started to kiss him.

				“I thought you’d left me,” she admitted. “I was never going to fall in love, and you broke my heart.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“No. It was me. I should have called and talked to you. I shouldn’t have been so afraid.” She stared into his eyes. “It’s just I’ve never known anyone like you. I’m so scared you’re going to figure out that you can do better and then you’ll be gone.”

				“Never,” he promised, then kissed her.

				She kissed him back, holding on so tight he knew she would never let go.

				She raised her head, her eyes bright with tears. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, I love you, and yes, when it’s time, let’s have that other conversation. But for now, we’ll hang out and have lots of sex.”

				He started to laugh then, because how on earth a guy like him found a woman like her was beyond him. But he’d been lucky and he planned to spend the rest of his life being very, very grateful.

				* * *

				“YOU’RE AN INCURABLE slob,” Isabel said to herself as she picked up a monster-truck magazine and two coffee cups. They’d been left in the living room, along with a lot of other stuff belonging to Ford. She put the magazine on the shelf under the coffee table and carried the mugs into the kitchen.

				The man could barbecue, he could make her laugh and cause her to see stars in bed, but he left a trail of crap wherever he went. A small price to pay, she thought, nearly tripping over a pair of boots by the bathroom.

				She carried the boots into the bedroom.

				Sometime in the past few weeks, Ford had basically moved in with her. They were together every night, and somehow his clothes had started appearing in her closets and drawers. She would give him credit for doing the laundry. At least twice a week she came home to a freshly washed and folded pile of panties and bras. Her towels were always clean, as was the bathroom, now that she thought about it.

				She set his boots in the closet and pushed them forward so she could close the door. Only they wouldn’t move. Something was in the way. She saw his duffel and shifted it. The zipper was open and a banded stack of letters tumbled to the carpet.

				Isabel immediately recognized her own handwriting. She reached for the letters and undid the elastic band. The envelopes fanned out in her hand.

				These were from when she was in high school, she thought. She bent down and saw three more banded groups of envelopes in his duffel. All her letters? Was it possible he’d kept them?

				She sank onto the carpet and opened the top letter. The first thing she noticed was how worn the paper was. The seams where it had been folded were practically translucent. Some of the individual words had faded, and there were smudges on the side from being held.

				Every one of them looked the same. Worn, well read. As if Ford had pored over them a dozen times. No, a hundred. She’d often wondered if he even cared that she wrote, but now she saw that somehow she’d connected with him.

				She scanned the contents of the pages, wincing as she saw hearts in the margins or a particularly hideous picture spilling out. She heard footsteps and looked up. Ford stood in the bedroom.

				“I was such a kid,” she said, waving the letters. “How did you stand it?”

				“I liked them. I watched you grow up.” He gave her a slow smile. “You turned out good.”

				He stood there all tall and broad. He wore cargo pants and a black T-shirt. Very “mercenary does Fool’s Gold.” He was tough and sweet, and she’d fallen for him weeks ago. Between then and now had simply been an attempt to avoid the obvious.

				She scrambled to her feet and put the letters on her dresser. “So I have some news.”

				He leaned in and kissed her. “New lip gloss? What’s the flavor?”

				She stepped back. “This is serious.”

				“So’s your lip gloss. Is it piña colada?”

				“Yes, now listen. I’m staying.”

				He looked at her as if he hadn’t understood what she’d said.

				“I’m staying in Fool’s Gold. I’m going to expand Paper Moon and add a boutique.” She drew in a breath. “Obviously Sonia is a big part of why, but you are, too. I know this was just supposed to be pretend. But it’s not. At least not for me.” She twisted her fingers together.

				“I’m in love with you, Ford. I think I have been since I was fourteen. At the very least, I’ve been waiting for you to come back. Or us to find each other. Either way, I love you.”

				She had more she wanted to say, more she wanted to hear, but she didn’t get the chance. The affection fled his face and suddenly she was staring at the surprised features of an uncomfortable stranger.

				He didn’t say anything. Not a single word. Instead he turned on his heel and walked out of the room. A few seconds later, the front door of the house closed and she was alone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY

				ISABEL WAS UNAWARE of the specifics when it came to the passage of time. She went through nights and days, she showed up at work and apparently made sense, but she wasn’t really there. Fortunately, there were no big decisions to be made, no orders to get right. She oversaw fittings and suggested veils and smiled when Madeline talked, but it was as if it were happening to someone else.

				Friday she closed the store at six and headed home. The days were getting a little shorter. Lights were on in several of the houses in her neighborhood. She could see happy families gathering in kitchens and family rooms. But when she got to her house, it was dark. No lights, no Jeep with painted flames. Just a silent, empty house.

				Ford was gone. He hadn’t said anything and then he’d left. She’d said the words he hadn’t wanted to hear, and she’d lost him forever.

				She walked up the driveway, toward the back door. It was open, as always. Because this was Fool’s Gold and nothing bad ever happened here.

				Only it had.

				She walked into the kitchen and set her purse on the counter. After changing into jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, she started back toward the kitchen. Only once she got there, she didn’t want to eat. She sighed. Maybe having a broken heart would get rid of those stubborn ten pounds she was always trying to lose.

				Someone knocked on the front door. She walked through the house knowing there was no way it was Ford. He would simply walk in the back, as he always did. Something else he wouldn’t be doing again. Something else she would have to get used to.

				She opened the door and saw Jo standing there with a blender under each arm.

				“Hey,” her friend said. “We heard and we’re here. I have a new recipe for rum slushies. I think they’re going to be a hit.”

				Before Isabel could ask what was going on, over a dozen women spilled into the house, and everyone was carrying either food or alcohol.

				Felicia followed with Dellina and Annabelle. Charlie ushered in Madeline, who hesitated.

				“I’m the one who told,” she confessed.

				Charlie nodded. “Madeline called and said what had happened.” She smiled at Madeline. “You would have been a lousy firefighter, but I hear you sell a mean dress and you’re an excellent friend.”

				Isabel looked at Madeline. “How did you know?”

				Madeline shrugged. “I’ve never seen you look so sad and broken. I didn’t know what to do, so I phoned Charlie. She arranged all this.”

				Isabel felt herself fighting tears. She walked over to Madeline and hugged her, then turned to Charlie and did the same. The taller woman held her tight.

				“All men are assholes,” Charlie assured her.

				“Not Clay.”

				“He’s an exception, but we aren’t here to talk about him.”

				Isabel stepped back and nodded. She knew that most of the women in the room would claim their husband or fiancé was an exception, but she was okay with that. Just because her heart was broken didn’t mean the rest of the world couldn’t be happy.

				Maeve waddled in, looking more pregnant every time Isabel saw her. “He’s an idiot,” her sister said, hugging her. “I’m here for you.”

				“Thanks.”

				As always, Jo set up a bar in the kitchen. Drinks were poured, food dished and laid out. There were plates of brownies, plenty of cookies and ice cream. For the salty snackers, bowls of chips and dip were scattered around the living room. The blender went on and off with great regularity, and everyone declared the rum slushies a hit.

				By her second one, Isabel went from crushed to crushed and buzzed, which turned out to be a better place. Somewhere around seven-thirty, Consuelo and Taryn walked in.

				Consuelo rushed to Isabel’s side. “I’m sorry,” she said, sitting next to her on the sofa. “I just got the message. I had my phone turned off.”

				“Enjoying a little new-boyfriend fun?” Dellina asked, then slapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry.”

				Isabel shook her head and smiled. “No. Don’t be sorry. We are going to drink to my friend and her official relationship with Kent. Because I love you enough to want you to be happy.”

				Consuelo hugged her. “I can seriously hurt Ford, if you want. I know his vulnerabilities.”

				“Maybe later,” Isabel said, determined to get through the evening without humiliating herself.

				Her house was filled with people who obviously cared about her. Whatever she needed, they would provide. She only had to ask. They would be here for her. She was lucky. She only wished it was enough.

				Taryn—still stunning in tight-fitting jeans, a silk blouse and boots—strolled over. “I’m confused. I was told to show up, but the reason is unclear.”

				“Ford dumped her,” Charlie said. “He’s such an idiot.”

				Taryn sat on the coffee table in front of Isabel. “Seriously? I’ve seen you two together. I would swear he was completely into you.”

				“I think he was,” Isabel said, not sure if talking about it made her feel better or worse. “We were having a great time together. I’m the one who changed the rules.”

				“Did he freak out when he learned you were staying?” Taryn asked. “Men are so damned delicate. I swear, you wouldn’t believe the trouble I have with the boys.”

				“That was part of it.” Isabel drew in a breath. Maybe if she told them what had happened, she could begin to heal the gaping hole in her chest.

				“I told him I loved him.”

				The room went quiet. She felt everyone looking at her. She drew in a breath and continued.

				“I wrote him letters from the time I was fourteen until I was twenty-four. He was in the military, and I thought I loved him, so I wrote letters. They were silly. I was a kid, and he never answered. But writing them kept him alive in my head, if that makes sense.”

				Patience nodded. “Of course it does. I’m sure he appreciated them.”

				“I don’t know. He kept them. I found them the other day. They were worn, as if he’d read them a hundred times.”

				Several women sighed.

				“I realized I belonged here. In Fool’s Gold and with Ford. So I told him I wasn’t leaving and that I was in love with him. And then he left.”

				She felt the first tear slip down her cheek.

				Consuelo grabbed her free hand. “What did he say?”

				“Nothing. He turned and left without a word.”

				“I raised him better than that.”

				Isabel pulled her hand free and wiped her face, then looked up to see Denise Hendrix walking toward her. Ford’s sisters were with his mother, and they all looked sad and upset.

				“I’m sorry,” Denise said. “I heard what happened. I hope you don’t mind me coming to see you.”

				“No, of course not.” It was a little strange, but Isabel had enough rum slushie in her not to worry about a detail like that.

				Denise took a chair close to the sofa. “I’m sorry for not believing you. I didn’t think you and Ford really were seeing each other. I thought it was an elaborate scheme so I’d stop bugging him.”

				Isabel’s eyes widened. “It was,” she admitted.

				Denise looked more pleased than upset. “I knew it!” She sighed. “Now I know why you were avoiding me and our tea. Your excuses were starting to get elaborate.” She patted Isabel’s arm. “I have six children. It takes a lot to fool me.”

				“I’m sorry,” Isabel murmured, fighting tears again. “I should have come to see you while I still could. Now I’m not with Ford and…” She held in a sob.

				Denise hugged her. “I’m sorry my son is an idiot.”

				“Me, too.”

				“None of this would have happened if the three of you hadn’t bugged him about getting married,” Nevada muttered. “Now Isabel’s hurt and Ford is gone.”

				Isabel turned to Consuelo. “He’s gone?”

				Her friend shifted on the sofa. “Not permanently. He took a couple of days off. He said he needed to clear his head.” Consuelo looked at her. “He’ll be back.”

				“Ford is unlikely to walk away from the business,” Felicia offered. “He enjoys his work. He’s settled into the town. I’m surprised he would leave you. From the empirical evidence, I would think he was very fond of you.” She paused. “Am I not helping?”

				Isabel started to laugh. “You’re helping a lot. All of you.”

				She had this, she reminded herself. Her friends, who loved her. Family, a business she was excited about. As for Ford, she would get over him. Eventually.

				* * *

				THE CABIN BY LAKE TAHOE had enough of the basics to be comfortable. Most of the time there was electricity. The large open room contained two sets of extra-long bunk beds, a table and chairs, most of a kitchen and a big sofa. There was a wide front porch with chairs and a view of the lake. The area was beautiful, quiet and isolated. Ford cared only about the last two, but the view was nice when he bothered to look.

				He owned the cabin with several buddies. They came up here when they needed to get away. When life was too stressful or after one of those missions that came with ghosts. But even after three days, he couldn’t seem to find what he was looking for.

				Whoever he’d been was gone. Isabel had changed him, and he couldn’t go back to who he’d been. He also didn’t know how to move forward, which left him in a hell of a pickle.

				He knew he missed her. Missed her more than he’d thought possible. More than he’d ever missed anyone. He needed her to breathe, and right now he was a man gasping for air.

				But… Always but. How could he be with her? She deserved so much more than he had to offer. She needed someone to love her and cherish her. He wanted to say he could do it, but he’d never really loved anyone. Never wanted to stay. When the woman got serious, he got gone. His current location illustrated his inability to break the pattern.

				He heard the sound of a truck in the distance. The intrusion wasn’t completely unexpected. He’d known someone would come looking for him. He rose and stretched, then walked down the two steps leading to the gravel driveway and rounded the corner.

				Only the guy getting out of the truck wasn’t Angel or Gideon. It wasn’t even Justice. Instead Leonard stood by the truck, a small suitcase in one hand.

				Unexpected, Ford thought, returning to the cabin. He pulled a second beer out of the refrigerator and took it out to Leonard. Then he sat in his chair and propped his feet up on the railing.

				The lake was the deepest blue he’d ever seen. The leaves had all changed and nearly half were gone. Winter was coming. Not this week, but soon.

				Leonard dumped his suitcase in the cabin, then took the seat next to Ford’s. He picked up the beer and twisted off the cap, then took a seat.

				“You ready to talk?” Leonard asked.

				“Nope.”

				By the next afternoon, Leonard was obviously frustrated enough to spit nails. Ford was impressed he’d lasted as long as he had. Just sitting. When it had gotten dark, the two men had gone inside, and Ford had grilled a couple of steaks he’d bought at a store off the main highway. They’d eaten in silence, then listened to the radio before going to bed.

				But now Leonard was squirming in his seat.

				“I’m not going to just sit here,” he said, glaring at Ford. “I have a family to get home to.”

				Ford nodded toward the driveway. “I’m not keeping you.”

				“I’m not leaving without you.”

				Ford settled more deeply into his chair. “Then you have a problem.”

				Leonard got up. He’d put on a little muscle, but was still scrawny. Still, he was a good man, and Ford appreciated the effort.

				“I’m fine,” he said. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

				Leonard pushed up his glasses and glared at him. “I’m not here about you. I’m here because of Isabel.”

				Ford did his best not to wince at the name. Hearing it made him think about her, which made him ache. Not that he’d been able to forget her for even a second, but still.

				“You’re walking away from the best thing that ever happened to you,” Leonard told him. “Being a part of something important—a family—is what life’s about. You could marry her, be a father. Why would you ever want to turn away from that?”

				Ford studied the man. Leonard was telling the truth as he knew it. For him, Maeve and the kids were everything. Ford respected that, even if he would never have it for himself.

				“You have a real chance with Isabel,” Leonard continued. “But it’s not just her I’m worried about. Maeve isn’t happy.” Leonard puffed out his chest. “I’m willing to do anything to make Maeve happy.”

				Ford straightened in his seat. He believed Leonard. Love gave a man courage where he didn’t have a right to any. Leonard would take him on because it was the right thing to do.

				“You’re a better man than I’ll ever be,” he said, rising. “But I’m not going back.”

				“Why not?”

				“I’m not like you. You’re right. What I have with Isabel is more than I deserve. She’s my fantasy come to life. She’s adorable and funny and sweet, but I don’t love her. I can’t. I’ve never been in love with anyone. I just don’t have whatever it takes to have those feelings.”

				“That is such crap.” Leonard’s expression turned pitying. “Seriously? Is that the best you can do?”

				“It’s true.”

				“It’s not true. You’re capable of love and a whole lot more. You’re not emotionally stunted. Look at your loyalty to your team. You would have died for them.”

				“Yeah, but that was different.”

				“Not the principle. What about with your mother? You were willing to do anything not to have to hurt her feelings. You love her. You love your family.”

				“You’re not getting it. How you love a woman is different than how you love a family.”

				“No, it’s not. The sex is different, but the love is the same. It’s giving of yourself, wanting them to be happy. It’s doing the right thing and showing up every day. If you can love one person, you can love Isabel.”

				Ford wanted to believe him. If only it were that easy. “I haven’t had a serious relationship since Maeve,” he admitted. “There have been plenty of women, but I haven’t wanted to be with any of them more than a few days, maybe a couple of weeks. They tried to convince me, but I wouldn’t have it. I walked away every time.”

				Leonard patted him on the shoulder. “That’s because you were falling for someone else. The letters. Isabel’s letters. You couldn’t fall for those women because you were already in love with Isabel. All this time, she’s been the one. You came home for her. That’s why you picked her to have a fake relationship with. You figured it was the closest you could come to the real thing, and you wanted that with her. It’s been Isabel the whole time.”

				Ford’s first instinct was to crush Leonard like a bug. His second was to take a deep breath and figure out if he could be telling the truth.

				Was it really that simple?

				* * *

				ISABEL FINISHED CLEANING the kitchen. Sadly, that was what her Sunday afternoon had been reduced to. She knew she could call one of her friends and go do something, but she wasn’t in the mood for company.

				The party Friday night had helped a lot. The hangover had been a distraction, too, but mostly she’d been reminded of the love and support she had in town.

				She started the dishwasher, then sat down at the kitchen table with a pad of paper. Now that she was staying, she needed to make a list of all the things she had to do. For one thing, her parents were due back in a few weeks. She adored them but seriously wanted her own place. She’d already mentioned taking over the store during their last conversation and they’d been thrilled. Which meant she needed to move forward with getting an estimate on what the renovations would cost.

				There was a meeting with a lawyer to draw up partnership papers with Taryn and contracting with all her designers. Maybe even find a few new ones. A thousand things to keep her busy. Unfortunately, none of them kept her from missing Ford.

				“Hello, Isabel.”

				She jumped in the chair, then sprang to her feet. Ford stood in the living room, unshaven, slightly mussed and as gorgeous as ever.

				“I know I locked the door,” she said. It was something she’d started doing yesterday.

				He shrugged. “Locks aren’t a real problem with me. I need to show you something.”

				He walked down the hall and into her bedroom. Once there, he pulled open his duffel and withdrew the letters.

				She paused in the doorway, not sure why he’d shown up but determined not to let him know how much he’d hurt her. She would be fine, she told herself. She would get through this, and eventually she would heal.

				He flipped through the letters, then held up one. “I got this the day a buddy of mine was killed. I was right next to him when it happened. If the bullet had gone ten inches to the left, I would have been the one who died.”

				He tossed that envelope on the bed and picked up another one. “Three nights in a frozen shit hole with no food or water. You’d discovered Billy and surfing, and reading your letter took me away to L.A. and something good.”

				He fanned out the letters, then dropped them all onto the bed. “The reason I don’t talk about what happened is I already did. To you. You were there with me, every step of the way. You kept me company when I was lonely. You reminded me what I was fighting for, and in the end, you brought me home.”

				She didn’t know what to think, what to say.

				“I watched you grow up, Isabel,” he continued. “I know you better than I know anyone. It took your skinny accountant brother-in-law to get me to see the truth, but the reason I’ve never fallen in love with anyone before now is that I’ve always been in love with you. I don’t know if it happened with the first letter, or the second, but I can tell you by the time you kicked Warren in the balls after the prom, I was yours. I was just too stupid to figure it out for myself.”

				He shrugged. “If you’re still in love with me, I’d like that a lot, because I’m sure in love with you.”

				She didn’t remember moving, but suddenly she was in his arms. He held her so tight, she didn’t think she could breathe, but that was okay. She had Ford and he loved her.

				She started to laugh, and laughter turned to tears; then he was kissing her, and she was kissing him back.

				“I do love you,” he murmured, his lips moving against hers.

				“I love you, too.”

				He cupped her face and stared into her eyes. “We can stay here, if you want, but if you need to be in New York, I’ll go with you.”

				She pressed her hands against his broad chest. “No. I want to be in Fool’s Gold.” She sniffed, then smiled. “By the way, your mom says she knew we were faking it all along.”

				“No way.”

				“That’s what she told me.”

				He grinned and kissed her again. “But that’s the thing. I wasn’t faking after all. Isabel, marry me?”

				She felt happy enough to float. “Yes.”

				He pointed to the letters. “After all this, I’m going to have to write all of our vows myself.”

				She smiled. “I think you’re up to the challenge.”

				“I’m up for anything, as long as I’m with you.”

				* * * * *

#1 New York Times bestselling author Susan Mallery brings you a charming tale about the problem with secrets, the power of love and the unbreakable bond between sisters in

SECRETS OF THE TULIP SISTERS

Turn the page for a special preview!

The bestselling author of the Fool’s Gold romances invites you to visit Happily Inc., a wedding destination founded on a fairy tale. Don’t miss the first book in this new series!

YOU SAY IT FIRST

Read on for a sneak peek!








[image: ]

The #1 New York Times bestselling author of the Fool’s Gold romances invites you to visit Happily Inc, a wedding destination founded on a fairy tale.

Don’t miss the first story in this new and highly anticipated series from master storyteller Susan Mallery!

You Say It First

Order your copy now!

Can’t get enough? Look out for more Happily Inc with

Second Chance Girl

Bestselling sensation Susan Mallery writes heartwarming and humorous novels about the relationships that define women’s lives—family, friendship, romance.

Told with Mallery’s trademark heart and humor, don’t miss

Secrets of the Tulip Sisters

Daughters of the Bride

Available now!

“Susan Mallery creates a charming world in Tulpen Crossing, her three main characters are immensely likable and sympathetic…[and] romance blossoms in this sweet small-town setting.”

—Kirkus Reviews on Secrets of the Tulip Sisters

www.SusanMallery.com

* * *

Did you know that Harlequin My Rewards members earn FREE books and more?

Join 

www.HarlequinMyRewards.com

today to start earning your FREE books!

* * *

Connect with us on Harlequin.com for info on our new releases, access to exclusive offers, free online reads and much more!

Other ways to keep in touch:

Harlequin.com/Newsletters

Facebook.com/HarlequinBooks

Twitter.com/HarlequinBooks

HarlequinBlog.com



THE SECRETS OF THE TULIP SISTERS

By Susan Mallery

CHAPTER ONE

Kelly Murphy was willing to accept certain injustices in the world. That brownies had more calories than celery. That wearing white pants meant getting her period—regardless of where she was in her cycle. That her car would be low on gas only on days when she was running late. What she did not appreciate or accept was the total unfairness of Griffith Burnett not only returning to Tulpen Crossing, Washington nearly a year ago, but apparently waking up last month and deciding that stalking her was how he was going to spend his day.

The man was everywhere. Every. Where. He was the aphid swarm in the garden of her life. He was kudzu and rain at an outdoor wedding and someone blurting out the end of a movie right when you were getting to the good part, all rolled into one.

“You’re putting a lot of energy into the man,” Helen Sperry pointed out in a let’s-humor-the-crazy-girl tone.

“This isn’t about me,” Kelly told her. “I’m not the one who’s always there. I’m not the one lurking.”

“If you keep seeing him wherever you go, a case could be made that you’re stalking him.”

“I’m not going to dignify that with a response,” Kelly muttered as she pulled in front of the craft mall and parked her truck.

“Did you know Griffith back in high school?” Helen asked. “You’re what? Three years younger? You couldn’t have had the same friends.”

“We didn’t. I was a sophomore when he was a senior,” Kelly admitted. “We didn’t have any classes together.”

But not having the same classes in no way meant she hadn’t known who he was. Everyone had known Griffith Burnett. He’d been one of those god-like figures blessed with good looks, a brain and athletic talent. She’d been the slightly weird girl he’d never noticed…until he’d broken her delicate, young girl’s heart.

“I’m sure him being everywhere you are is just one of those things,” Helen said. “I’m sorry to use logic, but we live in a tiny, little town. You and I cross paths with each other all the time. I see you like five hundred times a day.”

Kelly smiled. “But we’re friends and I like seeing you.”

“Back at you.” Helen looked at her. “You okay or is there something going on I don’t know about?”

“Nothing but Griffith,” Kelly told her. “I’m sure you’re right. I’m sure it’s just a coincidence that I can’t take two steps without seeing him.” Words that sounded great but that she didn’t believe for a second.

If she were anyone else, or if he weren’t who he was, she might think he was interested in her…in a boy-girl kind of way. He always spoke to her when he saw her, and smiled. His gaze seemed to linger. But there was no way he wanted anything like that from her. Kelly had proof.

Thirteen years and some odd months ago, she’d turned a corner and run in to Griffith. She’d been on her way to AP English and he’d been…well, she had no idea what he’d been doing. For less than a second, as her books had gone flying, she and Griffith had been plastered together from chest to thigh. She’d never been so close to a boy before. Never been so aware…so everything.

Then he’d stepped back. He’d helped her pick up her books, winked when she’d stuttered an apology then had lightly, and oh so gently, squeezed her hand before she’d darted off to the safety of her class.

In those magic seconds, when his fingers had touched hers and their eyes had locked together, she’d fallen totally and completely in love with Griffith.

It had been the kind of true love born only of a pure and inexperienced heart. She’d never even been kissed. From that moment on, she dreamed only of Griffith.

Just a week later, she’d walked by him standing with his friends. One of the guys had called out something about her being “doable.” A gross and disgusting comment that had made her cringe, but that had been nothing compared to Griffith’s casually uttered, “I couldn’t be less interested.”

She’d been devastated and had immediately turned and run. She’d been so upset and hurt that she’d needed somewhere to put all that emotion. That evening she’d had a fight with her mother, the kind where things best left unsaid were spoken and lives altered forever. Kelly knew in her head that what had happened with Griffith had nothing to do with her mother walking out on their family less than twelve hours later, but for her, the two incidents were forever linked.

She shook off the memories and grabbed her copy of Eat, Pray, Love. Their book club was discussing it tonight—for the third time—and she vowed that from this second on, she wouldn’t think about Griffith ever again. At least not for the next three hours.

She followed Helen out of the truck and into Petal Pushers—the name du jour for the local craft mall the town hoped would be a tourist draw. There were booths where people could sell everything from handmade crafts to antiques to food. At the far end of the huge space was a big stage and reception area, along with a few community meeting rooms. All that was missing were the tourists. Vacationers loved to come to Tulpen Crossing for the tulip festival every spring, but beyond that, not so much.

Kelly wanted to say that wasn’t her problem, but as a member of the tourism development committee, she did have a vested interest in getting people back to their small slice of heaven.

It was early on Tuesday night and Petal Pushers was closed. The long corridor to the meeting rooms was dimly lit and their footsteps echoed on the worn linoleum—Kelly’s more than Helen’s, actually. Probably because while Helen wore cute flats, Kelly hadn’t bothered to change out of her work boots. Or her jeans. Or her slightly stained T-shirt.

One day, she promised herself. One day she would care about clothes and buy a push-up bra and be, if not girly, then at least vaguely feminine. She should let Helen inspire her. 

Her friend was tall, with inky black hair that fell past her shoulders and startlingly blue eyes. She had plenty of curves and always managed to look sexy, no matter what she wore. Helen worried about carrying a few extra pounds, but Kelly didn’t see that at all. Helen was lush while Kelly was…boring. She had brown hair she wore in a ponytail. Brown eyes. No curves, no noticeable features at all. She was plain.

She supposed she could do something to be more Helen-like but who had the time? And even if every few months she swore she was going to do something about her appearance—like wear mascara—she quickly got distracted and forgot. Until the next time.

So here she was, clumping along in boots that might or might not have mud on them. At least book club would be fun. There was always good conversation and wine.

“Did you read it again?” Helen asked, holding up her copy of Eat, Pray, Love. “I didn’t. I figured twice was enough.”

“I read it.” Not reading it hadn’t been an option, Kelly thought. She always read the book and took notes. She was such a rule follower. How depressing. She needed to break out of her rut or something. Maybe it was time for her to renew the mascara vow.

They walked into the community room and greeted their friends. Paula, a pretty mother of three, had already opened the bottles of wine she brought. Someone else had set out plates of cookies and cupcakes. Kelly scanned the sign-up sheet and confirmed that she was in charge of wine next month, and that they would be reading a memoir on Eleanor Roosevelt.

She reached for a cupcake just as a few more members arrived. Sally, a fifty-something avid quilter who had the biggest booth at Petal Pushers, announced, “Ladies, we have a new member. And guess what? He’s a man!”

Kelly looked at the cupcake she held. She wanted to take a big bite—or possibly run out the back exit. Or poke Helen in the arm while saying “I told you so” in a loud, taunting voice. Because she knew without turning around who she would find standing there. Like the Terminator, Griffith was back, and there was nothing she could do about it.

* * *

Griffith Burnett was used to being the center of attention—whether it was at a symposium on how micro-housing could transform the poorest regions of Africa as well as answer the needs of the homeless in the urban centers of Europe and the United States, or at a black tie fund raiser for a children’s charity where he was the featured speaker. He was comfortable in front of a crowd, or so he’d thought. He found himself slightly less at ease in a room filled with nearly a dozen women, all staring at him with varying degrees of interest.

No, he thought as he scanned the faces. Nearly a dozen, less one. Kelly wasn’t looking at him at all.

	“Everyone, this is Griffith Burnett. You should know him. He owns that tiny house company you’ve all seen off the highway. He grew up here. His folks are Frank and Candy. They moved to New Mexico six months ago. Griffith here wants to join our book club.”

He waited for the inevitable, “Why?” but the women only smiled and nodded. Except for Kelly, who kept her attention firmly on the cupcake she held. 

“Let me introduce you to everyone,” Sally said. They’d walked in together and somehow she’d assigned herself as his hostess for the evening.

She went around the room, spouting names faster than he could remember them, starting with a mother of three and ending with the reason he was here in the first place.

“This is Kelly Murphy.” Sally frowned. “Didn’t you two go to high school together? Or is she closer to your brother’s age? I can’t keep you kids straight. And what about Helen Sperry? You’re the same age, aren’t you?”

“I’m a year older,” Helen said, offering her hand. “Hi. I think we had a social studies class together.”

“I’m sure we did.” He waited until Kelly had no choice but to look at him. “Hello, Kelly.”

“Griffith.” The word was clipped, her tone less than friendly, matching the wary expression in her big, brown eyes.

She looked good. He supposed there were some men who would be put off by the absence of frills, but he liked that about her. The sharp edges, the lack of guile. What you saw and all that. She was smart, she was determined and she wasn’t going to make it easy. He’d always been the kind of guy who liked a challenge so he was looking forward to the latter.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

Beside him, Sally stiffened. “Kelly, honey, what’s wrong? Griffith wants to join our book club.”

“And read Eat, Pray, Love? I find that hard to believe.”

“Is it my reading skills you doubt or my interest in the subject matter?”

The corner of her mouth twitched. He would guess annoyance rather than humor, not that he would mind seeing her smile.

“A woman’s journey to emotional and spiritual fulfillment hardly seems like something you’d enjoy,” she murmured.

“Do you think you know me well enough to decide that?”

Now everyone was watching and listening. He stepped closer to Kelly. Close enough that she had to tilt her head slightly to hold his gaze.

“I find everything about a woman’s journey interesting. I enjoy discovering how she’s different than I expected. I like the anticipation.”

Someone’s breath caught. Not Kelly’s. Her gaze narrowed. “Next month we’re reading an autobiography on Eleanor Roosevelt.”

“Lucky me. I’ve always been an admirer.”

Liar.

She didn’t say the word out loud, but she sure as hell thought it. Griffith held in a grin as he watched her struggle with her temper. He suspected she was imagining smashing the cupcake she held into his face, turning on her heel and walking away. Only she wouldn’t. She would restrain herself. He couldn’t wait to test that restraint in every way possible.

But not tonight. Tonight was simply the next step in his plan. He wanted someone in his life—he’d decided that serial monogamy was his road to happiness and he hoped he and Kelly could come to a mutual understanding.

	“Did you think the author spent too much time deconstructing her divorce in the book?” she asked. “Should we have gotten right to the journey?”

He’d thought there might be a test, but he’d hoped it would be harder. “She doesn’t deconstruct her divorce. In fact there isn’t much detail as to what went wrong. She does make it clear the divorce was painful.”

Something he understood personally. Screwing up was never pleasant but to mess up something that fundamental sucked in a big way.

“And the part in Thailand?” Kelly asked.

“You mean Indonesia?”

She handled defeat with grace. Instead of saying something sarcastic, she flashed him an unexpected smile—one that hit him in the gut with the subtlety of a 2x4 and offered him her cupcake.

“Welcome to our book club.”

“Thank you.”

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I need a glass of wine.”

* * *

“He was nice,” Helen said as Kelly drove the handful of miles between Petal Pushers and their respective houses.

No need to ask who “he” was, Kelly thought. She’d just endured the longest three hours of her life in the same room as Griffith. She’d listened to him analyze the book, make jokes and generally charm every woman within earshot. Except her, of course. But then she was the only one to have survived being rejected by Griffith, so she was special.

“Incredibly nice,” Kelly murmured.

“Now you’re being sarcastic.”

“I can’t help it. Doesn’t it strike you as the least bit odd that he wanted to join our book club? There’s that mystery one in La Conner. Why doesn’t he join that one?”

“He’s local, like us.”

Griffith was many things but “like us” was not one of them. “Can you at least admit it’s slightly odd that he showed up?”

Helen considered the question. “It’s unexpected, yes. But it’s not a bad thing.”

“Not for you.”

Helen angled toward Kelly. “Come on. Griffith is gorgeous. You have to admit looking at him isn’t a hardship.”

No, it wasn’t, not that she wanted to admit anything of the kind. He’d always been one of those guys who captured the attention of every female in a three block radius. Of course he was tall, with sandy brown hair and brown eyes. But it wasn’t the individual features so much as how they came together into one incredibly appealing man.

“I still wish he’d gone to the mystery book club. There are guys there. He’d feel more comfortable.”

“Maybe you should tell him.”

Kelly heard the amusement in her friend’s voice and groaned. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“A little.” Helen shook her head. “Come on. Is it really so bad to have a guy like Griffith interested in you? It’s been six months since you and Sven broke up. It’s time to move on. Griffith is a great moving-on kind of guy.”

“So speaks the woman who hasn’t dated since her divorce six years ago.”

	“I’m very comfortable in my ’do as I say, not as I do’ role in our relationship. Come on. You can’t tell me you’re not the tiniest bit flattered. You have to be.”

“Why? Because he’s staring at me? I don’t know what he wants, but I doubt it’s what’s you’re thinking.”

“Why would you say that?”

Kelly turned at the corner and headed toward her friend’s house. “I’m very clear on my place in the universe.”

“Meaning?”

Kelly waved her hand in front of her midsection. “I’m average at best. Not beautiful, not pretty, not ugly. Just regular.”

If Griffith was looking for a fancier version of a Murphy, he should check out Olivia. Kelly hadn’t seen her sister in forever, but she would literally bet the farm on the fact that Olivia was still gorgeous and glamorous and wearing a designer something. Not cargo pants bought on sale from an online farm equipment supply outlet.

“It’s a family thing,” she continued. “I take after my dad. We’re sensible people. Hardworking. Ordinary. My mom and sister are the…”

“Exotic tulips in the garden that is your life?” Helen asked drily.

“Not the analogy I was going to use, but sure. It works.”

“You’re selling yourself short,” Helen told her. “Worse, you’re saying bad stuff about my friend and I don’t appreciate that. You’re not ordinary. You’re lovely and funny and hardworking.”

“It’s amazing you don’t want to have sex with me right now.”

“Stop. It.” Helen glared. “I mean it. Kelly, you’re great. Griffith finally got his head out of his ass long enough to notice you.”

“I thought you liked him.”

“I do. I used the phrase for effect. What did you think?”

“Well done.”

“Thank you.” She shifted to face Kelly. “I’m serious. You’re obviously over Sven. Take a chance on a great guy.”

“We don’t know he’s great.”

“I’ve heard rumors.”

Kelly had, too. The problem wasn’t Griffith. Not totally. Nor was it her still recovering from the end of a long term relationship. She was embarrassed to admit that while Sven had surprised her when he’d said it was over, she really hadn’t missed him. Or felt all that upset. Which was sad because after five years, shouldn’t she have been at least a little crushed? What did it mean that she’d gone on without much more than a blink? Hadn’t she been emotionally engaged at all? And if she hadn’t been, what was the reason? Had he not been the one or was she somehow stunted?

Not a question she really wanted answered. Although Sven had pointed out that she’d never been in love with him. Which was true, if disconcerting to find out from a man.

“What’s the worst that could happen?” Helen asked.

“If I slept with Griffith?” The list was really long—where was she supposed to start?

“Whoa, I was going to say if you talked to Griffith. I find it fascinating you jumped right in to bed with him, so to speak.”

“Please don’t.”

“Too late now. You’ve subconsciously told me everything.”

	“I haven’t and it wasn’t subconscious anything. I spoke out loud.” Kelly pulled into Helen’s driveway.

“You’re trying to distract me with facts,” her friend said with a grin. “But I see you for what you are.”

“I’m afraid to ask what that is.”

“As you should be.” Helen lowered her voice. “You’re a sex-starved single woman who desperately wants to get involved with Griffith but you’re afraid.”

Words spoken in jest that were just a little too close to the truth. Not the sex starved part. Sex was fine, if not the amazing, earth-shattering experience the media claimed, but still. She did find Griffith intriguing and attractive and…

“He’s annoying.”

“Liar, liar.”

“He can be annoying.”

“Better.”

“I want him to leave me alone.”

Helen sighed. “At the risk of repeating myself, liar, liar.”

Kelly growled in the back of her throat. “You’re annoying.”

“That is absolutely true. Just say it. You’re interested. Intrigued, even. He’s hot and you have no idea why he’s suddenly interested, but you don’t hate it.”

“What I hate is being that transparent.”

Helen hugged her, then opened the passenger door of the truck and slid to the ground. “Only to me, my sweet. Only to me. My advice is simple. Say yes.”

“He hasn’t asked me anything. In fact all he’s done is stare at me and be everywhere I am.”

“Then go find out why. Oh, and start keeping condoms in your purse. Just in case.”

With that, Helen waved and walked into her house. Kelly waited until the living room lights came on before backing out of the driveway and heading home.

Kelly had no plans to take the condom advice, but confronting Griffith might not be such a bad idea. Maybe she could find out what he was up to. Because as nice as it would be to think he was interested in her, she knew for a fact her luck wasn’t that good. Besides, he was Griffith Burnett. Even if she got him, she would have no idea what to do with him. Sad, but true.
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YOU SAY IT FIRST

By Susan Mallery



CHAPTER ONE

“DON’T TAKE THIS WRONG, but I really need you to take off your shirt.”

Pallas Saunders winced as she said the words—this was so not how she usually conducted an interview. But desperate times and all that.

Nick Mitchell raised his eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

A valid semiquestion and certainly better than simply bolting which, hey, he could have done.

“It’s an emergency,” she said, waving her hand in what she hoped was a can we please move this along gesture.

“I’m going to need more than that.”

“Fine.” She drew in a breath, then began talking. Fast. “I have a wedding in less than an hour and I’m one Roman soldier short. J.T. ran off to LA because his agent called about an audition. Note to self. Do not hire actors during pilot season. Anyway, I need a Roman soldier. You’re about the same height as the other guys and you’re here because you need a job, so take your shirt off, please. If you look halfway decent, I’ll sponge tan you and you’ll carry a very skinny girl in on a palanquin.”

“On what?”

“One of those sedan chair things. I swear, she probably doesn’t even weigh a hundred pounds. I don’t think she’s eaten in three months. You look strong. You’ll do great. Please? There’s a check at the end.”

Not a very big one, but money was money. And Nick Mitchell had answered her ad for a part-time carpenter, so he must be at least a little desperate for money. A feeling Pallas could so relate to.

“You want me to carry a girl in on a palanquin for her wedding?”

Why were the pretty ones always dumb, she wondered with a sigh. Because Nick certainly qualified as pretty. Tall with dark hair and eyes. His shoulders were broad and from what she could see, he looked to be in shape, so what was the big deal?

“The name of my business is Weddings in a Box.” She gestured to the walls around them. “This is boxlike. People come here to get married. I do theme weddings. The couple today want a Roman wedding. You’d be stunned at how popular they are. The Roman wedding includes the palanquin for the bride. Please, I beg you. Take off your shirt.”

“You’re weird,” Nick muttered as he unbuttoned his shirt and tossed it onto her desk.

Hallelujah, she thought, walking around to view him from the back. As she’d hoped, he looked good—with broad shoulders and plenty of muscle. No massive tattoos, no ugly scars. Not that she objected to tattoos, but so few of them were Roman wedding appropriate and she really didn’t have time to do her thing with concealer. As it was, Nick would fit in with the other guys perfectly.

“You’re hired, but we have to hurry.”

She grabbed him by the hand and dragged him down the hall toward the male cast dressing room. Because themed weddings required a cast of, if not thousands, then at least three or four. Roman weddings had the palanquin carrying crew and all the servers were dressed in togas. Not original, but the clients were happy and that was what mattered.

She pulled Nick into the large, plain room with racks of costumes at one end and a counter with lit mirrors above at the other. Three guys in various states of undress were already there. Two were stepping into white togas while the third was studying himself in the mirror.

Alan glanced up from his self-appraisal and smiled. “Hello, stranger.”

“Not for long,” Pallas muttered. “Please help Nick get ready for the wedding. Nick, Alan. Alan, Nick.” She glanced at her watch and shrieked. “We have less than an hour, people.” She turned to Nick. “Ever done fake tanning?”

“Do I look like I do fake tanning?”

Until that second, the man in front of her had been little more than a capable shoulder upon which she could rest one quarter of a bride. Now she actually looked at him. At the dark eyes watching her with a combination of disbelief and wariness. The firm set of his oddly attractive mouth. He had big hands, she noted absently, then did her best not to laugh.

Big hands? Seriously? Because she had time for that in her life?

She walked over to the counter and opened a drawer. Inside were gloves sealed in plastic. Gloves coated with fake tanning product she could buy in bulk for a very happy price.

“I’m about to rock your world,” she told him cheerfully. “Let’s go.”

* * *

NICK MITCHELL FELT as if he’d stepped into an alternate universe. One where the crazy people ruled and the rest of the citizens were left to stumble along, trying to keep up.

Before he knew what was happening, the woman who was supposed to be interviewing him for a carpentry job was rubbing some weird-ass glove thing up and down his back.

“Even strokes,” she said as she worked. “It takes five minutes to dry, then you check for streaks. Do your arms and chest, then your legs. Front and back, please.”

She slipped off the gloves and held them out to him. “Can you do this?”

Her expression was two parts earnest and one part frustrated—as if the world conspired to make her day more difficult.

He thought about repeating that he was just there for the carpentry job, but realized she already knew that. Okay then—fake-tanned Roman soldier it was. If nothing else, he would have a good story to tell his brothers.

He put on the gloves and began rubbing on the fake tan goop. It was less gross than he’d thought. Pallas showed him his toga costume and asked the other guys to get him in place.

“I have to go get changed,” she said as she hurried to the door. “If you need anything, ask Alan. He knows all.”

Alan winked at her. “That’s true.” Once the door was closed, Alan turned back to him. “And your story is?”

Nick took off the gloves, wiped his hands on a towel sitting on the counter, then stepped out of his jeans. “I’m a carpenter. I answered an ad.” He put the gloves on again, bent over and rubbed up and down his legs.

“I see. Want some help with that?”

Nick didn’t bother looking up. “I’m good.”

“Well, I’m Alan, as you heard. Those two are Joseph and Jonathan. I call them the J’s. They’re high school students earning money on a Saturday. They play football.”

One of the teens looked up. “It’s basketball, Alan. We keep telling you.”

“Whatever. It’s sports and they’re all the same.” Alan turned back to Nick. “I’ve been on Broadway. That’s how I met Gerald. He was my mentor, and then he retired and moved here. I came for the winter weather and stayed. After Gerald died, I moved to LA, but when I’m here, I do this because it’s fun.”

As he spoke, Nick realized that the other man was a lot older than he’d first thought. At least in his late forties.

“People really have Roman weddings?” he asked.

“You have no idea. There are cowboy weddings, too, but I don’t do those.” He shuddered. “Horses are the worst! And they smell. I do like a good princess wedding though. I’m a very handsome courtier, if I do say so myself. But today we’re Romans. All hail Caesar.”

Ten minutes later, Nick stared at himself in the mirror. He was wearing an honest to God toga. Or at least a costume. The short white skirt came to midthigh. The top tied over one shoulder and Alan had given him a circlet of grape leaves to stick on his head. Now, as he laced up sandals, he thought maybe he wouldn’t be telling his brothers what he’d done, after all. They would never let him live it down.

“It’s very simple,” Alan told him when he was dressed. “The bride sits on the palanquin. We lift it up, carry her in. She gets off and we carry it out. The J’s and I also serve at the reception, but I doubt Pallas expects that of you. So you’re free to go.”

Nick didn’t bother pointing out that he’d yet to have his interview. To be honest, he was having his doubts about the job. He’d wanted something to fill his day while he figured out what he was going to do about his commission. While this place offered plenty of distraction, it wasn’t exactly what he was looking for.

Pallas returned. She’d replaced her jeans and T-shirt with a simple dark green dress that brought out her hazel eyes. Her long brown hair was still in its fancy braid and he didn’t think she was wearing any makeup. Of course she wasn’t the bride—she was here to make the bride’s dreams come true.

She walked up to him and nodded in approval. “You look great. Thank you for doing this. I would be in so much trouble if you hadn’t agreed to help out. Did Alan tell you what was going to happen?”

“We carry in the bride, then quietly leave.”

“Right. Oh, we still have to do our interview. I have no excuse for scheduling it so close to a wedding except to say I must have gotten the days wrong. There’s just so much to do.”

Emotions filled her eyes. He read worry, panic and more than a little determination. An interesting combination.

She squared her shoulders. “One crisis at a time, as Gerald always said. We are ready for the wedding. Gentlemen, if you’ll take your positions, please.”

She led the way downstairs. Nick wasn’t sure what to expect, but quicker than he’d anticipated, they were in a room with a frazzled-looking bride, several bridesmaids dressed in what he would guess were Roman-inspired gowns and an honest-to-God palanquin.

He moved closer to the sedan chair and studied the carving on the sides. They were hand done, then attached to what he guessed was a lightweight metal frame.

Pallas got everyone in position. The bride took her seat. Alan took the front right position, which Nick would guess meant he was in charge.

“On three, gentleman. We lift slowly, in unison and with our knees.” Alan smiled at the bride. “Not that we have to worry about you, darling. You’re no bigger than a minute and so lovely in your gown. It’s designer, isn’t it? Lucky, lucky you.”

The bride visibly relaxed. “Thank you. I love my dress.”

“It loves you back. Shall we? On three.”

Nick waited for the count, then raised the bride. The crossbar had a padded, curved notch for his shoulder. He found he only had to use his hand to steady it, not support it. As Pallas had promised, the bride was light and the weight easy to bear.

He went with the others down the hall. A photographer snapped pictures. Huge double doors opened for them and they walked into a massive room with at least a twenty-foot ceiling.

Guests lined up on either side of the large aisle and a groom in a fancier version of toga waited up at the carved altar. Despite the fact that it was the middle of the afternoon, flickering torches provided light.

They reached the end of the aisle. Alan directed them to lower the bride. When she was with her Roman groom, they carried the palanquin back out. Alan ushered them to a huge outdoor courtyard set up for the reception. The palanquin was set down in a corner.

“People love climbing all over it for pictures,” Alan told Nick. “All right, you’re free to go.” He pointed to a door. “Go through there. You’ll find a staircase that will take you up to the second floor. The dressing room is at the end, on the right.”

“Thanks.”

Nick followed his directions. When he went inside, he saw the staircase. Before he reached it however, he spotted a partially open door.

“No way,” he murmured as he moved closer.

He opened the door wider, swore under his breath and stepped inside.

Several large carved wooden panels hung from tracks where they could slide into place. He stepped to the side and visually followed the track. He would guess it led to the big ballroom he’d just been in.

These panels—easily ten feet tall and twice as wide—were exquisite works of art. The carvings depicted what he would guess was early palace life. There were several tableaux of a royal court and a few outdoor country scenes. Sure, the arrangements were cheesy, but the carving was incredible. Each of the characters in the first relief seemed ready to come to life. He traced the etched lines that created dimension in a few elegant strokes only to feel rough edges. He looked more closely and saw the panels were dinged, dry and in need of some serious TLC. Was this the job Pallas wanted a carpenter for?

He went back out the way he’d come, circling around the now-empty courtyard. He crept into the back of the ballroom and saw the carved Roman panels in place on the walls. They were as brilliant as the other ones and even from a distance, cried out to be restored.

And here he’d thought Pallas was looking for someone to repair windows or build cabinets. To work on something like this… Had Atsuko known about the panels? Was that why she’d suggested Nick apply for the job? Because while he’d grown up working with glass, in the past decade he’d fallen for wood.

Glass was cold and mercurial, but wood was alive. Wood had a soul.

He retreated back the way he’d come and headed up the stairs. The whole carry-a-bride-after-being-fake-tanned thing had put him off the part-time job, but now that he’d seen the panels, he knew he didn’t have a choice. He had to restore them and make sure they were in good enough shape to last for future generations.

Dramatic much, he thought to himself as he entered the dressing room. Except the panels were worth the drama and oddness that was Pallas’s wedding business. They deserved the very best of him and he was determined that they would get it. As much as he might want to deny it, he was, down to his bones, an artist. His father’s blood ran through him and with it came the need to create. Or in this case, restore.

* * *

PALLAS RARELY SCHEDULED more than one wedding on a weekend. It was simply too difficult to set up everything and then break it down in time. The only exception was when a wedding party wanted a Friday event—then she could handle a second one on Sunday. Still, even with that option, and the slightly lower cost for choosing “off hours,” most brides and grooms wanted the traditional Saturday night party. Which meant she had most Sundays off.

Bright and early Monday morning she made her way to Weddings in a Box and walked the property. The main building was three sided, in a U shape with a courtyard in the middle. At the west end was the small lobby with a fairly traditional facade done with a slight Italian villa flair. The north side was finished with stone and resembled a medieval castle. The south side was covered with wooden siding—giving it a ranch-like, Old West, rustic feel.

One building, three options that could easily be fluffed to fit nearly a dozen wedding themes. Quirky, yes, but she loved every fake brick and nonworking window.

She checked for damage to the building and fence—because there was that one time a groomsman had run his car into the gate—and lost or abandoned property. Celebrations went late, liquor ran freely and more than one shoe, bra or pair of panties had been found on the lawn.

What was it about weddings and irresponsible sex? Sure, the bride and groom were likely to get some but that was tradition. Everyone else should wait until they got home—only they rarely did. Fortunately today all she found was a streamer and a few flower petals. No need for protective gloves to pick up those.

She made her way inside and headed for the business office on the second floor. She’d only moved into what she still thought of as Gerald’s office a few weeks before. For the first month after his death—after learning that he’d left her his business—she’d been in shock. For the next two months, she’d been unwilling to make any changes. Last month she’d realized that running from her desk to his fifty times a day was just plain dumb. Gerald wouldn’t have given her Weddings in a Box if he didn’t want her to keep it going. So she’d moved into his office.

Instead of feeling sad, she’d realized that being where she always pictured him had made her feel closer to him. He’d been like a second father to her, and while she missed him every day, she knew he would be happy with what she was getting done.

Now she checked her calendar while carefully avoiding the pile of bills in her in-box. Weddings in a Box might be a happy, interesting place, but it was also hanging on by a financial thread. One that was constantly in danger of snapping. Theme weddings didn’t come cheap, but neither did the venue and the special touches.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. She would be brave tomorrow. She checked her email and saw that two more brides had sent back signed contracts. That was good news. She would review them before—

“Good morning.”

She looked up and saw a man in the doorway to her office. Not just any man—Nick Mitchell.

Several emotions collided. Gratitude for how he’d rescued her on Saturday, slight embarrassment at how she’d stripped him down and fake-tanned him, major embarrassment after she’d figured out who he was and disappointment that she was still going to have to keep looking for a part-time carpenter. Oh, and confusion as to why he was here.

She rose, ignoring the fact that he was the best-looking man she’d had in her office in oh, forever, and smiled. “Hi. How can I help you?”

He leaned against the door frame. “I thought we could have that interview now.”

Because she’d accidently scheduled the last one right before a wedding. Only there was no way he would want to work for her now, was there? “I really appreciate how you helped me out on Saturday.”

“You’re welcome. It’s not every day a guy gets to be a Roman soldier.”

“Unless you work here, then it happens way too often.” She hesitated. “I’m sorry about how everything played out.”

“I’m not. It was an experience I can talk about for a long time.”

“I’m relieved you’re not mad. Alan said you were a nice guy. He’s generally a good judge of character.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“You’re not threatened by Alan?” Because a lot of straight guys were.

“Not even close.” He flashed her a grin. “I work with a chainsaw. It takes a lot to threaten me.”

“That certainly puts things in perspective.” She shifted her weight from foot to foot and decided to just say it. “I don’t mean to be rude, but there’s no point in us having an interview. When I set up our appointment I hadn’t done more than pencil in a name on my calendar. I looked you up yesterday.”

One eyebrow rose. “Google or Bing?”

She smiled. “Both, and they said the same thing.” Her smile faded as she remembered everything she’d read. Nick Mitchell wasn’t anything close to an out-of-work carpenter. He was a world-renowned artist who had won awards. Yes, he worked with wood, but on a completely different level. It would be like asking a successful race car driver to teach someone to drive.

“I don’t know what my friend Atsuko was thinking when she gave me your name. You’re some famous artist guy and I’m a small business owner who needs some repairs done. On the cheap.” She tried not to wince over the last word because someone like Nick Mitchell wouldn’t understand what it was like to scramble for every penny to keep her business open.

“But I appreciate you coming by,” she added. “And you being a good sport about the whole fake tanning thing.”

“It was fun. I enjoyed myself. The tanning was…interesting.”

“Not an experience to be repeated?”

“Um, no.”

She stood by her desk, waiting for him to leave, but he didn’t seem in a hurry to go.

“What did you want done?” he asked.

Why did he care? “Nick, I’m serious. I was going to pay a few dollars above minimum wage. That’s all I can afford.”

“Is it the wood panels?”

“Yes, but—”

He nodded toward the hallway. “Let’s go see them.”

She was more than a little confused, but okay. They went down the stairs and through the large, empty ballroom toward the storage areas on the side. She pulled open the big doors and flipped on the lights, then waited while Nick examined the panels hanging in place.

The rectangles of wood were huge—tall and wide, completely carved on one side. As she watched, Nick moved to the first one and placed his hands on the wood. He half closed his eyes as he traced the carvings with his fingers. Pallas had the oddest sense of watching something intensely personal, which was uncomfortable and more than a little fanciful.

“What do you know about these?” he asked, still studying them.

“Not much. They were here long before I started working for Gerald. To be honest, I never thought much about them except as decorative backdrops. When he died and left me the business, I did an inventory of everything. That was the first time I’d really looked at the panels. I realized they were in rough shape.”

“They are. They’re old, and the dry air is both preserving them and causing them to split. You can see the workmanship. Someone took a long time to create these. Someone with talent.”

“I wish I knew more about them,” she admitted. She should have asked Gerald about them, but it had never come up. She’d never realized what his plans were. In her mind, she’d been an employee and he’d been a great friend. The inheritance, an unexpected and unbelievably generous gift, had caught her off guard.

“My brothers work in glass,” he said without looking at her. “They talk about the beauty, the cleanness of it. The purity. Glass can be anything. It doesn’t exist until we bring it to life. But wood is alive. Wood has a soul—it tells the artist what it’s supposed to be. You can ignore what it says, but if you do, the carving will never turn out right.”

He turned to her, his dark gaze intense. “I want to work on these.”

She stared at him. “What? No, that’s ridiculous. You’ve been in People magazine.”

He chuckled. “Why does that matter?”

“It just does.” She was going to ignore the fact that he’d been in their Sexiest Man Alive issue and that the picture had been impressive. “I’m going to find some carpenter to—”

“No. Not a carpenter. These are incredible, Pallas. They deserve to be revered. I’ll do it for whatever you were planning to pay. I want the job.”

“Why?”

He turned back to the panels and placed his hands on them. “They told me they trusted me.” He dropped his arms to his side and faced her. “Don’t worry. I’m not going off the deep end. This kind of work is rare. I’ll enjoy it. I’m between projects right now, so I have the time.”

He paused as if considering how much to tell her. “I’m up for a commission in Dubai. I’ll know in the next couple of months if I’m going to get it. I doubt there’s much question, but until I hear, I don’t want to commit to anything big.”

“Dubai?”

“A hotel wants to hire me to create a piece for its lobby. I would be there about two years.”

“That’s a long time.”

“I know, but it would be an interesting experience. These will keep me busy until then.” He smiled. “I promise to take good care of your panels.”

“I don’t doubt your ability,” she admitted. “Or your commitment. But I’m serious about what I could pay.”

“It’s not about the money.”

Right. Because a guy like Nick didn’t necessarily work for the money, she reminded herself. Wouldn’t that be nice?

“Take advantage of me,” he urged. “You’ll like it.”

She knew exactly how he meant the comment but for one brief second, she pretended he was coming on to her. In a boy-girl kind of way. Because it had been forever since anyone had bothered.

She knew the reasons for that were complicated. She was perfectly normal looking with an average body and no habits that were outside of social norms. In theory she should be able to find some nice guy to date and take to bed. But while there had been the occasional man in her life, there hadn’t been anyone close to “the one.” Or even “the right now.”

Part of it was where she lived. Happily Inc was a relatively small town and in her part of it, there weren’t that many single guys. The ones she knew happened to be relatives, so ick. There was also the fact that she had a way of holding herself back, emotionally. She knew why—what she didn’t know was how to change. Which meant being propositioned was rare and something to be treasured. Not that Nick had. He’d been talking about—

“Pallas?”

“Huh?” Oh, right. He wanted an answer. “If you’re willing to accept my sad little hourly paycheck, then I’m happy to offer it,” she told him.

“It’s a deal.” He held out his hand.

She shook it, ignoring how large it was and the brief heat she felt. Nick was so far out of her league as to be an extraterrestrial. Still, he was nice to look at. She would enjoy the show while it lasted.

“You can work whatever hours you want,” she told him. “As long as you’re not interfering with a wedding. I’ll give you a time sheet for you to keep track of your hours. You’ll get paid twice a month. Do you need tools or supplies or anything?”

“I’ll bring my own.”

“Good.” Because she wouldn’t know where to start. “Then I guess I’ll see you around.”

“You can count on it.”

If only that were true, she thought humorously. She wondered how wrong it would be to ask him to work shirtless. Because he’d made a fine Roman soldier.

Maybe one of her brides would want a Garden of Eden wedding where the attendants would be naked. Nick could be an extra. A fantasy to brighten her day, she thought as she returned to her office. One she would be sure to remember.



CHAPTER TWO

NICK HANDED HIS brother a beer. The evening was clear and promised to be cold, but for now it was warm enough. They sat on Mathias’s back patio, overlooking the sixteenth hole of the golf course to the right. To the left was, well, definitely an open, grassy area. It wasn’t the landscape that required an explanation so much as the residents.

“You’ll get used to it,” Mathias offered as Nick stared at the shapes moving in the near twilight. “They head in for the night.”

“To what? A barn?”

“I’ve never asked,” Mathias admitted. “Something. My guess is they get out of the open to avoid predators.”

Nick didn’t bother pointing out there weren’t any predators—at least not that he knew about. Instinct was instinct and he’d long since learned there was no arguing with nature.

A couple miles southwest of town, just beyond the golf course, were hundreds of acres of grassland. If you kept going, you got to the city dump—a high-tech, ecofriendly kind of place where everything that could be recycled or reclaimed was. But the most interesting part wasn’t the fact that Happily Inc had one of the lowest trash-to-resident ratios in the country, it was the animals that made the grasslands between the dump and the golf course their home.

So far Nick had seen zebras, gazelles and something that looked a lot like a water buffalo. All grazing animals. In the past few days, he would swear he’d seen a giraffe strolling around, but that could have been a trick of the light.

“It’s odd,” he muttered, then took a drink of his beer.

“We grew up in Fool’s Gold,” Mathias pointed out. “We don’t get to say any other town is odd.”

That was probably true, Nick told himself. And a reason why he was already comfortable in Happily Inc. Once you’d lived in a weird place, it was hard to settle for normal.

But there were differences. Fool’s Gold was in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada. Happily Inc was on the edge of the desert. There were mountains in both towns, but the ones here seemed newer, with sharper peaks and more edges. As interesting to his artist’s eyes were the changes in colors. Dawns were a mix of oxblood and carnelian with umber and sepia for shading.

He’d been in town for three weeks. Mathias owned a ridiculously large house on the edge of the golf course and had offered him a place to stay until he figured out what he wanted to do.

“Why’d you move here?” Nick asked. “Why not Sedona or some artists’ village in Tennessee?”

“Atsuko was already selling our work,” Mathias said, mentioning the gallery owner in town. “She wanted us to meet, and when she heard we were leaving Fool’s Gold, she suggested we stop by and visit her. One thing led to another and here we are.”

His brothers had a sweet setup, Nick thought. Atsuko had contacts all over the world. With her acting as broker, they didn’t have to bother with the business side of what they did. Instead they could focus on their art. Their studio was large and open. They had each other for company and yet plenty of space.

While Mathias lived here, by the golf course and the zebras, Ronan had a house up in the mountains. Built mostly of stone and native materials, the structure blended perfectly with the surroundings. There was even a large studio out back, when Ronan didn’t want to make the drive into town.

When Nick had figured out it was time for him to get somewhere else, he’d considered a lot of options, but Happily Inc had been the obvious choice. Especially with the Dubai commission looming.

Twilight turned to night. There were a million stars out here. Nick studied the sky and wondered if they were far enough south for it to be different from what he was used to. Probably not.

“Any regrets about leaving?” Nick asked.

“No.”

Because of their father, Nick thought grimly. Ceallach had made an impression on all of them. Some good and a lot bad.

There were five Mitchell sons. The oldest two hadn’t been blessed—or was it cursed?—with any form of Ceallach’s talent. They had been mostly ignored by their father, while the younger three had gotten the brunt of his attention.

“Ronan okay?” he asked. Their youngest brother had had the most to deal with.

“We don’t talk about it.”

“Still?”

“Always.”

Which had to be a bear. Mathias and Ronan had always been tight. Probably because they were twins—or they used to be.

Neither of them would want to talk about that so he changed the subject. “How was your date Saturday night?”

Mathias looked at him over his beer bottle. “It wasn’t a date.”

“You didn’t take a woman to dinner, and then have sex with her?”

“Yeah, sure, I did that.”

“How is it not a date?”

“I’ll never see her again.”

“I guess that does change the definition.”

Since moving to Happily Inc, Mathias had started taking up with the various bridesmaids that came into town. He hooked up with them for a night or two, then they were gone.

Nick enjoyed women as much as the next guy, but he’d never been that into volume, or variety. He liked the idea of having someone in his life—as long as he could keep things under control. He wanted enough passion for things to be interesting, but not so much that he was consumed. Sometimes that balance was difficult to find so he erred on the side of not doing.

“Just be careful,” Nick warned. “You don’t want some woman coming back in six months and saying she’s madly in love with you.”

“Not gonna happen.”

Nick hoped he was right.

“Atsuko says you’re going to be working for one of the wedding venues,” Mathias said.

“Yup. Weddings in a Box.”

His brother frowned. “Doing what? Folding napkins?”

“I’ve never folded napkins. It could be interesting.”

Mathias stared at him. “Do I have to worry about you?”

“I don’t know. Do you?”

His brother’s stare turned into a glare. Nick laughed. “I’m going to be restoring two sets of wooden panels. They’re old and in bad shape. The work is brilliant. I need to do some research to see if I can figure out who made them.”

“You should ask Atsuko. She knows things and has a lot of connections in the art world.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll take some pictures and see if she can show them around.”

He’d only known the gallery owner a few weeks but he was already impressed. The fifty-something woman had buyers everywhere. She drove a hard bargain, got an excellent price, then handled shipping. He’d sold more through Atsuko in the past three weeks than in the past three years.

His father’s philosophy had always been to let the art buyer come to him. Nick was beginning to believe that was a very shortsighted way of doing business.

“Heard anything on the Dubai commission?” Mathias asked.

“No. It’s going to be a couple of months until they decide. Then I’ll have to figure out what I want to do. Two years is a long time.”

“Is this where I point out you don’t have the job yet?”

Nick grinned. “Hey, it’s me. Who else would they give it to?”

“Someone with talent.”

“You’re jealous.”

“Not of you, big brother.”

Nick laughed and turned his attention back to the night. “Any bats around here?”

“Scared?”

“Intrigued. I keep getting flashes of a piece that has a lot of bats in it.”

Mathias shook his head. “There’s something wrong with you.”

“Probably.”

“Bats. Fruit or vampire?”

“Fruit. I think. I should do some research.”

“On bats.” Mathias took a drink of beer. “Do you think Mom dropped you on your head when you were little?”

Nick laughed. “Not as often as she did you.”

* * *

WHILE PALLAS ENJOYED lunch out with friends as much as the next woman, lunch with her mother was a completely different animal. First there were the logistics involved. They didn’t trade off picking restaurants. Instead the command performance always occurred in the bank’s executive dining room. A fancy title for a slightly nicer than average display of tables and chairs in a square, windowless room. There wasn’t a kitchen, so food was brought in. Still, there was an assigned server and white tablecloths were the norm. All of which meant changing from her usual jeans and T-shirt into a dress.

As she drove across the river to the north side of town, Pallas told herself she would be fine. She’d been dealing with her mother for twenty-eight years. She knew how to get through the conversations with a minimum of pain and judgment. She just had to smile and nod and say what was expected. No big deal.

Except it always was a big deal—one way or another.

All her life Pallas had wanted desperately to please her mother, which shouldn’t have been a problem. Libby Saunders loved rules. The most sensible plan would have been for Pallas to follow said rules and voilà—motherly love. Only it hadn’t worked out that way. Not even once.

Perhaps it had something to do with the old saying about the road to hell and good intentions. Or the fact that Pallas had felt torn between wanting to make her mother happy and wanting to make herself happy. Whatever the reason, her childhood had been an ongoing battle—one she’d never won. Not for a lack of trying.

Cade, her twin brother, had been much smarter. He’d simply withdrawn from the field of conflict and had gone his own way. Emotionally and physically. Pallas still remembered their shared fifth birthday. Libby had asked her children if they wanted to work in the bank when they grew up. Pallas had immediately said she did, even though she had no understanding of what “working in the bank” meant. All she knew was that her mom went there every day and it was important and that working in the bank would make her mom love her enough that she didn’t feel scared inside.

Cade had smiled that happy smile of his and said, “No. I’m going to grow up to be a cowboy.”

Libby had been unamused, but Cade stood firm. He loved horses, not stuffy banks. He’d never once wavered. At eighteen, Pallas had dutifully gone off to college to major in finance and Cade had taken off to learn his trade at a famous breeding farm in Kentucky. Five years later, he’d moved on to Texas.

They stayed in touch, and from everything he’d told her, he was blissfully happy. Life away from Libby and the bank was, apparently, very good. Pallas wouldn’t know. She was still trying to prove herself to the stern matriarch of the family.

Pallas parked in the customer parking lot, careful to take a spot at the far end so as not to inconvenience anyone, then walked into the bank.

Her great-great-grandfather had established California First Savings and Loan in 1891. It wasn’t the first S and L in the state by a long shot, or even the second, but it was still standing and she figured that had to be a point of pride. A lot of people thought that if she came from a banking family, she must be rich. Alas, no. While her grandfather had been the only one to inherit, he’d produced seven daughters, all of whom had children. Not only was Pallas’s sliver incredibly tiny, she wouldn’t inherit anything until she was thirty-nine. Because if nothing else, Grandpa Frank had a sense of humor.

So making her own way in the world wasn’t an option and she had the student loans to prove it. She also had Gerald’s business, which wasn’t exactly the shining example of flush.

It was early April. Except for one oddly vacant date in June, she had a wedding booked every weekend from now until late September. If all went well, she would be able to pay her bills, make a few repairs and continue to take a small salary herself. Assuming she kept the business. Because as much as she loved Gerald and appreciated his completely unexpected gift, she’d never planned on making Weddings in a Box her life’s work. She’d always thought she would go to work with her mother at the bank.

Pallas walked into the old, Spanish-style building. The combination of high ceilings and dark wood made her feel as if she were stepping back to a more elegant time. A floor-to-ceiling mural depicting the desert at sunrise dominated the east wall. It had been an old WPA project paid for by the government during the Great Depression in the last century. For reasons not clear to Pallas, her mother had always hated the mural, but there was nothing to be done. It was as much a part of the bank as the marble floors and old-fashioned teller windows.

She passed through the lobby and headed toward the executive suites. Despite her brisk steps, she felt a growing need to bolt for the door. Her stomach clenched and her chest tightened. When Pallas was ten feet from the door to her mother’s office, Libby stepped out into the hall and gave her a tight smile.

Pallas instantly felt as if she were eight years old and had broken a treasured plate. Or tracked mud on the floor. Or been responsible for one of a million transgressions that had marked her childhood.

“Hello, Pallas.”

“Mom.”

Libby offered her cheek for the expected brief kiss. The Saunders clan weren’t much for hugging.

Pallas had inherited her brown hair and average height from her mother. She knew she had her father’s hazel eyes, but other than that, Libby’s genes dominated. Their smiles were the same, as was the way they walked. As a teenager, Pallas had hated looking so much like her mother. Eventually she’d surrendered to the fact and had tried to appreciate that despite the passing years, Libby never seemed to age. At least that was something to look forward to.

As always, her mother wore a dark suit and a white blouse—appropriate attire for her senior vice president position. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. Her makeup was light and tasteful, her jewelry elegant and simple. Pearl studs and, despite being a widow for eighteen years, a gold wedding band.

“Thank you for being able to make lunch,” Libby said as she led the way to the small dining room.

Pallas didn’t know what to say to that. “My pleasure” wasn’t exactly the truth and “You’re welcome” seemed oddly snarky. She settled on a noncommittal throat noise.

As per usual, the table was set with china and crystal. Two large delivery bags sat on the sideboard. As a kid, Pallas had been so impressed to learn that any restaurant in town would happily bring in food for lunch. Now she wondered why Libby couldn’t simply go get a sandwich or bring her lunch from home like the rest of America.

She also noted the lack of server, which was not a good sign. Not that she needed anyone plating her food—it was more that Libby didn’t want anyone else overhearing their conversation. Pallas spent a couple of seconds trying to figure out what she’d done wrong this time, before giving up. No way could she guess. Besides, Libby would tell her over and over again, when she was ready.

“Would you like to dish us up?” Libby asked, taking her seat.

“Sure.”

Pallas brought the bags to the table and opened them.

Inside the first were green salads, broiled chicken and a side of vegetables. The second bag contained bottled iced tea and one roll, along with a single, tiny square of butter. The latter were for her, Pallas thought, not sure if she should be amused or not. Libby wouldn’t eat carbs at lunch.

Pallas put the food onto plates, and then collected ice from the small refrigerator in the corner. Her mother poured the iced tea and they sat across from each other.

Pallas told herself that there was no need to feel defiant, yet she took two spoonfuls of salad dressing to her mother’s delicate drizzle. What was it about being around Libby that made her feel like a cranky preadolescent?

“I’m so pleased you’ve finally finished your degree,” her mother said with a smile. “I’m sorry it took you so long, but that’s water under the bridge.”

Pallas put her fork down and told herself to just breathe. Time would pass and she would get to leave. Or she could throw something or scream. That would work, too.

While Libby had paid for Pallas’s college in Southern California, there had been several stipulations. First, that Pallas maintain a B+ GPA. Second, that Pallas earn her own spending money. Pallas had gotten a job working at nearby Disneyland. She’d loved it so much, she’d taken on extra hours, and in her third semester, her GPA had fallen to a B-. Within hours of finding out, Libby had sent an email explaining she would no longer be paying for college, her dorm room or anything else. Pallas was completely on her own. Permanently.

With less than thirty dollars to her name, Pallas had been forced to return to Happily Inc and move in with a girlfriend while she figured out what to do. She’d eventually gone to work for Gerald at Weddings in a Box and had put herself through community college, then a state school. It had taken eight and a half years, but she’d done it. She was now the proud owner of a degree in Finance.

Her mother looked at her. “I assume you’ve learned your lesson.”

“I don’t even know what that means, Mom.”

“That you won’t be foolish again.”

Pallas wanted to point out she’d simply gotten a C in geology. That she hadn’t been arrested, done drugs or even dated inappropriately. But there was no point. Libby wouldn’t care. The rules had been broken and there were always consequences. For everything.

“I’m pretty sure everyone but you is foolish every now and then,” she said instead. “Regardless, yes, I have my degree.”

“Excellent.” Her mother smiled. “Then it’s time. Pallas, I’m delighted to offer you a position here at the bank. You can start in two weeks.”

There it was. The one thing she’d wanted since she was a little girl. The chance to work here—with her mother.

Pallas waited for the wave of excitement or even a sense of satisfaction. Finally. Finally she would gain respectability. Stability. She would be part of the family legacy. She was thrilled. Really.

Or not. Because in truth what she felt was…nothing.

Her mother frowned. “What’s the problem? I thought you would be overjoyed.”

“I am. I appreciate the offer…”

“Do not say but to me, Pallas. I mean it. I’ve been waiting for this for almost a decade. If you hadn’t screwed around at college, you wouldn’t have wasted the last eight years of your life.”

“It was one C, Mom. Because I was working extra hours.”

“At Disneyland,” her mother said between clenched teeth.

“I loved my job there and I learned a lot. For the record, I don’t consider my life a waste, but thanks for the vote of confidence.”

Libby’s expression turned impatient. “Then what is your problem? You should be jumping at this opportunity.”

“I can’t leave Weddings in a Box in the next two weeks. I have weddings booked through September. I have employees who are depending on their paychecks.”

“Dear God, you can’t be serious. Are any of your employees full-time? Isn’t there someone else who can handle the weddings? It’s people getting married. How hard can it be?”

It was one thing for Pallas to wonder about making Weddings in a Box a success, but it was another to hear her mother denigrate the business. Her hackles went up and she went from mildly irritated to seriously annoyed.

“I owe Gerald,” she said, doing her best to keep her voice low and calm. “He left me his life’s work and I am going to do my best to honor his gift.”

“The man is dead. He doesn’t care one way or another.”

“That’s harsh, even for you.”

“It’s practical.” Libby’s brown eyes snapped with anger. “I absolutely can’t believe this. What is it about you, Pallas? You simply will not do what is expected. You’ve always been this way. Defiant. Stubborn. You get it from your grandfather.”

Something Pallas had heard her whole life. She found it difficult not to roll her eyes. Plus, she really loved Grandpa Frank, so where was the bad?

“So how long do you plan to keep that ridiculous business open?” her mother asked.

“You may not like what I’m doing, Mom, but that doesn’t give you the right to mock Weddings in a Box. It’s a legitimate firm that makes people happy. Even you should see the value in that.”

Libby pressed her lips together. “All right. How long do you plan to work there?”

“I’m not sure. As I said, I have weddings booked through September. I was thinking I would sell it then.” Maybe to Alan, not that he’d ever expressed any interest in owning the company.

“That’s a long way from now. I can’t promise there will be an opening then. Or ever.” Her mother’s stern expression returned. “This may be a one-shot deal, Pallas. Are you willing to give up everything you’ve worked for because of a worthless inheritance?”

And there it was—the Libby-like ultimatum. She shouldn’t be surprised. Or hurt. And yet…

“It’s not worthless to me.” Pallas still remembered how stunned she’d been to find out her boss had left her Weddings in a Box. She’d known they were friends and that he cared about her but to leave her the business—just like that—had been incredible.

“There will be consequences for this decision,” her mother warned.

“There always are.”

She looked at her plate and realized there was no way she was going to be able to eat anything.

“If there’s nothing else, I’m going to go,” Pallas said as she tossed her napkin on the table. “I’m sorry I’ve upset you.”

“You’re mistaken. I’m not upset. I’m disappointed. There’s a difference.”

A familiar one, Pallas thought grimly. Because she’d always been the disappointing child.

“Goodbye, Mom.”

Libby only sighed.

As Pallas walked back to her car she wondered why it was always like this between her mother and herself. No matter the circumstances, they clashed. Libby ended up disappointed and Pallas was left questioning the fact that she continually had to earn her mother’s love. Nothing was freely given. It wasn’t that way for Cade or any of her cousins, but it had always been like that for her. She had no idea why, and was equally clueless on how to get things to change.
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