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Chapter One

Eight days until Valentine’s Day . . . 

“NO, I REALLY do. I hate Valentine’s Day,” Ryan Ashton said firmly, her blue eyes serious.

Gregg threw his hands in the air. “Come on! All girls say that so they won’t be disappointed when their significant other doesn’t measure up to the hype of romanticism. If a woman doesn’t get any of those heart-shaped boxes of candy or a dozen red roses, she’ll sit in front of the TV with a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Half Baked, crying pathetically while watching The Notebook.”

Ryan tossed him a glare from across the table of the only coffee shop in their little town, The Local Bean. “Well it’s a good thing I don’t have a significant other to expect things from.”

Gregg asked, “So no plans, then?”

She took a sip of her coffee and assured him, “It’s not a big deal. When I was eleven I had to put my horse Shara down on Valentine’s Day. It scarred me for life.”

Gregg raised an eyebrow at her and replied, “Really? A horse?”

Ryan’s glare became murderous. “Are you laughing at my pain?”

Gregg deadpanned, “No, of course not.”

She turned her head from left to right and reached out to smack him on the arm.

“Ouch!” he yelped, rubbing the abused area. “I can’t believe you hit me.”

She hissed back, “I can’t believe you’re being such a jerk. You’re usually so sweet.”

Gregg’s gaze shifted away from her. “Yeah well, I guess not everybody likes that kind of thing.”

Ryan followed the direction of his glance to the petite blonde working behind the counter and snorted. “Seriously, I don’t know why you’re so hung up on Ado Gracie,” she said, referring to the character in Oklahoma.

Gregg barked a laugh and asked, “Really? That’s the derogatory nickname you’re going with?”

She shrugged. “What? I like musicals. And it fits. She’s like a jackrabbit; she bounces around from one guy to the next. Plus I thought you were over that. You guys had one date.”

Gregg’s tone was testy. “I am over it.”

Ryan continued as if he hadn’t said a word. “Plus I’ve heard she’s dated all the eligible guys in the surrounding areas.”

“Listen to you gossiping like one of the girls. Gracie has not dated every eligible guy.”

“Okay, not every guy. Only the cute ones,” she teased.

Gregg’s face split into a teasing smile. “Are you calling me cute?”

She scoffed. “Of course. You know you’re adorable.”

“Well geez, that’s sweet. Next time try not to sound so disgusted.”

Ryan had been going for nonchalant, not disgusted. Gregg was far from disgusting and much more than adorable. His sun-streaked brown was a little long at the moment, resting just over the top of his ears. He had olive skin that tanned easily, and his eyes were a rich hazel with flecks of gold and green. They were adorned with thick eyelashes Ryan thought were a waste on any man and she often grumbled about it. His straight aquiline nose sat perfectly centered over full lips and a gorgeous, easy smile. He could have been a cocky ass, but he was actually one of the nicest guys she’d ever met. Gregg was one of the few people that she’d just clicked with instantaneously, and she valued him as a friend.

Not that she was immune to his good looks. Her heart skipped in her chest every time they worked closely together, and she thought he was absolutely brilliant with a camera. She sometimes caught herself staring at that gorgeous mouth, and when he’d give her a curious look, she’d blush from head to toe in embarrassment. She wasn’t under any delusions about her appeal or that Gregg harbored a secret yearning for her. It was just sometimes nice to daydream that when he was looking at her he saw her as more than just the frumpy girl from work.

He looked at his watch and took another sip of his coffee. “Well I’ve got to head out to Andrew’s place to take their thirtieth anniversary pictures.”

Ryan’s heart clenched. Thirty years together? She was only twenty-six but had always pictured herself meeting the guy she would marry in college. That hadn’t happened, though. Instead she’d met Matt—It’s not you, it’s me—sophomore year of college. Josh—I just don’t think we’re right for each other—had dated her for seven months before dropping that bomb. And her personal favorite after four months last year, Doug—I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but you’re boring. At least one of them had given her an honest answer about why they were dumping her. She needed to wear a name tag that said, “Hello, my name is Ryan Ashton. I’m boring. Why bother?”

“Earth to Ryan. Come in Ryan.”

She blinked away her thoughts and blushed. “Sorry, distracted. I’ll walk out with you. I have to get to the studio by ten to take pictures of little Dylan Watson. He’s three months old, you know.”

Gregg laughed as he stood up, and Ryan admired the way his eyes crinkled at the corners. He called back as he opened the door with a smile and a wave, “’Bye, Gracie.”

Gracie looked up and smiled brightly. “’Bye, Gregg! Have a good one.”

Ryan waved, but Gracie had already turned back to another customer. She knew she shouldn’t feel slighted that the wispy blonde hadn’t said good-bye to her, but as she followed Gregg out she couldn’t help grumbling, “’Bye to you too.”

“Are you jealous of Gracie or something?” he asked.

“No. Of course not. Why would I be?”

He shrugged. “I have no idea.”

There was something in his tone that made her look up at him curiously. Had he sounded a little grumpy or was she losing it? She dismissed it as an overactive imagination and asked, “So what are you doing for Valentine’s Day?”

“The actual day? Nothing yet. I’m taking pictures at the Sweethearts Festival for the Rock Canyon Press on Friday. Afterward I thought I might participate in the singles auction before the dance. You want to come bid on me?” He struck a sexy pose and she laughed, although her heart dropped a bit at the mention of such a romantic event.

The Sweethearts Festival was a large craft fair that ended in a singles auction and a sweethearts’ dance afterward. People talked about it in awed tones, whispering about the magic in the air created by dollar kissing booths and homemade love potions. The excitement of winning the man or woman of your dreams, and taking them to the dance, where more than one couple had pledged their love and devotion. Such places were not for drab losers with all the appeal of burned toast.

She pushed through the bitter thoughts and scolded, “Are you seriously going to get up on stage and let a bunch of girls waste their hard-earned money on you?”

He looked affronted. “Waste? I’m a catch! And no, I’m just going as Mike’s wing man. Gracie told him she’s trying to convince Gemma to participate, and he wants to win her. He’s hoping that once put into a romantic setting, she’ll change her mind about them dating. I feel sorry for the poor guy, being put in the friend category for so long.”

“What are we raising the money for, anyway?” The friend comment stung a little, but she wanted to keep the conversation going. She loved the sound of his voice.

“I’m not sure; I’ll have to read the flyer again. Hey, you never answered me, though, about what you were doing for V-day.” He pulled his keys out of his pocket as he spoke, and she wondered if he really cared or was just being polite.

“Probably sit at home with a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Half Baked. Maybe cry pathetically while watching The Notebook.” She gave him a brilliant smile when he looked up quickly.

He flashed her a sheepish grin. “Touché. Hey, since neither one of us has plans, why don’t we grab dinner or something? We could talk about how bitter we are, and maybe watch a horror movie. Anti-Valentine’s Day. It could be fun.”

Yeah because that wouldn’t be awkward. Going out with him on the most romantic day of the year and pretending that she wasn’t wishing that they were out on a real date. “Sounds like a blast, but I think I’ll pass.”

“Well the invitations there if you change your mind. We could mock all the stupid couples in the movie that try to sacrifice themselves to save their lovers.” He let out a diabolical evil villain laugh.

Gregg could be such a goofball. She shook her head, still smiling as she said, “Yes because that’s not morbid, to laugh when someone dies by an axe to the head.”

“That’s the point! ’Cause if we were ever in a horror movie, we’d survive because we don’t have anyone.”

His argument made her even more depressed. “Awesome. I’ll remember that when Freddy comes for me in my dreams.”

He laughed and patted her shoulder. “That’s the spirit! I’ll see you later.”

“See ya.”

Her shoulder felt the weight of his hand even after he turned to walk toward the parking lot. Actually, his gait was much sexier than a mere walk, and she admired the way he moved until he disappeared into the parked cars in the lot. She finally turned away to head toward the studio, her expression grim. She was actually surprised that no one had snapped Gregg up, especially considering how many women stopped by for package pricing but never wanted to speak to her. She crossed the street and walked by the empty shop next door, noticing the lights were on. Inside, she saw a lean guy with dark spiky hair moving boxes around.

He was good-looking, thinner than Gregg, but his arms were nicely defined and they flexed with each box he lifted under the gray T-shirt he wore. He glanced up through the glass and his eyes locked on her watching him. She felt her cheeks flame in embarrassment, turned and hurried toward the safety of the studio.

Great, now the guy was going to think she was some kind of weird voyeur.

Once inside, she moved passed Gregg’s desk to her own, sliding her jacket off and over the back of her chair. She walked back to the little kitchen area and pulled a Coke from the fridge. A picture of Gregg and Mike from New Year’s caught her eye, and her whole body tingled as her thoughts drifted to their one and only kiss.

She’d been standing in the corner away from everyone, holding a glass of champagne in her right hand, wearing black wool pants, a silver satin button-up top, and her plain black cardigan. She’d only showed up because Stephanie Brown had caught her in a weak, lonely moment, and she didn’t want to spend the evening in her I Love Sushi pajamas with a bag of chili-flavored Fritos in her lap.

“You look like you’re having a blast.”

Her eyes had popped up toward the deep voice, to find Gregg smiling down at her.

She had been tempted to throw her arms around him in gratitude. Most of the people she knew at the Browns’ New Year’s Eve party had stopped trying to hold onto a conversation with her by their third shot. Recovering from her initial excitement, she quipped, “Oh yeah, awesome. Time of my life.”

Then the voices around them started shouting.

“Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .”

Gregg shocked her when he reached out to trail his hand against her cheek.

“Seven . . . six . . . five . . .”

Ryan hadn’t even registered that his mouth was descending down toward her parted lips.

“Four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . Happy New Year!”

Loud music hummed in her head as the first brush of his kiss made her eyes flutter closed. The music and cheers drained away, and all she’d been aware of was the taste of Gregg, the feel of his tongue as it swept inside to play with hers, and the rough hand that cupped her cheek. She swayed toward his warmth and could have stayed like that forever if he hadn’t pulled back.

Her eyes had been unwilling to open and break the spell his kiss weaved over her, until his voice broke through her daze. “Happy New Year, Ryan.”

Finally she’d looked up at him, trying to form the words. What did it mean? Was it just a traditional kiss? While her brain tried to form a coherent thought, a petite brunette grabbed Gregg by the arm and threw herself against his body, plastering her mouth on his.

Ryan had brushed past them quickly, before they broke apart and Gregg caught the tears forming in her eyes.

She’d driven home from the party and ended up exactly where she’d been trying to avoid—on the couch, in I love Sushi pajamas, with handfuls of Fritos shoved into her open mouth.

The bell on the studio door jingled, drawing her back to the present, and Ryan took a steadying breath.

Stop dwelling on it. He’s your boss and your friend. That’s it. Get over it.

“THAT’S GREAT, YOU guys. Now Mr. Andrews, why don’t you put your arm around her and give her a kiss?”

Jim Andrews gave his wife a lecherous grin and said, “Come here and give me some sugar.”

Marcie Andrews turned her cheek up for his lips and Jim kissed it with a chuckle. Gregg snapped the smiling Marcie and looked down at his camera. “Okay, so I have about a hundred pictures. Why don’t you come by tomorrow afternoon around two and I’ll show you the top thirty? You can choose your prints then.”

“But we’re getting a CD right? Can’t we just print the ones we want?” Mrs. Andrews asked, her head cocked to the side innocently.

Gregg wanted to growl at her in frustration. He’d told Mrs. Andrews when she made the appointment that it was $125 for him to come out for an hour and snap around a hundred photos. The package she’d picked included twenty prints and the CD. The prints were included, so even if she didn’t want them, it didn’t lower the price.

“Like I explained on the phone Mrs. Andrews, the prints are free with the package you chose. If you chose not to take them, that’s up to you.” He tried to stay friendly even though she made him crazy. He knew his photo packages were reasonable compared to some photographers. Plus he normally threw in a little something extra like a framed eight-by-ten, but right now Mrs. Andrews wasn’t exactly on his favorite customer list.

Mr. Andrews gave his wife a stern look and she snapped whatever she was about to say back into her mouth with a pout. Mr. Andrews turned with a smile on his craggy face. “That’s fine, Gregg, we appreciate it. Thanks for coming out.”

Gregg smiled in return, liking the easygoing dairy farmer. “Thank you, Mr. Andrews. Mrs. Andrews, it was a pleasure. You folks have a nice day and I’ll see you love birds tomorrow.”

The older couple smiled at him as he gathered up his equipment and headed for his blue Chevy Tahoe. He waved good-bye again from the front seat and put the car in reverse, looking over his shoulder. He noticed the scrap of black in the backseat and cursed. He’d meant to give Ryan back the sweater she left in his car after the Wilder wedding, but he kept forgetting. It had nothing to do with the fact that the sweet smell of her perfume reminded him of the one kiss they’d shared at the Browns’ New Year’s Eve party.

Gregg constantly tried to talk himself out of his feelings, but every time he was with her, he couldn’t help liking her. Even when he’d gone on his one and only date with Gracie McAllister, he’d spent most of the evening comparing Gracie’s boisterous personality and raw sexuality to Ryan’s snarky comebacks and quiet appeal. It had only stung his pride that Gracie had never returned his phone call. He’d just called to tell her he had a nice time, but from what he’d heard around, that was usual with her. It was just more fun for him to tease Ryan about Gracie, since the pretty barrista seemed to annoy Ryan, and Ryan was awfully cute when she was annoyed.

Suggesting that they spend Valentine’s Day together had been a spur of the moment thing, but he was surprised when she’d said no. He always had fun with Ryan and considered her a good friend. He’d figured she felt that way too. Had she lied about having plans? Was she seeing someone and just hadn’t wanted to share it with him? A little niggle of something unpleasant churned in his abdomen, something that felt a bit like jealousy, and he tried to shake it off. Ryan wasn’t a liar, and she had no reason to lie about her plans. Maybe she just wanted to be alone.

He pulled out onto Oak Avenue toward the studio and made the right onto Main Street. Parallel parking, he rushed into the office before the cold wind hit him. The bell chiming overhead and Ryan’s voice carried from the back room.

“I’ll be right with you!”

“It’s just me.”

Ryan peeked around the corner, her blue eyes filled with relief. “Oh thank God! Could you hand me my jacket on the back of the chair?”

“Sure, what’s going on?”

Gregg came around the corner and nearly swallowed his tongue. Ryan was wearing the same type of wool slacks she wore to work most days, her flame red hair pulled back into a no nonsense bun and her face free of any makeup. Her nose had a little bump on the bridge, and she had a heart-shaped face with full lips. His eyes traveled down to where her buttoned-to-the-neck top should have been and instead, in its place, a slinky white camisole showed a lot more than it covered. It was usually hard to discern what her figure looked like under her drab clothes, but in the tight top tucked into the slacks he could see that her breasts were firm, more than a handful, and it made his palms itch to reach out and cup them. Her waist was slim and indented, and if he had to hazard a guess, they probably flared quite nicely under the sexless pants.

His imagination was taking a dangerous turn and his mouth dried out as he pictured her in nothing but that sexy little see-through top. When he opened his mouth to speak, it came out a little ragged. “What happened to your shirt?”

“Oh good, you brought my sweater.” Oblivious to his pained expression, she grabbed the cardigan and slipped it over her arms and shoulders. She buttoned the sweater, covering the upper portion of bare skin he’d been admiring, and said, “While Cammie and Joel picked out the pictures they wanted, I offered to hold Dylan, and the little booger puked on me. I tried to just wipe it off, but apparently baby puke is toxic. I couldn’t get the smell to go away and it was making my stomach turn.”

He tried to forget about what he’d seen under the dowdy black sweater, and choked out, “So is it just the puke you object to? Or is it the actual kid you find distasteful?”

She shook her head and walked around him. “No, I love kids. I would love some of my own someday, lots of them, but the only puke I want to clean off me is theirs. Or my husband’s, depending on how much I love him.”

He wasn’t sure he’d ever love anyone enough to let them puke on him. He tried imagining Ryan sitting in a rocking chair surrounded by a dozen little cherub faces, and the scene made him smile. She’d make a wonderful mother, being so patient with the kids who came into the studio.

“So how many is a lot?”

She smiled as she sat down at her computer. “I don’t know, maybe four? I always wanted a big family. My mom had complications when she had me so she could never have any more kids, and it was always kind of lonely by myself. We didn’t live in a neighborhood, so I didn’t really get to have friends until school, and I had a few really great ones but I was always a little . . . awkward.”

Gregg knew that Ryan had a hard time talking to people outside of her job, and it always puzzled him. She had been a little nervous during her interview with him when she responded to his help wanted ad, but she warmed up quickly. Of course, they had been talking about photography, which Ryan was very passionate about, but after that he hadn’t had any trouble having a conversation with her. In fact, she was actually really funny and could give as good as she got.

This wasn’t the first time Ryan had brought up her awkwardness, and for some reason, the thought that she couldn’t see herself the way he did bothered him. To him she was funny, sweet, and easy to talk to. Their constant banter was one of the things he looked forward to most days.

He leaned over her shoulder and whispered, “Well I don’t know if it counts for anything, but I think that you have definitely grown out of your awkward stage.”

She looked up at him. “You really don’t think I’m awkward?”

He stared down at her, drowning in her eyes. “Not at all.”

She swallowed a little. “Gregg, we’re friends right?”

He cocked his head and gave her a small smile. “Of course.”

She twisted her hands in her lap. “And you’ll be honest with me?”

He sat on her desk and nodded. “Sure.”

She cleared her throat and whispered, “Do you think I’m sexy?”

He froze above her and his mind started searching for something to say.

She turned away from him quickly. “I’m sorry, please forget I said anything.”

He hadn’t liked the flash of hurt in her eyes, and blurted, “No! I mean, you just surprised me. I think you have a lot of really great qualities. You’re smart. You’re funny. You are really artistic. You’re attractive. You have a great work ethic. You’re a good person.” He paused and took in her blank expression. “Yes, you’re sexy.”

He could tell by the look on her face that she didn’t believe him, so he continued, “The trouble with sexy is people have different tastes. Some guys like girls in flashy skimpy clothes with big hair and cowboy boots. Other guys think shy girls that are less obvious are more desirable. Some guys check out a woman’s body and others look at her face. It’s all about personal preference.”

“What kind of girls do you like?”

Was she kidding? He didn’t really have a type, unless you counted busty redheads with blue eyes that liked to wear a lot of wool, but he wasn’t about to say that. Besides accepting his kiss at New Years, Ryan had been nothing but professional, and a good friend. He wasn’t going to jeopardize that by opening his big fat mouth. “I like girls who are confident. They need to be funny and like the same things I do—”

She interrupted him. “Yeah, but that’s not what makes you approach her right? Are you a leg man or a breast man?”

“What?” He couldn’t help the bark of laughter that escaped.

“It’s a simple question. Does a girl that walks into a bar wearing a miniskirt get you going or a low-cut top?”

This conversation was leading into some very dangerous areas, but he answered her anyway. “Low-cut top.”

She blushed at his quick reply, and at that moment he’d have given more than a penny to get a real good look at those thoughts.


Chapter Two

RYAN LOCKED UP the studio at five o’clock and gasped as a blast of frigid air hit her face. Maybe it would help to take her mind off the sting of humiliation she still felt from Gregg’s good-natured attempt to spare her feelings. Attractive? Great work ethic? Really? Funny how he’d almost choked when he tried to assure her she was sexy. She knew she wasn’t out-of-this-world gorgeous, but he could have done better than a gargled attempt to save her ego.

Thank God Mr. Francini had come in to ask Gregg to take pictures of some vandalism he was sure had been perpetrated by Mr. Nelson. The two men had been involved in a vindictive feud for the last fifteen years, and were constantly blaming each other for phantom acts of theft and sabotage. Gregg and Mr. Francini had walked out of the studio, and she was left alone to dwell on her very big problem. If she didn’t make a change soon, she was going to end up being the lonely, bitter woman Gregg teased her about: eating ice cream every night, wondering why she couldn’t find someone to love her.

She hadn’t exactly been honest with Gregg. She would have been excited about Valentine’s Day if she had a special someone to share it with. She was tired of being alone, and wanted to find someone. Someone who wanted to get married and have a family, someone who would love her for all her snark and insecurities. But that type of man was hard to come by. Especially when you had the sex appeal of a hermit crab.

She smiled over the analogy and thought of her large cardigans and high-necked tops as her protective shells. Her mother had never thought clothes that were in style were appropriate for her little girl, being too short and too revealing, and she’d urged her to earn respect based on her mind rather than her looks. Ryan had learned the lesson too well. She continued to dress conservatively, even though she’d watched the girls in stylish dresses and boots longingly. She once tried on a tight black dress at Macy’s for a date, and loved the feel of the soft material hugging her body, but all she could think of as she stared at herself in the mirror was her mother’s voice: Guys like a little something left to the imagination. Those are the type of girls they want to bring home to their mothers. She’d put the dress back on the rack and walked out empty-handed.

Her mother failed to mention that mothers might love conservatively dressed girls, but their sons sure didn’t.

She walked toward her Rav4 in The Local Bean parking lot and noticed that Gracie was just coming out of the shop. She was dressed in a tight-fitting red sweater dress, black tights, and knee-high black suede boots. Her blond hair was perfectly flipped, and Ryan was sure that her face was just as perfect. She envied the confident way Gracie held herself, and thought if she just had a little bit of that, maybe Gregg would look at her differently.

Girls like Gracie had always intimidated Ryan. It wasn’t even that they were prettier or that they always seemed to know what to say or do in any situation to have people hang on their every word. It had nothing to do with them and everything to do with how she felt around them. Tongue-tied. Quiet. Shy. She didn’t feel bullied, just never really noticed unless it had something to do with the color of her hair, which bothered her. Her hair seemed to draw teasing comments. More than once she had considered dying the irritating strands, but could never spark the courage.

She’d tried to cope through awkward encounters with other girls with her own sense of snark and humor, but most of them found her strange and off-putting. She’d had a few good girlfriends who understood her, but none of them could help her with her current dilemma. They weren’t exactly . . . sex kittens.

Gracie must have heard her footsteps because she turned to see who was walking behind her. After surveying her, Gracie turned back around, apparently deciding Ryan wasn’t much of a threat. Ryan didn’t know what possessed her, but before Gracie got too far ahead, she blurted, “Excuse me, Gracie? Can I talk to you?”

Gracie turned around, her brow furrowed in confusion. She was probably wondering why Ryan wanted to talk, since they’d hardly had a single conversation since she’d moved to Rock Canyon. “Hi Ryan,” the other girl said. “How are you?”

Ryan felt a twinge of nervousness but pushed on. “I’m good, thanks. I was wondering if I could ask you something.”

Gracie cocked her head. “Sure. Let’s walk and talk, though. It’s freaking cold out here.”

It was on the tip of Ryan’s tongue to mention that if she was wearing more clothes she’d be less cold, but she decided it would defeat the purpose of her little impromptu powwow. “I was just wondering how you . . . well, you obviously . . .”

Gracie stopped at her car and turned to her impatiently. “Spit it out, girlie.”

Ryan felt a twitch of temper. Gracie wasn’t much older than her. “I want to learn how to be sexy. Can you teach me?”

Gracie looked at her seriously, her eyes trailing up and down her outfit. Gracie’s face broke into a huge smile and she said, “Hop in; we can take a road trip.”

Ryan started to stutter an excuse and Gracie raised an eyebrow. “Look, I hardly know you. You approached me and I am more than willing to answer your questions, but you’ve got to trust me. Deal?”

Ryan stared at Gracie as if she had horns and a tail. She was supposed to just go with a woman she barely knew and do what she said, no questions asked?

Gracie shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

She started to open her car door, and Ryan cried, “Wait!”

Gracie looked over her shoulder with exasperation. “Seriously, get in.”

Ryan walked carefully to the passenger side and hopped in. “Where are we going?”

Gracie smiled at her. “Well, sexy comes with a price tag. I figure it’s only five. We have enough time to head into Twin Falls for a little shopping and other beautifying experiences.”

Ryan blushed. “I don’t know . . .”

“You have your wallet?”

Ryan blinked. “Yes.”

Gracie’s smile flashed, lighting up her green eyes. “Great, let’s go.”

Gracie pulled out of the parking lot and headed out of town toward Twin Falls. She glanced over at Ryan. “What made you ask me, anyway? I never really got the impression you liked me very much.”

Ryan’s face was beat red at Gracie’s blunt assessment. “It’s not that I don’t like you. I just . . .” Her voice lowered an octave. “Gregg’s my friend. You hurt his feelings.”

Gracie silently stared at the road for a while. “You know, I never meant to hurt Gregg. He’s a sweet guy but we just . . . weren’t compatible.”

Ryan gave a bark of bitter laughter. “Yeah, I get that a lot too.”

Gracie glanced over at her. “How’s that?”

Ryan looked down at her hands. “I’ve been told I’m . . . boring. And not sexy at all.” She swallowed hard. “That’s why I thought I could get some advice from you. All the guys in town think you’re sexy.”

Gracie looked positively feline. “And you want to hook a guy? Anyone I know?”

Ryan looked away and muttered, “No.”

Gracie made a left turn and said, “Well, girlie, I guarantee you, by the time we’re done, whoever you’re setting bait for will be good and hooked.”

RYAN LOADED THE last of the shopping bags they’d purchased into the trunk and sighed in relief.

Gracie had dragged her into the salon, and after a brief negotiation, Gracie convinced her stylist, Jessica, to squeeze Ryan in for a cut and style. While Jessica worked on Ryan’s hair, Gracie snagged Karen, whose five o’clock appointment hadn’t shown up, to give Ryan a mani/pedi before she left for the day. Gracie argued Ryan down when she’d tried for just clear polish on her nails and toes. Instead, she picked a vibrant red for Ryan’s toes and suggested French tips for her fingernails. When Jessica finished layering Ryan’s long red tresses, she took a fat curling iron to them, spiraling curls past Ryan’s shoulders. She had stared at the difference in her appearance in the mirror, turning left and right, and after paying both ladies, left a generous tip.

Gracie rushed her from the salon to the car; all the while talking about how being sexy was all about feeling good about oneself. “If you think you look hot, other people are going to notice. It’s all about attitude, my friend.”

Once they hit the mall, Gracie dragged her into Victoria Secret, where Ryan bought several sets of uncomfortable, overpriced panties and bras, one slinky nightie in black with a matching robe, and a white bustier with little red hearts on it. The corset was too tight, but when she’d said so, Gracie demanded that Ryan let her see. She’d protested from the safe side of the dressing room door, and Gracie merely scolded, “Dude, it’s not like I’m checking you out in a sexual way. I just think you don’t know what you’re talking about because you’ve never worn one.”

Ryan reluctantly opened the door a crack, placing her hands over her overflowing chest. Gracie pushed the door open wider, grabbed her hands and gave her a once over. “Nope, it’s perfect,” she said. “Your boobs look awesome, and it’s super sexy. You’re buying it.” Ryan had been too astounded to argue.

They’d hit several more stores afterward, and finally finished up at Macy’s, where Megan, the girl at the makeup counter, used a mineral type of makeup on her. She tried not to squirm or twitch when Megan brought the eyeliner and mascara toward her eyes. When she finished, Megan turned the mirror around to face her and asked, “What do you think?”

Ryan had stared at the girl in the mirror. The darkly shadowed eyes seemed brighter than usual, and the line of freckles was nonexistent. Her lashes were long and full, her lips plump and glossy. “Wow.”

Megan had put everything she’d used on the counter, and Ryan hardly blanched at the price. She never bought anything she didn’t absolutely need for herself and had built up quite a nest egg, so whatever she spent could just be replaced later. She’d smiled as she handed over her credit card, and when she left, fairly danced out the door.

She was brought back to the present when Gracie stopped her from slamming the trunk closed. “There’s no sense in wasting that hair or face. Here.” She rifled through the bags, pulling out the midnight blue bra and panty set, telling Ryan, “Sexy starts from the skin out. There’s no way you’re giving off a sexy vibe in granny panties.”

Ryan blushed and muttered, “They’re briefs and they’re comfortable.”

Gracie snorted, “Yeah, and so is a muumuu, but guys don’t get turned on by those either.” She rifled some more and pulled out a clingy blue top with a low neckline, Ryan’s new boot-cut jeans, and the black ankle boots she had fallen in love with. Gracie shoved the clothes into her arms and said, “There.”

Ryan took the bounty and asked, “Where do you want me to change?”

Gracie rolled her eyes. “In the car, silly. Come on, it’s almost nine-thirty. I think we should head over to Buck’s Shot Bar for a little fun.”

Ryan shook her head. “Gracie, I can’t change in the car. Someone might see me.”

Gracie reached in and pulled out the slinky pinky dress she’d bought. “I’ll do it with you. Here, we’ll pull over to the dark part of the parking lot. No one will see.”

Ryan didn’t protest again. She’d learned over the last few hours that Gracie was pretty much used to getting her way and didn’t take well to the word no. She crawled into the backseat and started to change. Gracie climbed into the front and lifted up her sweater dress, tossing it into the back just as a truck drove by, honking. She continued to pull the pink number over her head and fluffed her hair, unfazed by the fact that someone had seen her nearly naked. Ryan shook her head at the woman’s confidence.

When Ryan finally finished changing, she stepped out of the car, wiggling about. How did women find the scratchy lace and wedgie-causing boy shorts comfortable?

“How do I look?”

Gracie eyed her from the driver’s seat. “Damn girl, I think you went way past sexy.”

Ryan’s face hurt all the way to Buck’s from smiling so hard. Gracie kept jabbering on and on, and Ryan turned to her in the seat. “Thank you, Gracie. For today. I . . . don’t have a lot of girlfriends. I’m a little awkward around other women especially . . .”

Gracie gave her a look out of the corner of her eye, “Dumb ones?”

Ryan gasped. “No. Popular types. Pretty ones.”

Gracie burst out laughing. “Oh honey, I wasn’t ever popular. I was a drama girl in high school and I tended to say whatever I was thinking whenever I wanted. That doesn’t exactly endear you to people. I just love the spotlight so much that it just keeps following me.” She paused for a minute. “As for not feeling like you belong, I don’t think you’ll have a problem with that tonight. You’ll be the belle of the ball.”

GREGG WAS GETTING a beer with his friend Michael Stevens, discussing the latest romantic setback with Mike’s friend Gemma, when Mike’s eyes caught something at the door. “Damn.”

Gregg swiveled his head around to see what had caught Mike’s attention and his mouth dropped. He barely glanced at Gracie standing in the doorway in her bright pink clingy dress. His eyes devoured the curvy redhead in the tight jeans and low-cut blue top next to her. “Holy hell.”

Mike recovered enough to joke. “I think I covered it with ‘Damn.’”

Gracie and Ryan walked toward the bar, and Gregg’s eyes were drawn to the shy smile on Ryan’s made-up face. Why was she dressed like that? And why was she wearing all that makeup? Gracie was waving to get Eric Henderson’s attention, and when Eric approached them, Mike elbowed Gregg in the ribs. “You want to go over and say hi?”

What Gregg wanted was to live in a universe that did not leave him feeling like all the air had been sucked out of the atmosphere. When had Ryan started hanging with Gracie? There was only one way he was going to get any answers, and that was to talk to her. He sucked down the rest of his beer and walked toward Ryan and Gracie, Mike close on his heels. Before the two men rounded the bar, though, a tall guy with spiky hair and earrings approached the two women. It was immediately apparent that Ryan was his object of interest. Gregg’s eyebrows slashed in irritation as he watched the guy put money on the bar, obviously paying for Ryan and Gracie’s drinks. “Do you know that guy?” Gregg didn’t even recognize his own voice, it sounded so dark and gravelly.

Mike shook his head and said, “Nope. He’s probably just in town for the night, slumming it with us hicks.”

Gregg scowled as Ryan’s cheeks flushed with color and she smiled sweetly at the stranger. He watched her glossy lips as she took a sip of her drink, and he wondered if the gloss was flavored.

Mike pushed him forward and asked, “So are we going to go over and talk to them or can I get another beer?”

Gregg moved again, oblivious to everyone he brushed past except the alluring redheaded angel currently inhabiting Ryan’s body.

RYAN WAS ENJOYING Chase Trepasso’s attention. She’d been horrified when she recognized him as the man in the shop who had caught her staring that morning, but after a few minutes of conversation, she realized that Chase didn’t recognize her. He’d introduced himself, bought them drinks, and given both her and Gracie his card. Jagged Rock Tattoo Parlor had been written in rough script with his name, number, and the shop address on it. He’d asked them what they did, and after listening politely to Gracie, turned to her. “What about you?”

She wasn’t sure if she should’ve been pleased or irritated he didn’t recognize her, considering there weren’t very many redheads running around town. “I’m a photographer. I work in the studio next door to your shop.”

“Really? I’ve been thinking of hiring a photographer to take pictures of some of my work. Maybe I could come by your studio for a price quote?” Chase was leaning on the bar next to her, and Ryan felt giddy as she looked up into his cool gray eyes. She’d dated guys before, but never had one actually come up to her with the exclusive purpose of getting to know her. Most of the time they needed help with an assignment and thought she was funny or that under her frumpy clothes there was really a wild woman waiting to rock their world.

It was quite flattering to have such a good-looking guy taking such an interest in her, and her smile widened as she said, “Of course. I could show you my portfolio and give you a list of packages. I’m usually in the studio Monday through Friday until five, and sometimes Saturday, depending on the schedule and appointments, so if you want to set something up, I’d be happy to help.” Ryan didn’t know if it was the way he was looking at her, but she surprised herself when she added flirtatiously, “Anything you need, you just let me know.”

“Maybe you could give me your number. That way I could call you and make sure you’re available.” He was so close to her now that she got a good whiff of Irish soap, and started to lose her nerve. Chase had the look of a bad boy, and she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to encourage him. She wanted to meet a nice man who was looking for a wife, not a hot tattoo artist looking for a fling.

She felt Gracie’s elbow dig into her ribs and she made a split second decision, reaching into her purse for a business card and handing it to him. “Here. Now you can call me and I’ll schedule a time for us to talk.”

He leaned close to her, and there was no missing the suggestive tone as he said, “I look forward to it.” Then he stepped back from her with a wink and said, “You ladies enjoy the rest of your night. I’ve got a lot more networking to do. No better place to advertise a tattoo parlor than a bar with a bunch of drunk people.”

The girls laughed, and Ryan watched him move through the crowd. She turned to Gracie with wide eyes when she lost sight of him and asked, “He was hitting on me, right? I’m not making it up in my head?”

Gracie smiled at her and confirmed, “Oh yeah. That was a definite come on. He barely looked at me.” Her smile turned into a frown and she continued, “I think I should be insulted. My hotness at least warrants a glance.”

Ryan laughed at her new friend and squeezed her arm. “I’m pretty sure he glanced at you. Besides, you have no one to blame but yourself. You did too good a job on me.”

Gracie appeared to ponder this. “You’re right. I did too good a job. Cover up some, and put your hair back into that prison guard bun.”

Ryan was still laughing when Mike came up behind Gracie and gave her a smacking kiss on the cheek. Mike, Gracie, and Gracie’s best friend Gemma had been close friends since high school and still did almost everything together. Ryan smiled as Gracie slipped her arm around Mike’s waist and said, “Michael, what do you think you’re doing? You’re going to scare away all my potential conquests.”

Mike rolled his eyes. “I think you’ve already conquested everyone in this bar.”

Gracie fluttered her eyes at him. “Not you.”

Ryan laughed along with Mike, who turned to her and gave her a thumbs-up. “You look awesome, Ryan. Did you do something different with your hair?”

Ryan felt her cheeks flame with shy pleasure. “Thanks. Yeah, I got it cut. And Gracie took me shopping.”

Ryan noticed Gregg standing a little behind Mike. His eyes were focused so intently on her face that she felt the red on her cheeks spread to her hairline. Why was he just staring at her like that, saying nothing?

WHY AM I just standing here staring? Say something, you idiot!

Gregg shook himself from his mesmerized state and said, “You look beautiful.”

He watched Ryan’s eyes widen. “Thank you,” she said.

“Michael, why don’t we go dance?” Gracie nudged Mike, who kept grinning.

“Naw, I think I’m good here . . . yow!”

Gracie grabbed hold of his ear, smiling at Ryan. “We’ll see you guys later.”

Standing just at the edge of the bar, the sounds of the crowd were loud, but Gregg hardly heard them. He was too busy concentrating on Ryan’s pouty lips. He realized they were moving, and he blurted, “What?”

She gave him a curious expression and repeated, “Are you sure it’s not too much?” He swallowed. Hard. “No, not at all. I mean, I think you always look great but . . .”

Her eyes looked wary. “But what?”

He tried to find the words, and finally just asked, “Why the change?”

Her chin lifted up a notch. “Why not?”

He didn’t have an answer for her yet. He could tell by the stiff line of her shoulders that she was feeling defensive. He knew she didn’t take criticism well and that the smallest comment could get her dander up quicker than a dog could tree a cat. Now, her disgruntled look made him smile and relax. No matter how much makeup she was wearing or how different her clothes were, she was still Ryan. She was still the girl who had a secret comic book stash in her desk that he’d found by accident while looking for a pen. She was still the same Ryan whose knees started to shake when she reached the top step on the step stool, and instead usually just waited for him to get whatever she needed from the top shelf. No matter what she did to her outsides, she was still quirky, funny Ryan on the inside.

Gregg reached out to run his hand down her cheek, trailing his fingers over her neck and shoulders. He slid it down to take her hand and commanded softly, “Dance with me.”

RYAN LET GREGG lead her out onto Buck’s crowded floor and slip the hand he held up behind his neck. He released it and slid both hands over her sides to meet at her lower back, pulling her in close to his body. He opened his hands to press her chest and lower stomach against him and slipped his leg between hers. Their bodies swayed to the beat of a Brooks & Dunn song and he couldn’t seem to stop staring at her.

She cleared her throat and said, “You don’t like it, do you?”

He shook his head. “That’s not it. You just don’t look like yourself. It’s a little jarring, but I’ll get used to it.”

As far as compliments, it was definitely lacking in romance. “Gee, great.”

His mouth tilted up in a small smile. “I just mean it’s a difference, but I like it. I do. Now can you quit being so crabby with me and smile?”

She stuck her tongue out at him, and she felt his body stiffen. She watched his eyes darken as he stared at her mouth, and she pulled her tongue back in self-consciously. She was about to ask him what was wrong now, but when his lips descended toward her mouth, she froze. Gregg was going to kiss her. Feeling like her heart was going to explode from her chest, she caught her breath. His mouth had barely settled on hers with tender pressure when a voice broke the spell.

“Excuse me, Gregg, but I’d like to cut in.”

Ryan pulled back in Gregg’s arms to see Billy Montaigne standing behind Gregg’s shoulder, his white cowboy hat tilted up, showing his wide grin. Billy’s lean frame was covered by a loud button-up shirt and tight jeans, and Ryan almost scowled at the poor guy for his crappy timing.

Ryan waited for Gregg to tell Billy to get lost, and was disappointed when he stepped back and told her, “It’s up to you.”

Why would Gregg just step aside? If he was really interested in her, he wouldn’t just step aside for some other guy. And now he’d left it up to her, and Billy was looking at her so sweetly, she didn’t want to hurt his feelings, even if he was as dense as a brick.

She smiled in what she hoped was a friendly manner and said, “Sure, I’d love to.”

Gregg stepped back farther, and Billy stepped in to wrap his skinny arms around her. He held her respectfully, but Ryan’s eyes followed Gregg hungrily as he made his way back toward the bar. Ryan tried to concentrate on what Billy was yammering about, but her thoughts were so absorbed with Gregg that it was hard to keep up. Gregg had told her she was beautiful. He’d asked her to dance. He’d even kissed her in the middle of a crowded dance floor. Then given her up to another guy without protest.

She’d wanted to get a good man’s attention. But the only good man she really wanted had walked away from her without a backward glance.

THROUGHOUT THE REST of the night, Gregg couldn’t get another dance in with Ryan, and he was past losing his patience.

He felt Gracie lean over and ask, “So are you going to stand here all night festering, or are you gonna do something about that big old torch you’re carrying for her?”

Without answering her, Gregg marched onto the dance floor. He should have told Billy when he asked to cut in to get lost, but he didn’t want Ryan to think he was a possessive jerk. Now, as he watched Wayne Coulter’s hands trying to cop a feel of Ryan’s rear end, he wished he’d run the kid off, and told any other man that came tapping at his shoulder to take a hike too. Maybe if he had, he wouldn’t be watching Wayne Coulter’s hand creeping down Ryan’s back. If that hand crept any farther south, he was going to end up with a stub.

He tapped Wayne on the shoulder firmly and said, “Hey, Wayne, I’d like to cut in.”

Wayne, who was never quite a gentleman even when he was sober, snarled, “Back off, we’re busy.”

Gregg felt his blood boil and tapped him harder. “Look Wayne—”

Wayne turned around again and gave him another ornery glare. “Look, Gregg, I don’t want to tell you again. Get lost.”

Wayne’s hand drifted down onto Ryan’s butt, and she grabbed his hand, yanking it back up to her waist. “Please keep your hands on my waist.”

Wayne gave her a drunken grin. “Sure, sweet thang. How ’bout a kiss, then?”

Gregg’s vision blurred into a bright red, and without a second thought, he pulled Wayne around to face him and let his fist fly. Wayne crashed to the floor and Gregg stood over him, breathing hard. The whole bar was silent, and Gregg’s harsh tone was a boom in the quiet of the crowd: “You need to learn some manners, Wayne.”

When he lifted his gaze and caught Ryan watching him with a horrified gaze, he didn’t know who was more surprised by his actions, Ryan or himself.

RYAN DIDN’T KNOW whether to be grateful or angry. She was handling the drunk just fine without Gregg, but somehow the thought of him stepping in to defend her honor was . . . well, exciting.

Gracie pushed through the crowd, stopping when she reached Ryan’s side. She took in Gregg standing over the prone Wayne, and her lips kicked up into a smirk. “Are you causing bar fights now?”

Ryan looked at Gracie in surprise, but started laughing when she saw her amusement. “Apparently.”

Gracie slipped her arm through hers and squeezed. “That just means you’ve definitely achieved your goal.”

Ryan blushed, pleased with Gracie’s words if not with the situation. It had been fun to dance and be told how good she looked, but it hadn’t been the same as when Gregg held her so briefly. Every nerve in her body had felt alive in his arms.

Mike came up behind Gracie, and they all gulped when Eric Henderson pushed his way through the crowd angrily. Eric was Buck’s son and handled the bar most nights, since his dad was semiretired. He looked from Gregg to Wayne and grunted. Looking around the bar, he hollered, “Who brought Wayne?”

Wayne’s brother Walter came forward, looking scared. “We came together, Eric.”

Eric nodded toward Wayne. “Get him up and out of my bar. And when he wakes up, let him know that this is the last time. He causes any more problems and he’ll have to get shit-faced somewhere else. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to throw him out. If your brother can’t handle his liquor, he should stop drinking.”

Walter swallowed hard, nodding at the much larger man. “Sure, Eric.”

Mike came forward to help Walter lift Wayne up and drag him outside. Eric turned his dark, intense gaze on Gregg, who stared back at the brawny bald man with the tree-trunk-sized, tattoo-covered arms. Ryan was afraid that Eric was going to throw Gregg out too when Eric asked, “I’m assuming you had a reason to lay out Wayne?”

Gregg looked Ryan’s way and said, “He was being grabby with Ryan.”

Eric looked toward Ryan and Gracie, shaking his head. His gaze focused on Gracie and he snorted. “I’m surprised you didn’t start this. It seems like anytime there’s trouble in my bar, you’re behind it.”

Gracie glared and started to open her mouth, but he’d already turned back into the crowd toward the bar, and the music started up again. Gracie turned to Ryan with a dark scowl. “I really hate that guy.”

Ryan laughed at Gracie’s expression, but her laughter died when she caught Gregg watching her with an intensity so out of character with his usual easygoing manner. Gregg broke the spell by clearing his throat.

“It’s late. I think I’ll call it a night.”

Gracie protested. “Oh come on, it’s not even midnight.”

Gregg smiled ruefully. “I have to get up early. It was great to see you, Gracie. This was fun.” He looked at Ryan with a heavy expression. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yeah, see you.”

Gregg turned away from her to walk toward the exit, stopping when he met Mike at the door. She watched the two men say good-bye and her eyes followed his broad back as he disappeared outside.

Gracie nudged Ryan with her elbow. “Well? Aren’t you going to go after him?”

Ryan looked over at Gracie, nibbling on her lip. “Why would I?”

Gracie rolled her eyes. “Oh please. You were all pissed at me for not calling him, and your eyes follow him everywhere he goes. You are totally into him.”

Ryan tried to form a denial. “No I’m not. He’s a good-looking guy, but we’re just—” She stopped and turned embarrassed eyes toward the floor. “Is it really that obvious?”

Gracie made an exasperated noise. “About as obvious as the way the man watches you. He is crazy for you, Ryan.” She gave Ryan a little push toward the door. “Seriously, the puppy dog stares are painful to watch. Go get him now, before I take all your sexy points away. And remember, attitude is sexy.”

Ryan smiled nervously at Gracie’s prodding and moved away from her to walk outside.

The cold air hit her like a ton of bricks and she shivered violently, searching the dark parking lot for Gregg’s Tahoe. Her eyes finally caught movement in the second row and she started toward him.

“Gregg, wait.”

He turned toward the sound of her voice, his face shadowed in the dim light. She walked carefully, afraid of tripping in her new boots. When she was a few feet away she stopped, wrapping her arms around herself. “I wanted to say thank-you. You didn’t have to step in like that, but I appreciate the gesture.”

Gregg’s expression was guarded. “The guy was all over you. I didn’t like it.”

Her breath caught a little. “Why?”

Gregg gave a snort. “Because you told him to stop and he didn’t. He needed to learn a little lesson in how to treat a lady.”

She stepped forward. “Is that it? You were just being the good guy?”

He shrugged. “That’s me. Just another knight in shining armor.” He noticed her shivers and shook his head. “Why don’t you go back inside and have fun? Enjoy your new look.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Really? You wouldn’t mind?”

He gave a growl. “Of course not.”

“Hmmm. All right then. See you tomorrow.” She turned to walk away, heard him curse behind her and turned back, ready to unleash her temper about his mixed signals. But she never got a word out.

Suddenly, his rock hard arms were around her and his mouth had slammed down on hers. She reached up behind his neck and made a soft sound as his tongue swept out over her lips. She pressed herself against him as he slipped his tongue inside her mouth, mating with hers. His fingers kneaded into the small of her back and she felt his hard length pressed against her abdomen. He pulled back a little, softening his kiss and nibbling at her full bottom lip. Her stomach felt like a thousand moths were flying around inside, and when his mouth slipped along her chin to kiss the pulse at her neck, she let her head fall to the side to give him better access.

A round of catcalls broke them apart, and Ryan wanted to cry out in protest when Gregg pulled away from her. She watched him take a deep, shaky breath, and her heart thumped when he whispered, “God, I’ve thought about doing that for over a year.”

Her chest rose and fell, desire still coursing through her body. “Then why didn’t you?”

His small smile flashed in the dark. “I did. On New Year’s.”

She shook her head. “But you turned away and kissed that other girl.”

He slipped out of his jacket and wrapped it around her. “She pounced on me. By the time I got her off, you were gone.”

She swallowed hard. “Really?”

He stepped into her again. “Yeah really.”

She cuddled against his chest, listening to his heart slowing against her cheek. “But you never brought it up afterward.”

His deep chuckle vibrated against her cheek. “Neither did you.”

She leaned back, looking up into his handsome face. “But . . . I thought you liked Gracie.”

He smiled back at her. “Not as much as I wanted you to think.”

She raised her eyebrow. “Oh, so it was just some kind of ploy? To make me jealous?”

He shrugged. “Did it work?”

She shook her head and lied. “Not in the slightest.”

He grinned again, and slid his hands over her back. “Do you maybe want to take this someplace warmer?”

She swallowed hard. It was one thing to kiss him in a parking lot, with no way to go much further than that without being seen, but if she went back to his house, he would think that meant a green light for sex. Her fear of disappointing him weighed heavily in her mind and a knot formed in her stomach. “Actually, I’m a little tired. I’m going to go see if Gracie is ready to take off.”

He caught her as she started to pull away. “I can take you home.”

She swallowed hard. “Well, the thing is, we went shopping this afternoon and all my stuff is in her car. And my car’s still in The Local Bean’s parking lot, so . . .”

He smiled at her patiently. “Can’t you get your stuff tomorrow?”

“I’d like to have them tonight and wash them.”

“Ryan, if you aren’t interested and trying not to hurt my feelings—”

“No!” she blurted. “It’s not that. I just don’t want to move too fast.”

He touched her cheek gently and assured her, “I won’t push you for anything you don’t want.”

She went back into his arms and hugged him. “I know.”

He kissed her hair and they just stood there, wrapped up in each other’s warmth. Ryan thought about how just a few hours ago he’d had a rough time telling her she was sexy, and tonight he’d invited her home. She was already regretting her train of thought when she said, “Gregg? If you’d been thinking about kissing me for over a year, why didn’t you ever say anything? And don’t say New Year’s, because that doesn’t count.”

She waited with bated breath for him to answer, and let it out slowly when he said, “Honestly, I just never got that vibe from you. That you were into me, I mean.”

She snapped her head up and stared at him in disbelief. “Are you crazy? I could barely form sentences around you for weeks after you hired me.”

He shrugged. “I just thought maybe you were shy.”

“I’m not that shy! You’re just that intimidating.”

He leaned down and kissed her nose. “Flattery will get you everywhere, sweetheart.” He gave her another lingering kiss, and whispered, “You should probably go find Gracie before I change my mind about taking you home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She felt bereft as she watched him get into his car and pull away, but didn’t have the nerve to stop him. She wrapped her arms around herself and realized she was still wearing his jacket. Bringing the warm fabric up to her nose, she breathed him in with a smile, and with a lightened step went back inside to find Gracie.


Chapter Three

Seven days until Valentine’s Day . . . 

“SERIOUSLY, WHY DIDN’T you let him take you home? Gregg is a sexy beast.”

Ryan shook her head at her new friend’s description. “It’s hard to explain.”

Gracie raised her perfectly plucked eyebrow. “Try me.”

Ryan hadn’t slept well last night and needed coffee in a bad way when she left the house. She’d walked into The Local Bean early to grab some coffee before her first appointment, and saw Gracie sitting down with a pretty brunette Ryan recognized as Gracie’s best friend Gemma Carlson, the object of Mike’s unrequited love. Gemma was a single mother who’d had her son at nineteen, and although speculation ran like a mountain spring all over town, no one knew for sure who the father was. One rumor said he was a random guy she’d met on the Internet, and another said that Travis Bowers, country music’s hottest bachelor, had done the deed and dumped her right after.

Despite what most of the older generation described as a major transgression, Gemma worked hard for her community and loved her son and her business, the little used bookstore next to the coffee shop, Chloe’s Book Nook. Ryan felt instantly at ease with Gemma when Gracie had invited her to join them, until Gracie brought up the Gregg situation.

Ryan glanced at Gemma, who attempted a rescue. “Gracie, it’s probably very personal. Ryan doesn’t have to tell you just because you’re nosy.”

Ryan shot Gemma a grateful smile, which Gracie waved off. “I hate to break it to you, but I’m your friend now. And I know you haven’t had very many girlfriends so let me tell you the first rule of friendship.” She took a sip of her coffee, pausing for dramatic effect. “All girls are nosy. Eventually I will pry all secrets from you. It’s futile to resist.”

Gemma laughed at her. “I still have some secrets you don’t know about.”

Gracie narrowed her eyes at Gemma. “I’ll deal with you later.” She turned her attention back to Ryan. “Seriously, it took a huge set of balls to ask me for help yesterday. I respect that. Maybe if you tell me why you’re so freaked out by Gregg, I can help you.”

Ryan looked from Gemma’s reassuring smile to Gracie’s eager one. She thought about continuing to protest her right to privacy, but why bother? It didn’t take a lifelong friendship to realize that Gracie would just pester her until she gave in and spilled her guts. “Okay, well I told you yesterday about how my last couple of relationships hadn’t gone so well?” Gracie nodded, and Ryan continued, “Well, I think maybe I’m just not good in bed.”

Gracie shook her head and snorted. “You dated Doug Dooly. No one can enjoy sex with that selfish pig.”

Gemma grinned at her. “Didn’t you go out with Doug?”

Gracie glared at her. “Yeah, when I was eighteen and crazy. No offense, you didn’t know better when you went out with him. Doug has the sensitivity of a gnat and I’d be surprised if he cared about anything more than getting drunk and getting off.”

Gemma gasped. “Gracie!”

Gracie shrugged off Gemma’s horror and Ryan hid a grin. Gracie was outrageous and said basically everything that came to her mind, but Ryan already adored her. Every misconception she’d had about the pretty blonde made her think that Gracie probably wasn’t the first person she’d misjudged, if Ryan’s ex-boyfriends were any indication.

“I’m just saying that all Doug cares about is Doug, and if I had to guess, I’d bet your other boyfriends were the same. I mean seriously, if you don’t enjoy sex, how are you supposed to be good at it?”

Ryan thought about that for a minute and realized Gracie was right. Majority of the time, she didn’t even orgasm during sex, she was so busy trying to make the guy she was with happy. In fact she never remembered having one orgasm with Doug, mainly because he was pretty quick on the draw. She bit her lip to hold back a laugh but Gracie caught her look. “Hey, what’s the laugh about?”

Ryan shook her head. “Nothing, I was just thinking.”

Gracie watched her for a minute, as if weighing whether to press for the joke. She must have decided to just let it go because she pointed her finger at Ryan. “You just need to relax and let nature take its course. I highly doubt Gregg’s the type of guy to leave a girl hanging. He’s one of the good ones.”

Ryan felt her stomach tighten with a little twist of jealousy. “Can I ask you something?”

Gracie smiled and volunteered, “No, I never slept with Gregg.”

Gemma rolled her eyes and Ryan blushed. “No, that’s not it. Why did you blow Gregg off after your date?”

Gracie’s smile dimmed a little and her eyes clouded. She sat back with a sigh and replied, “I just knew we weren’t a good fit. I mean, Gregg is hot, don’t get me wrong, but he needs someone like . . . well like you. I would have just run roughshod over him and ruined him for any other decent girls.”

Gemma smiled at Ryan and said, “What Gracie’s trying to say is she’s a little boy crazy. She tends to break nice guys’ hearts to the point that all women become the evil enemy.”

Gracie glared at her. “Hey, I just haven’t found the one yet, okay? And it’s not like I sleep with all of them.”

Ryan grinned at Gemma and asked, “Have you ever seen Oklahoma?”

Gemma grinned back at Ryan, her eyes twinkling. “Yeah I’ve seen it.”

“What are you two babbling about?” Gracie glared between them, and both women burst out laughing.

Ryan tried to stop laughing and said, “You just remind me of Ado Annie.”

Gemma waited for Gracie to scowl or get angry, but was startled instead when Gracie started singing, “‘I only did the kind of things I orta, sorta . . .’”

Startled patrons and employees turned to stare at them, and the three of them burst into fresh peals of laughter.

RYAN LOCKED UP the studio and looked at the surrounding shops, scrunching her nose at the red hearts and cupids that decorated the store windows. She really didn’t think Valentine’s Day was a big deal. She’d never had a boyfriend on the actual day, unless you counted Troy Grover when she was in fifth grade and he gave her a Power Ranger’s Valentine. Most of the time it was everything that happened before Valentine’s Day that made her despise the overwhelming pressure the world of marketing drummed into her brain through every avenue of communication and visual stimulation. Watching all of the happy couples making gooey eyes at each other and the men rushing around to buy cards and bouquets last minute just added to the problem, and made her shake her head in disgust.

She reached her car and started to open the door. When she felt a hand on her shoulder, she jumped a foot in the air and turned to find Gregg smiling apologetically. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

She shook her head. “It’s okay, I just didn’t hear you.”

“Well I just wanted to catch you and see if maybe you’d like to have dinner tonight?”

Her face broke into a relieved smile. “I was afraid you were mad at me.”

He shook his head. “No, I understand why you didn’t want to leave with me last night. I meant to call you earlier but got caught up with Sally Barrett wanting me to drive around with her and take pictures of some of her property listings. I’m okay with taking things slow.” He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his coat. “So what do you think?”

“I’d love to go to dinner with you.”

His face split into a gorgeous smile and he smoothed his thumb across her cheek. “I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty?”

Her heart hammered at his touch. “Sure. That works.”

His hand dropped slowly and his eyes held the same heat they had the night before.

“All right, I’ll see you then.”

Ryan watched him walk toward the Tahoe and couldn’t stop the tingles radiating across her cheek from where his thumb had been.

GREGG KNOCKED ON her door at 7:27, a dozen red roses that Nancy at Hall’s Market had wrapped up for him in his hand. He was dressed in a blue-collared shirt, khakis, and brown dress shoes. His jacket was brown corduroy with a thick, warm lining and he’d already messed up his hair by running his fingers through it nervously.

Ryan opened the door and Gregg sucked in his breath. The light from the living room illuminated her from behind, making her mane of red hair darker and her smile brighter. She wore a soft-looking cream sweater that fell off one shoulder, revealing rich pale skin down to the soft rise of one breast. A wide black belt was attached to her sweater, accenting the indent of her waist and the flare of her hips. Her legs were encased in tight boot-cut jeans, and short black boots gave her an extra two inches in height.

“Hey Gregg.” Her voice was soft, and he felt a stirring below the belt when her little pink tongue reached out to smooth over her lip nervously. “Are those for me?”

Gregg tried to yank his eyes away from her exposed flesh and cleared his throat. “Yeah.”

He held them out to her and she took them with a smile. “Do you want to come in while I find a vase for these?”

“Sure.” Gregg stepped over the threshold and closed the door behind him, his eyes on the sway of her hips as he followed her into the kitchen. There was something different about the way she was moving. She seemed taller, and her shoulders weren’t rounded forward. Usually she walked with her eyes downcast and moved in a quick, no nonsense fashion. Tonight she glided across the floor to the kitchen like it was made of ice.

When she bent down to pull a vase from the bottom cupboard, he gripped the counter behind him to keep from gripping her butt. The way the sweet round flesh bobbed up and down as she searched made his mouth go dry.

“Here we go.” She stood up with a tall glass vase in her hands and went about cutting the stems and filling it with water. “So where are we going tonight?”

He cleared his throat again. “I was thinking Carolina’s, if you’re in the mood for Mexican.”

She shrugged, bringing all that creamy flesh higher. “Sure, that’s fine with me.” She finished arranging the flowers and with another wide smile said, “Just let me get my jacket.” She picked up the black trench coat and turned. “You ready?”

He moved past to open the door for her, and was awarded another flash of white teeth behind perfectly glossed lips as she moved toward him.

Confidence.

That’s what he saw shining in her eyes. Ryan had always been a bit like a scared mouse, but something inside her had blossomed with the new clothes and hair. She laughed and smiled more than he had ever seen before. She was still his funny friend Ryan, but she was so much more now. The awkward little duckling had transformed into a proud, beautiful swan. It wasn’t the clothes or the makeup that made her beautiful, though. It was the fact that wearing them had given her the little push she needed to come out of her shell.

Suddenly his graceful swan was pitching forward. He reached out to catch her, pulling her tight against his chest. “Are you okay?”

Her face was pressed against his chest and he couldn’t see her expression, just heard a muffled “Damnit.”

He reached down to lift her face up and noticed the red hue on her cheeks and the wet drops on her lashes. “What’s wrong?”

She took a breath and said, “I’m such a klutz.”

He chuckled, and the look she shot him was so pained it cut his mirth short. “Everybody trips. If I was wearing boots with heels like that, I’d have broken an ankle by now. It doesn’t make you a klutz. In fact, I was just thinking how graceful you were.”

She scoffed at him. “Yeah right.”

He squeezed her until she looked up at him. “Why don’t we just pretend it was a clever ploy on your part so that I’d be forced to hold you tight?”

Her mouth twitched. “That’s awfully chivalrous of you.”

He shrugged. “What can I say? My mama raised me right.”

She laughed and started to pull away. “Thanks. For catching me.”

“Any time.” He followed her out the door, and when they reached the porch he reached out and took her hand. She looked up at him, and he simply said, “Just in case I need to catch you again, I have an advantage.”

DINNER WAS DELICIOUS and Ryan finally started to relax as she kept reminding herself that this was Gregg, the guy she had spent endless hours with at weddings and anniversary parties snapping pictures, laughing at and complimenting their photos in front of the computer. The guy who liked to eat peanut butter from the jar with a spoon when he missed breakfast, and who tapped a pen on the desk when he was concentrating. The guy who had taught her how to salsa in the studio when she told him she was a hopeless dancer, and after fifteen minutes of toe-stomping fun, he agreed with her. He was more than her boss, he was her friend.

They’d laughed all through dinner, and although the lacy underwear still bugged her and made her jump around in her seat, she started to understand what Gracie was saying. She felt good in the clothes she had on, and when she went to the bathroom to touch up, she looked at the smiling woman in the mirror and finally felt like she was who she was meant to be. She still had her faults and insecurities, but today when people passed her on the street, she hadn’t lowered her eyes to avoid the contact. And when Chase waved to her from inside his shop and gave her an appreciative glance, it had made her walk taller. She thought about Gracie and Gemma, with the easy way they laughed at her humor and accepted her, all because she had finally opened her mouth and asked for what she wanted. Maybe she wasn’t really that awkward but she’d never been able to grow into herself. She’d only ever been herself with one person in this sleepy little town, and that was Gregg.

And when his hand reached out to take hers across the table, he didn’t release it until he opened the car door and helped her inside to take her home. Once he hopped inside the cab, he reached across the seat to take her hand again, and she felt the bubble of giddy, girly laughter rising in her throat and covered her mouth to hide the sound. It was the same noise she made during romantic movies as the hero confessed his love for the heroine and the two kissed passionately before the fade-out.

Kiss. Would he walk her to the door and kiss her? Or would he start kissing her in the truck? Or should she invite him in for coffee? Was that too soon?

He pulled up to her house a little after ten. He parked the car, and she tried to breathe normally as he walked her to her door.

Ryan nervously twisted her hands as she asked, “Would you like to come in for some coffee? Maybe watch a movie?”

“I would but I’ve got kind of an early day tomorrow.”

She tilted her head in confusion. “But we’re closed tomorrow.”

“Yeah but I’ve got some stuff going on. I figured I’d go for a run early. Get some stuff done afterward.”

She tried to hide her disappointment. “Oh sure, I understand. Thanks again for dinner, it was fun.”

He nodded. “No problem. I’ll see you Monday. Do you want to meet for coffee before we open?”

She gave him a small smile. “Sure, that would be great.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Well good night, then.”

“Good night, Gregg.” She waited a bit to see if he would kiss her but he just backed off her porch. She turned to go inside, trying to hold back her tears as she closed the door with a click, locking the dead bolt.

GREGG CURSED AND kicked the wheel of his truck. Going slow sucked. He’d wanted to kiss her again so badly, but knew that if he put his hands on her, there was no way he’d be able to stop. After kissing Ryan last night, the memory of the way she’d responded had kept him aroused all day. It had been downright uncomfortable to drive out to River Road with Sally Barrett, having a semi half the time because of one kiss. He opened the door of the Tahoe, hopped in and slammed the door. His grip tightened on the steering wheel as he watched the porch light go off. He hit the steering wheel with the palm of his hand and was about to start it when he saw her lift the drapes and look out at him.

All night he’d watched that hair catch the light, like live flames dancing. He’d already fantasized a thousand times during dinner about sliding his fingers into the thick curls while he kissed her good-night. But she wanted him to go slow, and kissing her the way he wanted wouldn’t lead to slow and steady.

It’s only a kiss good-night. That’s all it needs to be.

It wasn’t like they were strangers still getting to know each other. And it wasn’t like they hadn’t already kissed. She still stood at the window watching him, and another thought occurred to him. What if she thought he didn’t want her? What if she’d been waiting for the kiss and when it didn’t come thought she’d done something wrong?

“Shit.”

He pulled his keys out of the ignition and got out, loping up the steps. Just as he hit the top step she opened the door and stepped out. He’d meant to just give her a gentle peck, something to let her know he wanted her but still respected her. But her wide eyes looked glossy in the light from the house, and her lips glistened invitingly, and he couldn’t help himself. Without a word he reached for her and was surprised when her lips met his hungrily. He pressed her back against the wall of her house and lifted her up. Her legs and arms wrapped around him, his erection pressed snuggly against the juncture of her thighs. Her hands tangled in his hair as he supported her sweet little rear end with one arm, his other pressed against the wall for balance. He made love to her mouth, and their breathing became ragged and loud in the quiet stillness of the night.

Gregg felt her shiver and pulled back. Leaning his forehead against hers, he whispered, “You’re cold. You should go inside, before we let all the warm air out of your house.”

She laughed a little. “It would probably be easier if you put me down.”

He let her slide down his body, her hands running down his neck and over his chest. He started to drop his arms from around her but she reached around to hold them in place.

He stopped, and she whispered, “I like them just where they are.”

He ran his hands over her waist and asked, “Do you want me to leave?”

She shook her head slowly and that was it. He pulled her back to him, kissing her roughly as he maneuvered her toward the open door. They tumbled through and he kicked it shut, never breaking the passionate embrace. He backed her up to the sofa, and she ran her hands down his chest again, fingering the buttons loose one at a time. She mumbled against his lips, “The bed would be better.”

With a frustrated growl he threw off his jacket and picked her up, cradling her in his arms. “I thought you wanted to go slow.”

She kissed the pulse on the side of his neck, her soft breath against his skin making him quake. “Slow is overrated.”

He carried her down the hallway, not giving her a chance to change her mind. “Which door?”

She bit his earlobe and whispered, “On the left.”

He twisted the knob viciously and pushed into the darkened room. He laid her back on the dimly lit bed and leaned over her, kissing her deeply. He ran his hands over her curves until they reached the fly of her jeans, then moved quickly and unceremoniously discarded them, thanking God she’d already kicked off her boots. Her hands were working the last button open on his shirt and then sliding over the warm skin of his chest and abdomen. He growled like a rabid wolf when he couldn’t get her sweater off without ripping it because of the attached belt. He fumbled with the buckle and she reached down to help him. Slipping the belt open finally, he yanked the sweater up over her head.

Clad only in her lacy red boy-cut panties and matching bra, he had to keep himself from drooling. She sat up and slipped her hands over his shoulders, sliding the shirt down his arms and licking at his skin. He moved his hands to get the buttons on the cuffs of his shirt undone, and once his hands were free he gave into his fantasy and buried his fingers into the fiery curls. The pressure of his hands pulling gently brought her mouth up to his, and her hands slid down to his belt. She pulled the leather through the metal, her mouth busy parrying with his. When she slipped her hands inside the waistband of his pants and wrapped her hands around him, he thought if he died right then, he’d be almost perfectly happy.

SHE HOPED THE sounds coming from Gregg’s mouth were happy ones and that she hadn’t grabbed him too hard. She wasn’t exactly a rock star in the bedroom, but for the first time ever, she didn’t feel like she was playing a role with someone. She didn’t have to act like she couldn’t wait to have him, because that was exactly what was making her slip her bra down her arms so eagerly.

She wanted him more than she’d ever wanted any man, and when he pushed her backward onto the bed and came over her, she giggled with pure joy until he closed his mouth over her puckered nipple. Her giggle turned into a moan as his mouth and tongue worked her sensitive flesh, her fingers slipping into his hair and holding his mouth in place. His hand slipped down under the scrap of lace and into the moist folds of her femininity. He found the tiny nub with his thumb and forefinger, pulling and rolling it between the two digits.

At the first electrifying zing of pleasure, Ryan cried out loudly. Gregg manipulated her flesh, pulling, rubbing it quickly back and forth, and the pressure built between her legs. She couldn’t control the high-pitched sounds escaping from her mouth as she begged for more. She’d never had anyone work her like this, and when he slipped his finger inside and up, flicking over the hidden patch of sensitive tissue inside, she exploded. Her whole back arched, her breast pushed farther into his mouth, and she shook with the effects of her orgasm. Tiny little stars flickered behind her closed eyelids and she let out another cry as he slipped his finger out.

Gregg pulled her panties down slowly over her thighs, grazing the sensitive skin with lips and teeth. She jerked at the sensations, her body still throbbing. He pulled the panties all the way off and stood up. The loss of his warmth caused Ryan’s eyelids to flutter open, and she watched him dreamily as he slipped off his shoes and socks. After those were discarded, he reached jerkily for the snap of his khakis. He pulled them and his boxers down in one motion, stepping out of them. She licked her lips in anticipation and reached down to take off her socks, the last piece of clothing left on her body.

His lips twitched as he crawled onto the bed with her. “Not a fan of making love with your socks on?”

Her laugh escaped with a raw, smoky edge. She reached out her hand to touch him and he stopped her. He reached over the side of the bed for his wallet, pulling out the little foil package of a condom. She reached for it and opened it swiftly, sliding it over his length with shaking hands. He took her wrists when she finished and pulled her hands up and over his neck.

“If you touch me anymore, I’m going to explode.”

She let out another laugh as he laid her back again, sliding his firm muscular body over hers. Her breasts pressed against his chest as he adjusted himself to fit his hard length against the opening at the center of her thighs. She placed her feet on the bed and lifted her hips to give him a better angle. At the feel of the round tip slipping inside her wet warmth, Ryan started trembling again. Gregg was moving slowly, slipping inch by glorious inch into her tight wet folds, but the slow pace was making her crazy. She slid her hands down his back, over his tight butt, and gripped his cheeks in her palms. His eyes popped open with surprise, and she gazed back at him, eyes pleading with need. “Please, Gregg, I need all of you.”

He leaned on his forearms and thrust home, causing her to cry out loudly as he stretched her. He slipped halfway out and pushed forward again, catching her next cry in his mouth as he thrust his tongue inside the warmth. She slipped her arms back up and held onto his shoulders as his pace increased. Ryan’s moans were coming closer together and her fingers gripped his muscular arms as he swirled in and out, in and out. The pressure inside her built again with every stroke. He shoved inside her one more time, his hard cock sliding over her pleasure spot. She came again, lifting her body off the bed, and tore her mouth from his. “Oh my God, yes. Yes.”

She came back down from heaven to feel his mouth trailing kisses along her neck and chin. She felt his rhythm start to slip, and lifted her hips to meet him as he came, his body stiffening on top of hers. He caught himself before he put all of his weight on her, and she kissed him. She still had a hard time believing it had happened, that she’d had the most mind-blowing experience with a man. A man she had fallen hopelessly in love with.

Her whole body tensed as that crazy thought settled in and took root. She’d been in love with him as a person, as a friend, and her crush had always been that. A hopeless infatuation with a man she would never have. Now that he was attainable, her heart had taken that last leap over the edge and it belonged to him. She’d wanted him for so long, and now that he was hers, she had a hard time slowing her heartbeat.

Is he really yours, though? He says that he’s always wanted you, and maybe that’s true, but what if it’s not? What is he’s just here because he likes the Gracie version of you?

She nibbled her lip and tried to push the little voice of doubt from her mind.

She caught him watching her in the dim light and flushed. She moved her hand up to run her finger over his mouth and whispered, “That was wonderful.”

He let out a breathless chuckle. “Just wonderful?”

She smiled softly and offered, “Amazing?”

He flashed a grin in the dark. “Better.”

“Mind-blowing?”

“Keep ’em coming.”

He covered her laugh with a kiss and rolled to his side. He leaned up on his elbow, looking down at her. She lost her smile and whispered softly, “How was it for you?”

He reached out to stroke her face, leaning over her again, his lips hovering. “You are the most beautiful, intoxicating, and extraordinary woman I have ever been with.”

She caught her breath and whispered, “Really?”

His mouth took hers deeply, making the moths dance and her eyes flutter. When he pulled away he whispered back, “Really.”


Chapter Four

Six days until Valentine’s Day . . . 

IT FELT LIKE she had only been out for a few minutes before the feel of warm hands on her stomach woke her up from a weird dream about puppies eating her socks. She smiled sleepily, her eyes still closed. “Are you ever satisfied?”

She felt his lips against her neck, and he breathed his reply across the sensitive skin, “No. I’ll never get tired of feeling you come apart in my arms.”

She felt her body tighten at his hushed words and pressed back into him, only she felt rough cloth instead of naked skin. Her eyes popped open in surprise and she turned over to find him fully dressed. He laughed at the wide eyes and slightly opened mouth. “I went out to get breakfast.”

Her stomach rumbled at the mention of food, and he kissed her open mouth quickly. “Come on lazy, I’ve got plans for you.”

She grabbed the blanket and held it to her breasts. “I thought you had things to do today?”

He grinned at her. “I’d rather be with you.”

Sweet warmth spread over her and she reached out to him. She climbed onto her knees and pulled him into her arms, kissing him softly, running her fingernails along his neck. He groaned aloud and pulled back gently. He stared down at her, his eyes stormy. “Ryan, if you don’t stop that, we’ll never leave this bedroom again and we’ll starve to death.”

She sighed and started to climb off the bed. “Okay, I’ll go take a shower.”

He pulled her back into his arms and glowered at her. “Wow, that wasn’t much of a fight. Did I wear you out already?”

She gave him a sultry smile and slid her hands down his body, sliding one hand over the hard bulge under the fly of his jeans. “Hmmm, somehow I don’t think so.”

He grabbed her hand and pulled it up, kissing her palm. “Come on, you hussy. Daylight’s a-wasting.”

Ryan smiled as she stumbled into the bathroom, wrapped in the blanket for modesty’s sake. She stared at herself in the mirror and gasped in horror. Mascara and eyeliner were smeared around her eyes like a raccoon’s mask and her lips were swollen from kissing. She scrubbed her face with bar soap, cringing when some of the stinging liquid got into her eye, frantically rinsing it. Then, looking at her face again, scrubbed clean and her hair looking like rats had been living in it, she couldn’t believe she was standing in her bathroom after a night of mind-blowing sex and the most gorgeous, wonderful man was waiting in her kitchen with breakfast.

Humming to herself, she pushed all the little niggles of doubt to the back of her mind as she turned on the shower. She scrubbed her body, her hand trailing over places that Gregg had spent extra time kissing, her eyes closing and a smile spreading over her lips as flashes of the night before made her body sizzle. The hot water sprayed over her skin, loosening tight muscles that had stretched and flexed in ways they hadn’t before. But it wasn’t just what he’d done to her body. He’d told her things about himself, about his mother and sister, and how hard it had been after his dad left. He’d talked to her like he never had when she’d been just Ryan the friend. That had to mean something, right?

She turned off the water and climbed out of the shower. She tried to get ready quickly, drying her long tresses and brushing her face lightly with the mineral base and a little mascara, trying to separate the black lashes like Megan at Macy’s had shown her. Satisfied that she looked presentable, Ryan slipped out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel and went back into her bedroom, where she opened the dresser drawer and pulled out a pair of white briefs and a cotton bra, shrugging off Gracie’s advice for today, at least. There was no way she would be comfortable running around with scratchy lace creeping up her hind end.

After clipping the bra into place she called through the door, “So what are we doing today?”

“What?”

She heard his footsteps coming down the hallway and cried, “Don’t come in! I’m not dressed.”

She could hear the grin in his voice when he replied, “So what? I’ve already seen and tasted most of you.”

Oh man, the moths were back and wreaking havoc. “It was dark.”

He started to open the door. “Not that dark.”

She rushed to stop him, leaning against the door. “Stop it! I just asked what we were doing so I know what to wear.”

He stopped trying to open the door. “Dress warmly, and I’d wear snow boots.”

“Snow boots?”

He didn’t answer, just whistled his way down the hallway. She finished throwing on a T-shirt, jeans, and a sweatshirt, and made her way out to the kitchen. Gregg stood by the counter with a cup of coffee in his hand, chewing on a muffin as he held out a white bakery bag to her.

“Gracie said to tell you hi.” His smile was sheepish, and she groaned out loud. Gracie was going to be hell-bent on yanking all the gory details from her. Awesome. She pulled a muffin out of the bag and took a bite, moaning when the sweet swirls of flavor hit her taste buds.

“I swear, Gracie is a nosy pain in the butt, but she bakes the most orgasmic things.” She caught his weird expression and wiped at her mouth. “What?”

“Did you just say, ‘orgasmic’?” His eyes were wide, and she blushed.

“What? It’s a word. Gracie said it the yesterday when we were shopping.” When he burst out laughing, she glared at him, preparing to give him a severe tongue-lashing, but the phone rang. Instead she stuck her tongue out at him as she answered, “Hello?”

“Hi, honey! How are you?” Her mother’s voice was loud and cheery.

Ryan turned her back on Gregg and answered, “I’m good, Mom. What’s going on?”

“Nothing, I just hadn’t heard from you in a few days and wanted to make sure you were still coming over tonight for dinner.”

Crap. She’d forgotten about dinner. “Yeah, of course I remembered. Can you hold on a minute?” She covered the phone with her hand and whispered, “I’m supposed to go to my parents for dinner. Will we be back before four?”

He shook his head. “I was thinking we’d head out to the City of Rocks and take some pictures. Even if we left right now, we wouldn’t be back until almost five-thirty.”

She bit her lip with regret. “Can we do something closer to home? I promised my parents that I’d come over.”

“Ryan? Who are you talking to?” Her mother’s voice had taken on a shrill note.

“Hold on, Mom.” She covered the phone again and asked, “Is that okay?”

He shrugged. “Sure, although we could just compromise. We’ll go somewhere close to home and then I’ll go with you to your parents later. That way I can spend more time with you.”

Ryan’s eyes widened and she whispered loudly, “You really want to go?”

“Unless you think they’d mind.”

She uncovered the mouth piece and said, “Mom, would it be okay to bring a friend to dinner?”

“Who is this friend? You haven’t mentioned you had a friend.” Her mother’s voice had a disapproving tone.

“It’s my boss, Gregg. I’ve told you about him.”

She glanced over at Gregg and blushed when her mother whispered, “Is he handsome?”

She lowered her voice and hissed back, “Yes.”

“Then by all means, bring him along. You know I always make enough to feed the whole county.”

Ryan said good-bye quietly and hung up.

“So what were you whispering about?” Gregg asked. She turned toward him, noting the wicked gleam in his eye.

“Nothing, just mother-daughter stuff.” She backed away from him as he reached out to her ribs. “What are you doing?”

He wiggled his fingers. “It isn’t nice to tell lies. And I’m prepared to use torture if necessary.”

She squealed and tried to run, but he caught her around the waist. She was laughing and gasping as he wreaked havoc on her ribs. “Handsome! She asked if you were handsome!”

He stopped tickling her and kissed her swiftly. “There. Now was that so hard?”

She pretended to slap at him, and he grabbed her wrist gently, bringing her palm to his mouth for a light kiss. The air around them heated up, and she reached out to bring him close so her lips could exact their own form of torture. Muffins and coffee forgotten, it would be a while before he would again care that daylight was being wasted.

THEY PULLED UP to the large ranch house and Ryan hopped out with a nervous smile on her face. They’d had such an awesome day, and now that they were standing in front of her parents’ place, it seemed she was more nervous than Gregg. Most guys freaked about meeting parents, but he simply came around the Tahoe and took her hand in his. They walked up the steps to the porch and across the wooden planks to the whitewashed front door. Gregg was about to knock when Ryan reached out and turned the knob.

“We don’t have to knock,” she said, pushing the door open and hollered, “Mom? Dad?”

“In the dining room!” a merry voice called.

Ryan led him through the entryway to a large room with a long oak table and high ceiling. Her mom appeared and held out her hand to Gregg. “I’m Brianne. One thing Ryan forgot to mention was what a good-looking man you were.”

Ryan rolled her eyes. “No, actually I didn’t, Mom . . .”

Her mother turned to look at her and gasped, “Ryan! You cut your hair!”

Ryan shifted uncomfortably. “I just got a few layers.”

Her mom looked her over, and Ryan relaxed when she smiled. “It’s very becoming,” her mother said. “Is that a new top?”

Ryan had pulled on a purple long-sleeve blouse that bared her left shoulder. It covered everything important, but still she could hear the touch of disapproval in her mother’s tone. “Yes, my friend Gracie and I went shopping for some new clothes.”

Her mother clucked her tongue. “Well the color is very nice on you.”

Ryan was disappointed by her mother’s lack of enthusiasm, but her attention shifted when her dad came around the corner. “Was that my baby I heard?”

Gregg laughed as Ryan’s face flamed. “Geez . . .”

Ryan’s dad pulled her into a tight bear hug. She hugged him back, inhaling the cedar smell that always seemed to cling to him. She loved her parents deeply and enjoyed the close relationship they shared.

Her father set her back from him and gave her a critical eye. He whistled low and said, “Well well, now I could have sworn you were my little girl, but I see I was mistaken. What have you done to yourself, dear heart?”

She thought that if there was ever a time that lightning should strike and incinerate her, it was now. She glanced at Gregg, who seemed oblivious to her humiliation, and said, “I just got a haircut and put on a little makeup. Do I really look that bad?” Home ten minutes and both of her parents had already made her feel like an eight-year-old who had raided her mother’s makeup drawer.

Her father gave her another hug and patted her back. “I think you look lovely. It was just a bit of a shock, that’s all.” He turned to eyeball Gregg. “And who might you be?”

“I’m Gregg, sir.” He held his hand out to her dad, and she sighed in relief when her father reached out to take it.

“Gregg, you can call me Zach.” He released Gregg’s hand quickly and asked, “So you’re Ryan’s boss?”

Gregg nodded. “Yes sir. She’s a great asset to my studio.”

Ryan beamed with pleasure and her dad grunted. “I suppose business is good, since you can afford to keep her?’

Ryan ground her teeth. “Dad . . .”

Gregg gave her a smile and said, “We do really well, sir. We have plenty of repeat clients and I run specials every month to bring in new ones.”

Her dad stroked his square jaw. “Well why don’t we head into the living room and talk, Gregg?”

“Absolutely, sir.”

Ryan sent her dad a warning look as he passed, which he returned with a wink. Gregg took her hand and squeezed it, making her insides turn to goo, before following her dad out of the room.

Once the men disappeared, Ryan turned to her mother and rolled her eyes. “Dad is so ornery.”

Her mother laughed. “Oh, let your dad have his fun. He wouldn’t tease you so bad if you didn’t rise to the bait every time.”

She followed her mom into the kitchen and her stomach growled at the array of smells wafting around her. “Hmm, so what’s for dinner?”

Her mother pulled down the oven to peek at something, and shut it gently before answering, “Pot roast, mashed potatoes, and mixed vegetables. Are you hungry?”

Ryan’s stomach growled again. “Starving.” She paused before asking, “Mom, I know that you don’t really like my clothes, but do I really look that bad?”

Her mother reached out and touched her face. “I only care that you’re happy. If you like your new clothes and you feel good about yourself, then I’m happy.” As if it was an afterthought, she pulled a wooden spoon from the drawer and slapped Ryan’s thigh.

“Ouch! Mom! What was that for?”

Her mother pointed the spoon under her nose and said, “That’s a warning. I see you wearing skimpy miniskirts or hooker heels, you won’t be able to sit for a week once I get through with you.”

Ryan laughed at her mother’s stern mouth and twinkling eyes, and knew she was teasing.

“Deal.”

“SO MY PARENTS seemed to like you,” Ryan said as they drove back to Rock Canyon. “Especially my dad, and he hates every guy I bring home.”

Gregg smiled in the dark and reached out for her hand. “I guess that means I’m a good one. You should probably be very, very nice to me.”

She slid her hand over his thigh and smiled seductively, “Oh I plan on being very, very nice to you.”

His pants were suddenly a little tight across his lap and he grabbed her hand to stop her exploring fingers. “Want to stay over at my place tonight?”

She brought his hand up to her mouth, running her tongue over his thumb. He felt every flick as if they were happening all along his body.

“But I don’t have anything to sleep in,” she teased him softly.

He pulled their linked hands away from her mouth and bit her thumb gently. “Who said we’re going to be sleeping?”


Chapter Five

Five days until Valentine’s Day . . . 

“I DEFINITELY THINK I’m going to do the auction on Friday,” Gracie said, running her hand over her hot pink apron with black letters that read, CALL ME CUPCAKE ONE MORE TIME . . . and had a picture of a sprinkled cupcake making an angry face.

Ryan and Gemma looked at each other in amusement. Gracie looked between them, her eyebrow raised. “What? I think it will be fun. Plus, it’s kind of romantic.”

Gemma laughed. “Romantic? Being bid on like an object is romantic? And possibly having to spend the entire evening with someone you can’t stand? You’re nutty.”

“I’m sure whoever bids on me won’t be that bad.”

“What about Eric Henderson?” Ryan smiled at the scowl Gracie shot her.

“Okay, so there are exceptions to every rule.”

Gemma laughed. “Seriously, what is the deal with you two?”

Gracie made a face of disgust. “The guy is an ass.”

Ryan gave her a little smile. “I always found him a little gruff, but still nice.”

Gemma nodded. “Yeah, he’s always been good to me.”

Gracie groaned. “Okay, enough about him please.” She turned to Ryan and smiled slyly. “So, how was your weekend?”

Ryan looked down at her coffee cup with a small smile. “It was wonderful.”

Gracie squealed. “Oh my God! Tell us!”

Ryan’s head snapped up in shock. “I can’t!”

“Gracie,” Gemma scolded, “she doesn’t need to share intimate details! You need to respect other people’s privacy.”

Gracie rolled her eyes. “I’m not asking for details about that! I just want to know what they did. Last I heard was you were going on a date! Then Gregg comes in Sunday wanting breakfast for two and I just figured that everything had gone very, very well.”

Ryan smiled dreamily. “We went to dinner at Carolina’s on Saturday, and on Sunday we went for a drive around Hagerman and Thousand Springs Resort, taking pictures. After that we went to my parents’ house for dinner.”

“So he spent the night?” Gracie asked.

Ryan blushed and Gracie squealed, doing a little dance in her seat. “I am so awesome! I am the queen of the cupids!”

Gemma rolled her eyes. “What did you do?”

Gracie gave her an incredulous look. “I took her shopping! I helped her set the bait.”

Ryan couldn’t stop smiling. “He actually said he’s been into me for a long time but didn’t think I was into him.”

Gracie scoffed. “That’s ridiculous. I’ve watched you two in here for months. You gave him big sappy ‘I love you’ eyes.”

Ryan’s face flamed up in embarrassment. “I did?”

Gracie grinned. “Yep. It’s how I figured out all the death eyes you sent me were because I’d gone out with Gregg.”

Ryan’s face burned brighter. “I did not send you death eyes!”

Gemma laughed. “You two are amusing and all but I’ve got to get going.”

Gracie stood up to give her a hug. “Are you going to do the auction with me? It’s for a good cause.”

Ryan stood up too. “What’s the cause?”

“It’s going toward the extracurricular budget for Rock Canyon Elementary,” Gemma said. “The fourth graders want to go to Craters of the Moon for their end-of-the-year trip, but they’re short three hundred bucks, and it’s too cold to do a car wash. My son, Charlie, is really excited about it, but Gracie, I do not want to stand up there and let a bunch of men bid on me like I’m a slab of meat.” Gemma’s expression was grim as she made her point.

“You’re just afraid Marcus Boatman will bid on you and you’ll have to spend the evening with him. Don’t worry; I have it on highest authority that Michael can top anything Marcus bids.” Gracie’s face was innocently blank, and Ryan covered her mouth to hide her grin when Gemma’s eyes narrowed.

“Do not even think about getting all cupidy on me, Gracie. I still have those pictures of you from sophomore year. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, Michael and I are just friends.”

Gracie gasped in outrage. “Maybe you should tell that to him, then! And you said you’d burn those!”

Gemma gave her an evil grin. “I lied. I knew that there would be times only blackmail would curb your outrageous behavior. And I have told him. I’ve told you, I’ve told him, I’ve told Charlie. I am not interested in Michael that way.”

Ryan laughed, and both women gave her sheepish looks. Gemma hugged Ryan, whispering in her ear, “Don’t let her bully you. Just tell her to mind her own business.”

Ryan whispered back, “I’m sorry, but have you met her?”

Gemma was still laughing as she walked out the door.

Once she was out of sight, Gracie turned to look at Ryan expectantly and said, “Okay, she’s gone. Now give me the dirty details!”

GREGG COULDN’T WAIT to see Ryan. He’d been out with Sally Barrett again all day taking pictures of the rest of her real estate properties and was sick of driving around. Now that he knew she wanted him as much as he wanted her, it was like his whole body itched with anticipation whenever he thought about her and all he wanted was to get her back to his place and keep her close. It didn’t even have to be about sex, although being with Ryan was beyond anything he’d ever experienced. Just holding her close to him, stroking his hands down her sides as he listened to her talk about her childhood, left him with a joyous contentment.

He climbed out of his Tahoe and walked up to the front of the studio. He saw Ryan standing inside by her desk, talking animatedly to a tall guy with short dark hair. He couldn’t see the guy’s face but saw Ryan’s big eyes twinkling, her body showcased in a long purple sweater dress with black leggings and boots. He could see the confidence vibrating from her, and wished she wouldn’t stand so close to the guy. Jealousy was a relatively new experience for him, but his whole gut burned with it as he opened the door and marched inside.

Her eyes strayed behind the guy’s shoulder and her whole face brightened like a hundred watt light bulb, making him feel better. “Gregg! This is Chase Trepasso! He moved here from Elko a few weeks ago and is renting the store next to us. He just bought the Sandersons’ place.”

Chase turned to him with cool gray eyes, and Gregg recognized him as the guy with the earrings who had been hitting on Ryan at Buck’s on Friday. Gregg resisted the urge to plant his fist in his pretty face.

Chase held his hand out. “Good to meet you, Gregg.”

Gregg took his hand reluctantly. “Yeah, likewise. Why’d you move to Rock Canyon?”

He shrugged. “Seemed like as good a place as any. I like small towns and the scenery is nice to look at.”

Gregg noticed that Chase looked toward Ryan when he said the last, and he stiffened. “Yeah, the area is beautiful, but there are still dangers,” he said. “You should probably ask around to see which areas to steer clear of.”

Chase gave him an assessing look. “I’ll be sure to do that before venturing out. I’m actually here to see about hiring Ryan to take some pictures for me.”

Ryan gave Gregg a wide smile. “Chase is a tattoo artist. He wants us to take some artistic pictures of his work to hang in his shop.”

Gregg nodded. “Sure, we can do that. You have some models already?”

Chase shook his head. “Right now I just have a few, but I’m sure to have more in a couple of weeks. I just wanted to get an estimate and take a look at your work.”

“Chase was very impressed with my outdoor shots and was thinking about going for a sexy feel to it.” Ryan looked so twinkly and bright, Gregg felt his irritation mounting, and held back a sarcastic, I’ll bet.

He nodded his head instead, and replied, “That would definitely bring people in. Aren’t you worried you won’t get a lot of business out here? We’re kind of small town conservative.”

Chase shrugged. “Not really. I’m far away enough from any other tattoo parlor and my work is excellent. I also illustrate and write comic books in my spare time, so I figure I’ll be okay.”

Gregg didn’t like the interested light in Ryan’s eyes as she said, “Oh really? I love comic books! What have you done? I’d love to read them.”

“I’ll bring you over a copy of my first comic, Destructo Boy. It’s a little rough but they get better.”

Gregg took a step closer to Ryan and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. She shot a surprised look up at him, but Gregg just ignored her as he said, “Well I’m sure you’ve got lots of unpacking to do. Just give us a call when you’re ready to shoot those photos. You can’t do better than Ryan for a photographer. She’s got a keen eye for detail.”

Chase’s gaze flicked back and forth between them. “Well that’s good to know. It was nice to meet you, Gregg. I’ll call you a little later to set something up, Ryan.”

Ryan smiled at Chase brightly, her best customer expression on. “It was nice to see you again, Chase.”

RYAN LOOKED UP at Gregg from under his arm and said clearly and sarcastically, “Well that was better than you peeing on me, I guess.”

He dropped his arm from her shoulders. “What are you talking about?”

She let out a bark of mocking laughter. “The arm thing and you glaring at Chase all puffed up like an angry bear.”

He scowled at her. “I wasn’t glaring at him.”

She shook her head as she walked away from him, not knowing whether she should be amused or furious. “Um, yeah you were, but I think he just shrugged it off.”

His scowl darkened. “I didn’t like the way he was looking at you. Maybe you should dress more conservatively at work.”

Ryan froze and turned toward him, feeling rage bubble up inside. Amusement left the freaking building and her voice came out strained as she said, “Excuse me? I am covered from head to toe; there is nothing about my outfit that is inappropriate or revealing.”

“It fits you like a second skin.”

His oblivious reaction to her tone told her that he either really believed what he was saying or was too upset to care. Either way, if he thought she was going to take a bunch of double standard crap, he was out of his ever lovin’ mind. “You didn’t seem to mind my new clothes over the weekend.”

“Yeah well, that was in your free time. When you’re here, you need to be professional.”

Her eyes narrowed and she hissed, “Is that a suggestion or an order, boss?”

His eyes met her fiery gaze and he tried to speak, “Ryan—”

She waved her hand to cut him off. “I just can’t seem to get it right, can I? Either I’m a boring prude or I’m just asking for it, right? I can’t just do what makes me feel good, because people always want something else. I have been here, working with you, apparently giving you all kinds of signals, but you never picked up on anything until Gracie got ahold of me. Which begs the question Gregg . . . did you really have feelings for me or was it just Gracie’s influence that made me so desirable to you?”

He reached out to her and she slapped at his hands. “Do not touch me. I’m so angry I can’t even see straight. I’m such an idiot! You have no idea who I am. You think just because I dress differently, that I’m not still me? If you knew me at all, you’d know that no matter who flirted with me or how cute a guy was I would never hurt you.”

He tried to reach out to her again but she snatched her jacket and jerked away. “Be sure to lock up, boss.”

IT WAS AMAZING how easy it was for her to avoid Gregg for the next two days. She’d gone about business as usual on Tuesday, and went straight home after her last appointment. She’d ignored his phone calls and curled up in front of the TV to watch Private Practice, a bowl of kettle corn in her lap. She finally turned her phone off after he sent her a text that said, We need to talk.

Thank God she hadn’t done something stupid like tell him she loved him. Well, at least not when he was awake. She might have said the words quietly while she watched him sleeping next to her. He’d looked so relaxed and handsome, and she’d just needed to say the words. And then she’d proceeded to wake him up in the naughtiest way she could think of. Her stomach hurt thinking how awful it was that you could go from blissfully happy one day to crawl-in-a-hole miserable the next.

Wednesday morning, Ryan drove by The Local Bean and saw him sitting inside waiting for her, so she just kept going out to her first appointment. She tried not to think about him, but throughout the day flashes of his smile or the image of him naked under her as they made love had her stomach in knots. She hadn’t meant to lose her temper with him, but he’d deserved a set-down after insinuating she was dressed unprofessionally. That she was somehow asking men to flirt with her. She had just wanted to feel good about herself, and yes, to be more appealing to the opposite sex, but the minute he kissed her outside Buck’s, no one else had even crossed her mind. But she knew needed to talk to him, and no matter what he said, she needed to just get past it and be professional. She could work next to him even if they weren’t together.

After driving back to the studio, Ryan went into The Local Bean to get the coffee she’d missed that morning. Gracie saw her and gave her a guilty smile. “Hey sweets, just the girl I wanted to talk to.”

Ryan raised her eyebrow. “I know we haven’t been friends that long, but I’ve seen your ‘I’ve done something bad’ look enough with Gemma to think maybe I should get my coffee before you say anything.”

Gracie made her usual coffee with room for cream and handed it to her quickly. “So Gregg was in here this morning and he kind of told me what happened between you guys.”

Ryan stiffened, irritated that Gregg would talk to Gracie about their quarrel. “He shouldn’t have done that.”

Gracie shrugged. “Yeah well, I only got the edited guy version so I knew there was more to it. But I may have made a slight error in judgment.”

Ryan smiled a little. “You? No.”

Gracie glared. “You need to stop talking to Gemma. Anyway, it’s not that big of a deal, but I might have said that he should probably apologize quickly because you volunteered for the singles auction on Friday.”

“You told him what?” Ryan’s voice roared in the quiet coffee shop.

Gracie looked sheepishly around. “I was just trying to speed things along so you guys could kiss and make up.”

Ryan groaned. “The fight started because of a client Gregg thought showed too much interest in me. Then he suggested maybe I shouldn’t dress so provocatively at work.”

Gracie gasped in outrage. “What an ass! That’s not even close to what he said happened.”

Ryan raised her eyebrow. “Oh really?”

“Yeah, he said you two just had a misunderstanding and he was going to give you time to cool down.”

Ryan’s eyes narrowed. “Oh I need time to cool down, do I?”

“Yeah, and that’s when I mentioned the singles thing. I was just trying to speed the makeup sex along.”

Ryan groaned. “Gracie . . .”

“Okay, okay, sorry. I’ll take your name off the list.”

Then Ryan had an idea. A wonderful idea. “No don’t. I’ll do the auction.”

Gracie’s jaw dropped. “Really? Are you sure?”

Ryan grinned over her coffee cup. “Definitely. It’s for a good cause right?”

AFTER TWO DAYS, Gregg was spitting mad. He’d shown up at Ryan’s house on Wednesday night with a handful of roses, hoping to catch her, but she wasn’t home. He’d debated over waiting for her, but it was too freaking cold outside. Plus, with the mood he was in, he’d probably have just made the situation worse.

What had possessed her to do the singles auction after she told him she was still the same Ryan she’d always been? The old Ryan would never have volunteered for a singles auction, let alone when she wasn’t single.

Technically she is single.

The thought was like getting splashed with cold water. They hadn’t discussed feelings or whether their relationship was exclusive. Maybe she thought that he wasn’t serious. Wait, how could she not think he was serious? He’d met her parents, for God’s sake! And to avoid him like they were kids and he was just an irritating guy she wanted to blow off was beyond immature.

He was waiting at her desk when she walked inside on Thursday, and she looked so amazing it made him grit his teeth with irritation. She’d swept her hair up in a clip, loose curls escaping around her face and neck. She wore her baggy black cardigan over a cobalt blue top with enough flesh showing to make him adjust his body in his chair. She walked right past him and headed back to hang up her purse in the closet.

He stood up and followed her. “Don’t you have anything to say to me?”

She turned and cocked her head. “Good morning Gregg.”

Good morning? His eyes narrowed. “I called you several times.”

She smiled serenely. “Yes, I know. I got your messages.”

The muscle in his jaw ticked. “I also left some roses on your front porch.”

She nodded. “Yes, they were lovely. Thank you so much for thinking of me.”

He exploded. “What the hell is going on? I have tried to apologize to you, and you keep avoiding me. And then you show up today like there’s nothing going on between us.”

She blinked at him innocently. “I’m just trying to be professional. I even incorporated some of my old wardrobe to make myself less provocative. Thank you so much for your advice, by the way. I totally agree that I was not being appropriate. I feel much better now.”

He stalked closer, backing her against the closet door. “Messing with me right now is not a good idea, Ryan. I am beyond furious with you.”

Her tone was sickly sweet as she replied, “But why are you angry with me, Gregg? I took a few days to really think about what you said, and I agree with you. Isn’t that you wanted?”

“Why are you doing the singles auction? Because you knew it would piss me off?”

She looked bored and said, “It’s for a really good cause. Besides, if it bothers you so much, you could always come bid on me.”

His eyes were dark as he placed his hands on either side of her head against the door. “I’m going to beat you.”

“But Gregg, that’s not very professional.”

He growled as his mouth took hers, pushing her back toward the wall, feeling the softness of her body from chest to hips. He felt her mouth soften and her hands push against his shoulders weakly before she slid them over his shoulders and kissed him back with a little moan. He pulled away to drag her into the empty studio closest to them and shut the door behind him. She backed away from him, and he felt raw male satisfaction coursing through him.

He’d never been so angry at anyone in his whole life.

Her tone was low and breathy as she started, “Gregg, you know, this isn’t very—”

“Shut up, Ryan.” Before she could respond, his arms wrapped were around her like steel bands and his mouth crushed hers again. His hands slid over her back to grab her butt, and she gasped against his mouth. When he felt her body surrender and her lips play against his, he softened the kiss, running his hands over her lightly. His hands slid up under her shirt to skim the soft skin of her lower back when the bell rang, warning them that someone was in the studio. He pulled back reluctantly and looked down at her hungrily.

“Hello?” they heard a feminine voice call out.

Ryan took a shaky breath. “That’s Mrs. Cranston. She’s here for her prints.”

Gregg released her with a growl. She turned to flee the room but his voice stopped her. “This isn’t over, Ryan. Not by a long shot.”

She turned around and smirked, “See you at the auction.”

Before he could grab her again, she was gone.


Chapter Six

One day until Valentine’s Day . . . 

“HOW’S EVERYONE DOING tonight?”

The crowd of men and woman cheered with enthusiasm and Buck Henderson grinned wide, his shiny bald head gleaming in the town hall lights. “All right folks, we all know why we’re here, so gentleman get out those wallets because as always, ladies first. Our first lovely lady owns her own salon, and if you can win this little darling, gentleman, you’ll get a pretty woman and free haircuts for life.” The guys in the crowd laughed. “We’ll start the bidding at twenty-five dollars; let’s give it up for Katie Connors.”

Ryan felt sick having to stand in front of all these men, and it reminded her of what Gemma had said earlier. She did feel a little like a cow at the fair.

Buck went through the names quickly, and when Gracie took the stage, the flurry of bids was downright aggressive until Eric Henderson offered four hundred dollars. Buck pounded the gavel after three “Goings,” and Eric swaggered up to the stage grinning. Ryan couldn’t hear what Gracie said to him, but Eric just shrugged and unceremoniously dumped her over his shoulder. Gracie hollered at him while Gemma and Ryan watched in horror as the large grinning man left the hall with his prize.

Ryan turned to look at Gemma, who was covering her mouth, and she realized that Gemma was giggling uncontrollably. Gemma was still laughing when Buck called her up on stage.

Marcus Boatman and Mike had an intense bidding war, with Marcus bowing out once they reached $375. Mike came up to the stage to lead Gemma down with her hand resting in the crook of his elbow.

A few more women “sold” before Buck called Ryan up onto the stage. She smiled nervously as he introduced her, and she pressed her hands against her stomach, trying to quiet the moths as she searched the crowd for Gregg. She didn’t see him in the sea of faces and started to panic as Buck called for the opening bid. Twenty-five. Fifty. One hundred. One hundred and fifty.

Her eyes focused on the last bidder’s voice, and Chase Trapasso gave her a wide smile. Another voice upped the bid to two hundred, and Chase countered at two fifty, and still she couldn’t see Gregg. Chase was a good-looking guy, but she didn’t want some just any guy. She wanted the man she was crazy about, although at the moment she was pretty sure she was the crazy one, for loving such a jerk. She’d hoped he would have been standing right in the front row, ready to plop down all his money. Maybe she’d pushed him too far and he didn’t want her anymore.

Another voice yelled out three hundred. Chase held his hand up and said loudly, “Three fifty!”

Panic overwhelmed her, and suddenly she reached out to take the microphone from Buck. He was so surprised he didn’t even stop her as she shouted, “Greggory Phillips, where are you?”

The crowd parted a little, and she saw him standing there next to Mike and Gemma, smiling lazily. He gave her a little wave and she saw red.

“Are you going to bid on me or not?”

He shrugged and shouted, “I’m not sure yet. Three fifty is a pretty steep price.”

Her face turned scarlet and she sucked in her breath before yelling: “Why, you lousy, no good . . . you know what? Fine! Don’t bid on me. I’m sure someone else would love to see my tiny white corset.”

The whole room sounded at once, between gasps of surprise and male shouts of approval. Buck tried to take the microphone from her, and she shot him a look so dark the big biker backed up. She turned back to Gregg and nearly choked on the lump in her throat. He was staring at her calmly, and she blurted, “What’s a reasonable price for a woman, then?”

He had the audacity to shrug again. “All depends.”

“On what?” Obnoxious man. How was it she ever thought he was nice? He was awful. He needed to be slapped.

He looked at her squarely. “On whether she loves me or not.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I told you I loved you, jackass!” She handed the microphone back to Buck and started to march off the stage.

“Five hundred dollars!”

Ryan turned around and found Gregg pushing his way toward the stage. She stood frozen as Buck banged the gavel when no one challenged his bid, and Gregg took the steps to the stage two at a time. When he reached her, he pulled her close and whispered, “When did you tell me you loved me?”

She couldn’t look away from his intense expression. “The other night before I . . .” She blushed.

He scowled. “It doesn’t count if I’m sleeping.”

She smiled softly. “Why not? I still said it.”

He put his mouth close to hers and urged, “Can you tell me again?”

Her smile spread impishly and she wrapped her arms around his neck. “If you say please.”

His scowl melted into a resigned smile. “Please.”

She pressed closer and whispered, “And say really loud how sorry you are for being such a jerk.”

“I’m sorry I was such a jerk!” He shouted it loudly and impatiently.

The whole room laughed and cheered. Ryan laughed along with them, and Gregg nudged her. “Are you going to tell me?”

She ran her hand over his cheek, looked into his eyes and said, “I love you, Gregg.”

He picked her up against him and spun her around, making her dizzy. When he set her back on her feet, he cupped her face and kissed her like she was air and he was drowning. The kiss ended when Buck tapped Gregg on the shoulder.

“I love a romantic gesture as much as the next guy, but maybe you folks could move it off the stage?”

Ryan buried her face in Gregg’s chest in embarrassment. He grinned at Buck apologetically, swept her up into his arms and carried her off the stage. She lifted her face up and cleared her throat. “You can put me down now.”

He stopped at the back door and looked down at her with a grin. “Maybe I want to keep holding you.”

He turned to bump the door open with his hip and she protested. “Wait! Where are we going?”

He looked down at her like she was crazy. “I’m taking you back to my place so I can see that pretty little white corset you taunted the masses with.”

She struggled out of his arms until he set her back on her feet. “Don’t you have something you might like to say to me?”

He cocked his head thoughtfully. Her happy face popped into a scowl and she turned away from him, only to be caught back against his hard chest. He leaned his face into her hair and whispered, “Can you contain that crazy temper of yours for a minute? We’ve already caused enough gossip to last our lifetime. I’d like to have some special moments between just you and me.”

But there were some moments that couldn’t wait, and to hell with the gossip. She whispered back, “Tough. I want to hear it now.”

He leaned down to take her lips again. “I love you.”

She sighed. “Say it again.”

He laughed softly and complied. “I love you.”

She sank into him. “I love you too.”

“How did I get so lucky?”

She smiled against his mouth and whispered, “Beats the hell out of me.”

He pulled back and watched her smile teasingly up at him. His mouth twitched. “You’ll pay for that.”

She laughed. “We should go get some food and head over to the dance. Gracie and Gemma are expecting me.”

“Really? Because I was thinking instead of spending the night with a bunch of sweaty dancers listening to bad love songs, we could go back to my place, where I could do a private photo session of you.” His eyebrows wiggled up and down rapidly.

She pulled away, shaking her head with a smile. “No way! You are not taking naughty photos of me.”

He chuckled wickedly. “All right, no naughty photos. But if we skip the dance, I promise I’ll make it worth it for you.”

She really had no interest in attending the dance, but there was no sense in letting him know that. “Prove it.”

And he did. Thoroughly.


Chapter Seven

Valentine’s Day

RYAN WALKED THROUGH the door of her house with a smile. She was slowly wearing Gracie down about what happened with Eric after he carried her out of the auction. Gracie still protested that nothing happened except a good ear blistering from her to him, but Ryan and Gemma had their doubts. However, it was a lot more fun making Gracie uncomfortable for a change.

Ryan stopped just inside the door. Little red arrows were taped on the floor about a foot apart, leading into the kitchen. A smile tugged at her mouth as she followed them to the fridge. Red cut-out letters on the freezer door commanded, OPEN ME. She pulled the handle, and inside sat a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Half Baked. She laughed out loud, seeing the scrap of paper next to the ice cream, pulled it open and read:

   Hello Sweetheart,

   Go to the DVD player and press Play.

She kept the note in her hand as she walked to the living room and saw the TV was on DVD mode. She bent down to press Play and already had a feeling about what he’d put inside.

Ryan Gosling and Rachel McAdams stood drenched on the wooden dock, yelling at each other. It was her favorite scene. Suddenly the screen went black and words were streaming across the blackness.

Come to the bedroom for one last surprise.

Ryan could barely contain her excitement as her shoes tapped across the wood floor. She pushed open the door to her bedroom and gasped, dropping the note.

The whole room was filled with flowers, in vases and pots, and petals were scattered across the floor and bed. Ryan’s eyes caught a last note amidst the red and pink petals and walked forward to pick it up.

Turn around.

She turned to see Gregg coming through the door in a button-down white shirt and the Valentine’s tie she’d left on his desk this morning. It was light pink with a big red heart in the middle that lit up like a strobe light. She had found it at Spencer’s gifts and thought it was hilarious.

Gregg came forward, but instead of embracing her like she thought he would, he kneeled in front of her. She held her breath as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a little black box. He popped it open with a snap and a lovely three-stone diamond ring glittered up at her.

She looked into his nervous face with wide eyes as he said, “Ryan. I love you. I love you for your snarky comments and your playful teasing. I love you for the way you bite your lip when you’re nervous and the way your eyes flash when you’re angry. I love your beauty and your strength, and I want to give you all of me for the rest of our lives. I promise in turn to be the best husband I can be for you, if you let me. I want you to give me every part of you to love, all your insecurities and your doubts, and I will spend the rest of our lives kissing them away until all you see is the wonderful woman that I love. Please make me the happiest man alive.”

Ryan’s eyes filled with tears. “You are asking me to marry you, right?”

He gave her a funny smile, “Was that not obvious?”

She reached out her and took the tiny box from him, holding it in her palm. She stared down at the beautiful ring and pulled it out, then held it out to the equally beautiful man on his knees before her. “Will you put it on me?”

He took the ring and slipped it onto her ring finger slowly. It fit perfectly, and her tears spilled over with abandon. She smiled through them and chided, “You still have to ask the question.”

He shook his head, his smile never faltering. “Ryan Marie Ashton, will you please put me out of my misery and marry me?”

“You know, you could be a little—”

He stood up and pulled her tightly against him, cutting off her teasing. He kissed every piece of exposed flesh he could find, finally settling his mouth over hers. She kissed him back for all she was worth, and they were both breathing heavily when he pulled back enough to ask, “Can’t you just say yes?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice hushed. “Yes I want to marry you. I love you.”

He kissed her again. “I love you. Do you like the ring?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “I adore it.”

He smiled widely and squeezed her affectionately. “So did I ruin your hatred of Valentine’s Day?”

She laughed huskily. “Not fully. It took me almost twenty years for my hatred to fester. I figure it’s going to take at least twenty more years to counter act all that loathing.”

“Twenty years of Valentine’s Days? I suppose I could do that.”
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When Caroline Willis learns that her perfect apartment has been double-booked—to a dangerously hot bad boy—her bad-girl reputation comes out in full force. But as close quarters begin to ignite the sizzling chemistry between them, she’s left wondering: Bad boy plus bad girl equals nothing but trouble . . . right?

“I FEEL LIKE you keep looking for something more to me, but what you know about me is it. There’s no deep down, no mistaking my true character. I am bad news.”

Gabe waited, listening for the tap of her retreating feet or the slam of the door, but only silence met his ears and then the soft sound of shoes on the cement floor—only they got closer to him instead of farther away.

Fingers trailed feather-light touches over his lower back. “This scar on your back? Is that from the accident?”

Her caress made his skin tingle as he shook his head. “I was knocked down by one of my mother’s boyfriends and landed on a glass table.”

“What about here?” Caroline’s hand had moved to his right shoulder.

“It was a tattoo I had removed. In prison, you’re safer if you belong, so—”

“I understand,” she said, cutting him off.

Had she heard the pain in his voice, or did she really understand? He turned around before she could point out any more scars. “What are you doing?”

She looked him in the eye and touched the side of his neck, where his tattoo began and spread all the way down, past his shoulder and over his chest. “You say you’re damaged. That you’re bad news and won’t ever change.”

“Yeah?”

To his surprise, she dropped her hand to his and brought it up to her collarbone, where his finger felt a rough, puckered line.

“This is a knife wound—just a scratch, really—that I got from a man who used to come see me dance at the strip club. He was constantly asking me out, and I always let him down easy. But one night, after I’d had a shitty day, I told him I would never go out with an old, ugly fuck like him. He was waiting by my car when I got off work.”

His rage blazed at this phantom from her past. “What happened?”

“I pulled a move I’d learned from one of the bouncers. Even though he still cut me, I was able to pick up a handful of gravel and throw it in his face. I made it to the front door of the club, and he took off. They arrested him on assault charges, and it turned out he had an outstanding warrant. I never saw him again.”

Caroline pulled him closer, lifting her arm for him to see a jagged scar along her forearm. “This was from a broken beer bottle I got sliced with when a woman came into my bar in San Antonio, looking for her husband. She didn’t take it well when she found out he had a girlfriend on the side, and when I stepped in to stop her from attacking him, she sliced me.”

He couldn’t stop his hand from sliding up over her soft skin until it rested on the back of her neck, his fingers pressing into her flesh until she tilted her chin up to meet his gaze.

“What’s your point with all the show-and-tell, Caroline?”

She reached out and smoothed his chest with her hand. “I don’t care how damaged you are, because I am just as broken, maybe more so.”

Her words tore at him, twisting him up inside as his other hand cupped the back of her head. “You don’t want to go here with me, princess. I’m only going to break your heart.”

The laugh that passed those beautiful lips was bitter and sad. “Trust me, my heart was shattered long before I ever met you.”

Gabe wanted her, wanted to believe that he could find comfort in her body without the complications that would inevitably come, but he’d seen her heart firsthand. She had one. It might be wrapped up in a mile-thick layer of cowhide, but a part of Caroline Willis was still open to new emotions. New love.

And he wasn’t.

But he wanted to kiss her anyway.

He dropped his head until his lips hovered above hers, and he watched as they parted, the closer he came. Her hot breath teased his mouth, and he couldn’t stop while she was warm and willing. He might not get another chance to taste her, and while a better man would have walked away, he wasn’t that guy.


A Sneak Peek of
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Trust doesn’t come easily. At least, not for Callie Jacobsen. After five years in Rock Canyon, she’s really just started to get settled into her new life as a radio show host. And then she meets Everett Silverton, a small-town hero with his own demons—and a voice that could melt butter. Callie knows firsthand the heartbreak that can come from trusting the wrong man, but she just can’t seem to get Everett out of her mind.

DAVE HELD UP his finger and Callie picked up line one. “You’re on the Kat, what can I play for ya?”

“I was thinking a little Blake Sheldon, actually,” a deep voice said. The caller’s smile was evident, even over the phone.

Rhett.

Turning off the RECORD button, she tried to ignore the giddy butterflies fluttering through her stomach. “You’re late.”

“You noticed.”

“Well, you’ve been almost OCD about the time you call for months, so it’s a little hard not to.” Callie bit her lip to keep from smiling.

“Well, as a matter of fact, I overslept this morning. Can I just say I’m flattered? Were you counting down the minutes?”

Callie’s face burned, and even though he couldn’t see her, she rubbed her cheeks with one hand. “Actually, it’s just because you’re the only person who calls in with any taste.”

“Coming from you, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You should,” she said, turning around in her chair so she couldn’t see Dave and her tech, Sam, making kissy faces at her. “Now, what Blake song do you want to hear?”

“Uh oh, did I get you in trouble with the boss?”

“No, I just . . . there are a lot of calls coming in, so I can’t talk for long.”

“I understand,” he said, and there was a pause on the line before he cleared his throat. “Maybe we could talk more later? Off air?”

Callie’s heart pounded. Was he asking for her number?

Real names and numbers made it real. What if he was dangerous? What if she gave him her number and he tracked her down—

“I’m going to take it from your silence that I’ve freaked you out,” he said, breaking through her panicked thoughts. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

He hung up before she could say anything. Without his trademark farewell.

Way to go, you paranoid freak.

Though really, Callie didn’t think she was paranoid; she was cautious. Having your fiancé turn into a complete stranger—a violent stranger—six months before your wedding could do that to a person. Thinking of Tristan was painful, and she tried to push him from her mind. Tried to forget their past together. If she didn’t, the nightmares might start up again—and the urge to drink herself into a stupor along with them.

Just then, Dalton came walking in with Ratchet. The minute he let him off the leash, the large dog lumbered over and laid his head in Callie’s lap, as if sensing her dark thoughts. Stroking his dense fur, she murmured softly to him until he sat and eventually flopped to the ground.

“Callie, you’ve got callers holding,” Dave said over the intercom.

Pressing the button, she took the next call, but her thoughts were still on Rhett. Was she ready to let someone in and trust again?

She really wasn’t sure.
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