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Chapter One

 


He was naked.

Kennedy Malone froze in the doorway to
Douglas Drake’s bedroom. Prone on the bed and sprawled amid a
tangle of rumpled sheets, he was down for the count. Fortunately, a
narrow length of the twisted linen covered his rear end. His tan
had deepened considerably with his time in Africa. Kennedy frowned
at the unruly tumble of thick black hair on his pillow. He looked
in desperate need of a close encounter with barber clippers.

All right, she might as well get this over
with. She took a fortifying breath and stepped into the dimly lit
room. When had he gotten back anyway? He wasn’t supposed to
arrive—she glanced at her watch—for another hour. Of course, that
was the one thing you could always count on with Drake: he didn’t
follow anyone’s schedule but his own. The man had no concept of the
rules or boundaries or propriety. He did whatever he wanted,
whenever he wanted and however he chose to do it. She had decided
long ago that Drake was half nomad and all playboy. She shook her
head. Though he wasn’t home often enough or for long enough to be a
nuisance, whenever Drake was around, females frequented his
apartment.

Pondering the obvious reasons why, Kennedy
folded her arms over her chest and scrutinized the man. He was
asleep; he’d never know. Usually she made it a point not to look
directly at him. He was one of those guys who liked to get close to
a person and make a lot of eye contact during a conversation. Under
normal circumstances, she did the same. It was part of her job. But
something about Drake’s direct, all too perceptive gaze unsettled
her. She had no intention of giving him the foolish idea she was
interested. In her experience men like Drake believed all women
were prepared to fall at their feet.

Well, not Kennedy Malone.

It was true enough that he was handsome in a
rugged sort of way. He had classic features, a square jaw, nice
nose, a strong chin…and full lips. The tanned shoulders now on
display were wide and powerful looking as was the chest that
tapered into a ribbed abdomen. Her gaze slid slowly down his long,
muscled legs. He had an amazing body; she had to admit it. Invading
his privacy like this made should make her feel guilty, but it
didn’t.

She pulled at the collar of her silk blouse
and averted her errant gaze. Yes, the man had all the right assets.
“And he’s a slob,” she muttered, squashing the strange sensation
that made her feel restless. She took a moment to survey his
enormous but sparsely furnished bedroom. He couldn’t have been in
the apartment for more than a few hours and already his room was a
wreck. Clothes were scattered on the hardwood floor. A
ransacked—partially unpacked, Drake would insist—duffel bag
stood in one corner. Two leather totes she recognized as his camera
bags sat at the foot of the bed. The closet door remained forever
open, shirts slung carelessly over the top and hanging on the
knobs.

Absolutely nothing could be considered
pretentious about Douglas Drake. What you see is what you
get was his motto. In no way did he resemble the men with whom
Kennedy worked every day. He was nothing at all like anyone she
even knew.

But he would do.

He had to do. There was no one else.

And she was desperate.

Desperate enough to ask her neighbor, a man
who was sinfully attractive, for a very personal favor.

Kennedy crossed the room and peered at the
haphazard contents of his closet. Not a suit in sight. “Damn.” Oh
well, she had suspected as much. Drake always wore jeans or cargo
pants with basic T-shirts. Sneakers and hiking boots were the only
footwear he appeared to own. He was definitely no clotheshorse.

No problem. She could remedy that with a
quick trip to the Men’s Shop. Edward, her favorite fashion expert,
would find just the right designer and fit for a man like Drake.
Well, she amended, for the kind of man she wanted him to
portray.

She turned in the direction of her
unsuspecting partner-in-crime and set her scheme into motion.

“Drake, wake up. I need to talk to you.”

He didn’t move.

She eased two steps closer to the bed.
“Drake!”

“What day is it?” he mumbled without moving
an inch. The words were muffled by sleep and the fluffy, white
pillow in which his face was all but buried.

“It’s Monday, 8:00 a.m., time to wake up,”
Kennedy replied crossly. She didn’t have time for this. The flight
was leaving at two that afternoon and there was entirely too much
to be accomplished before then. “Get up, Drake. I need your full
attention.” She nudged his leg with her foot when he still didn’t
budge.

His one visible eye popped open. “Kennedy?”
he asked, his voice rough, his tone surprised.

She blew out a disgusted breath. “You have to
get up, Drake. Now!”

Like lightning, he bolted from the bed. The
sheet fell to the floor. Her eyes rounded, her mouth dropped open,
and the air evacuated her lungs.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded as raked his
fingers through his hair. “Is the building on fire?”

Belatedly her own sense of propriety kicked
in and Kennedy spun around. She blinked twice to dispel the image
of Drake standing naked before her. “No, the building isn’t on
fire,” she said, her voice uncharacteristically high-pitched. She
frowned and tried to clear her throat.

“Then what the hell’s the problem?” he
groused. “Did Iggy get out again?”

She shuddered at the mention of his pet
iguana. “No,” she croaked, then glanced around uneasily to be
certain. “Iggy’s around here, someplace.” The lizard had quickly
learned to make itself scarce when she arrived, or suffer the
earsplitting consequences. Frowning, she listened for any sounds of
rustling material to indicate that Drake might be putting clothes
on. No such luck. “I came to talk to you.”

He breathed a scorching swearword. “Well,
spill it then. I’ve been up forty-eight hours straight. I’m spent.
I need some sleep.”

“Could you…” She squeezed her eyes shut in a
last-ditch effort to erase his naked image. The man’s total lack of
modesty rattled her. “Would you mind getting dressed? I can’t talk
knowing you’re standing behind me…like that.”

He exhaled long and loud.

“Please,” she added hopefully.

“Sure,” he muttered. “Who needs to sleep? Not
me.”

Kennedy relaxed when she heard him fumbling
with his clothes. “Are you still planning to take a two-week break
before your next assignment?”

“What?” he growled.

Obviously Drake wasn’t a morning person,
especially when deprived of sleep. “You said before you left that
you intended to take a couple weeks off after Africa. Is that still
the plan?”

“Yeah, sure…I don’t know. Ask me later. I
haven’t thought past getting between the sheets.”

She shivered at his choice of words and
immediately chastised herself. This whole situation had her out of
sorts. She squared her shoulders and forced her mouth to utter the
necessary words. “I need your help.”

“What?”

Was the man deaf as well as exhausted? “I
said, I need your help.”

He moved closer. She could feel him. Damn it.
She should have known this wouldn’t work. How could she—someone
who’d made a career out of fixing other people’s lives—screw up her
own life so royally?

“You can turn around now. I’m decent.”

She somehow doubted his last statement. Men
like Drake were never decent in the true sense of the word. Even
fully clothed and in the most innocent of situations, they exuded
sexuality. Kennedy swallowed. She had known Douglas Drake for over
three years and never once had she been tempted by him—at least not
on a conscious level. She was immune to his devilish charm and his
drop-dead-gorgeous looks. Nerves, that’s all these alien feelings
could be. She was nervous about putting a spin on her own life.

Slowly, reluctantly, she turned around. Her
eyes widened. That was decent? He’d pulled on a pair of
faded, rumpled jeans, but nothing else and even the jeans weren’t
fully fastened. Her dismayed gaze followed the trail of silky black
hair that spread over sculpted pecs, then narrowed and plunged down
a muscular abdomen only to disappear behind his half-open fly.

“You said you needed my help.”

She snapped her gaze up to his face, which
proved even more distracting. Between the two days’ beard growth,
his tousled hair, and the sleepy look in those luminous gray
eyes—

“Kennedy, is something wrong?”

She blinked, suddenly remembering to breathe.
Wrong? Oh, yes, something was definitely wrong. She’d lost her
mind. She gave herself a mental kick in hopes of finding it. It
didn’t help. “I’m sorry.” She blinked again before meeting his
concerned gaze. This was Drake, she reminded herself—a pal, a
buddy. He never had this effect on her. No one did. She licked her
seriously dry lips and struggled to regain her bearings. “I’m just
a little distracted this morning. I—”

Something slid between her feet. She
shrieked. Her stomach roiled when a long, scaly tail curled around
one foot. She didn’t dare move for fear of tripping over the
iguana. Her shrieks usually sent the damned lizard scurrying, but
not this morning. Obviously feeling overly confident in his
master’s presence, the disgusting thing stood his ground—right
between her legs.

“Iggy, that’s no way to say hello,” Drake
scolded. He crouched in front of Kennedy, reached between her feet
and removed his pet. Her breath caught when Drake’s forearm brushed
the inside of her ankle.

What, for the love of Mike, was wrong with
her?

He stood, stroking his beloved Iggy. “Come
on,” he said, then padded barefoot toward the door. “I need a shot
of caffeine.”

Reminding herself to exhale, she followed him
into the great room. She was out of sorts, that’s all. She would
fine as soon as this was settled.

One of the perks of a corner apartment, the
huge window taking up the majority of wall space in his living area
flooded the room with light. The brilliant sun highlighted the
greenery surrounding the indoor rock garden and small fountain he
had built for the ugly lizard. With Iggy deposited into his
man-made habitat, Drake crossed to the island bar in the center of
the room. She forced herself to be patient while he readied the
coffeemaker to brew. By the time he turned his attention back to
her, a full three minutes had passed and the smell of fresh coffee
had filled the air. Anticipation had her nerves on edge. God, she
was running out of time.

“What’s up, Kennedy?” He propped one lean hip
against the counter and plowed his fingers though his long
hair.

Okay, this was it. No matter how ludicrous it
sounded, she had to do this. And he had to help her. He simply had
to.

“Would you like to wait until after coffee?”
he suggested when she hesitated.

She shook her head. “It can’t wait. I…I need
a favor from you.”

He shrugged. “Name it.”

She managed a weak smile. If only it were
that simple. “How long have we known each other?” Go for the
guilt first. Build a case he can’t refute.

Appearing thoughtful, he rubbed his unshaven
chin. “About three years or so. Why do you ask?”

“And during those three years, since your
housekeeper refused to do so,” she proceeded, ignoring his
question, “how often have I taken care of Iggy for you?”

He shrugged. “Every time I’ve gone on
location for a shoot.”

“The way I figure it, approximately two weeks
out of every month during the past three years I’ve come to your
apartment twice a day to feed and water that…Iggy.”

“That’s probably a fair estimate.”

“And several times since moving here and
becoming your neighbor—and friend,” she added pointedly, “I’ve
driven you to the airport when you would have missed your flight
otherwise—even when I was already running late myself. Not to
mention that I’ve rescued you from a number of disastrous dates
over the years.”

He nodded. “You have. You’ve been a very good
friend, Kennedy.”

“Not once have I ever asked you for anything,
right?”

He considered the question for a time, his
gaze narrowing suspiciously. “Come to think of it, you
haven’t.”

“Well.” She crossed her arms over her middle
and lifted her chin. “I’m about to call in all of my markers.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets which,
to Kennedy’s irritation, widened the gap at his zipper, revealing
even more silky black hair. “Like I said, name it. If it’s within
my power and it’s not illegal, I’ll do it.”

“It’s definitely not illegal, and certainly
within your power.” Now, if she could just push the words past her
lips. “You know how it is when you’re happy just as you are. Your
career is going exactly like you’ve planned it and life is good,
but your parents don’t seem to get it.”

He scratched his chest and shrugged again.
“Not really. My family doesn’t interfere with the way I live my
life. It’s kind of an unspoken rule with us Drakes.”

Kennedy blew her bangs out of her eyes. She
had to get on with this, time was wasting. “Well, I’m not so lucky.
My parents think that because I’m not married and having babies
like all my cousins that I’m not happy.”

A grin spread across his face, revealing
another of his assets: straight, white teeth. “I can’t imagine
that.”

Offended, but not certain how or why, she
looked him up and down. “You can’t imagine what?”

“You and babies.”

Annoyance creased her brow. “What’s that
supposed to mean?” Though she certainly didn’t want children at
present, she was perfectly capable of bearing and attending to them
if she were so inclined. It wasn’t as if the idea were
unthinkable.

“You’re just—” He passed a hand over his
face. “I don’t know, all work and no play.”

She narrowed her gaze at him. “And that’s
precisely the attitude that has gotten me into the predicament I’m
in now.”

He chuckled. “I didn’t mean to insult you.
What I meant—”

“I know what you meant. Anyway” she glanced
at her watch once more “you know that I only manage to get home
once or twice a year.” She frowned. “In fact I haven’t been home
since last Christmas.” It was October. She did the math…ten months.
Had it been that long? “And that was a disaster,” she continued
morosely. “My last single cousin had just gotten married. My folks
hounded me every time they called for months after that. It was
hell! Finally” she moistened her lips and summoned up her resolve
“to get them off my back, I told them I was engaged.”

He made a dismissive face. “So what’s the big
deal? You told your folks a little white lie.”

“Everything is a big deal with my folks,” she
lamented. “They’ve spent the last seven months telling everyone in
town I’m engaged.” She sighed. “Now I have to go home and face the
music—so to speak.”

“Tell them you and your boyfriend broke up,”
he offered. “It happens all the time. People get engaged, and then
they break up. It’s a no-brainer.”

Kennedy swallowed. “I can’t do that.”

“Why can’t you?”

“Because of the reunion.”

“Reunion?”

She crossed the room to stare out the window
at the busy street below. She loved D.C. She loved the excitement,
the energy. She loved her job. Kennedy closed her eyes. How had she
gotten herself into this mess?

“Tell me about this reunion,” he said
quietly.

She looked up to find him at her side. Too
close. She scooted away from him. “It’s my ten-year high school
reunion.”

He nodded once in understanding.

“I can’t face all those people and allow them
to believe for one second that the only guy who asked me to marry
him dumped me,” she said wearily.

“But you haven’t been dumped,’ he reminded.
“You weren’t even engaged.”

“I know that and you know that, but they
don’t.”

She shook her head. “I can’t let them think
I’ve failed. If I don’t show up with a fiancé they’ll all know the
truth.”

“So, tell them your fiancé is on assignment
somewhere and couldn’t come along.”

Kennedy faced him, determined to make him
understand the full ramifications of the problem. “I have to show
up with a real, live fiancé. I want to be absolutely positive that
they all believe my…my story. Don’t you understand? I won’t see
most of these people for another ten years. By then, this will all
be ancient history. But right now I have to do this. It’s a matter
of principle.”

“Don’t you mean pride?”

“Whatever.” She released a beleaguered
sigh.

“Okay, okay,” he relented. “I get the
picture. Now, what does this have to do with me? You want me to
find you a fiancé or what?”

“Nooo!” she protested, planting her hands
firmly on her hips in frustration.

“What then?” he prodded, his gray eyes
searching hers a bit too closely, a hint of amusement shimmering in
their clear depths.

She pinned him with a look that had won over
more than one stubborn client at the public relations firm where
she worked. “Because I told my parents that you are my
fiancé.” She almost laughed at the look of unadulterated disbelief
on his face, but there was nothing remotely funny about any of
this.

“Me?”

She nodded. “You.”

He choked out a laugh, then closed the
already too small gap between them. He considered her in a way that
could mean a number of things—none of which she wanted to
deliberate at the moment. “You told your folks, who told all your
friends, that I’m your fiancé?”

“What are you, dense? Yes, that’s what I told
them. When they asked for a name, yours is the only one that popped
out.”

He gave his head an odd little shake and
stifled another distressed chuckle. “But you and I have never
even—”

“Dated,” Kennedy supplied before he could day
something coarse. “I know.”

“Okay,” he said slowly, maintaining that
irritatingly intent eye contact. “I need you to tell me exactly
what it is you’re asking me to do, Kennedy.”

He wasn’t making this easy. He had to know
what she wanted—needed. She’d never even contemplated that he might
actually say no. But that seemed a distinct possibility now.
Persuasion was her business, and she was a master at her craft. She
could do this. She had to do this. “I’ve taken the week off
from work…”

He lifted one dark eyebrow in skepticism.
“You’re joking, right?” A grin tugged the corners of his full lips
upward. “Sidney T. Booker, public relations wizard, is going to let
his number one spin doctor take a whole week off. Have they
evacuated the White House? Closed down Capitol Hill? How will D.C.
politicians survive without you around to keep them smelling like a
rose after they dive headfirst into a barrel of sh—”

“I’m not the only damage control expert in
our firm,” Kennedy interrupted curtly.

He leaned in closer. “Ah, but you are the one
the President himself asked for on two different occasions in the
last year.”

“Back off Drake, you’re in my personal
space,” she hissed through clenched teeth.

Still holding her gaze without so much as a
blink, he retreated a step.

“Why do you do that?” Kennedy glowered at
him. They had gotten completely off track. The man could be so
infuriating. How could she ever spend an entire week with him? She
should just hire someone to play his part. Except she couldn’t. Her
parents had seen his picture.

“Do what?” Fake innocence radiated from his
distractingly handsome face.

“Crowd me. You always invade my personal
space. Eighteen inches, Drake. Don’t you know anything? You are
completely uncouth,” she added for good measure, then realized her
mistake. She was supposed to be winning him over to her side, not
pushing him away.

That metallic gaze suddenly sparkled with
mischief. “That’s a fine way to talk to the man you’re planning to
marry,” he offered glibly.

She rolled her eyes. “Pleeease.” She
shuddered at the thought. Never in a million years would she marry
a man who crawled through jungles, climbed mountains, crossed
deserts and was foolish enough to call it fun. Adding emphasis to
her thought, Iggy scooted across the floor, his long tail swishing
back and forth on the shiny hardwood. “Just because we’ve never
been…intimate,” she informed him, “doesn’t mean I don’t know you
well enough to know that you’re not my type. Not my type at
all.”

A grin that literally left her breathless
stole across his chiseled features. Before she could fathom what he
intended, he had backed her against the window and braced his arms
on either side of her. He leaned in so close that she could feel
his warm breath on her face. Her heart did a couple of somersaults,
then dropped into her stomach to quiver there.

“Never underestimate what’s in the package,
Kennedy, until you’ve opened it.” He moistened his lips all the
while looking at hers. Her heart was pounding so hard she was sure
he heard it. Why was he behaving like this? Just when she was
positive he might do something crazy like kiss her, his gaze
reconnected with hers. “Now tell me,” he whispered in a low, husky
voice that sent a shiver over her skin, “what is it exactly you
want from me?”

For the first time in her adult life, Kennedy
found herself at a loss for words. Unsure of an already-made
decision. Reluctant to follow through with something she’d started.
But she had to do this. No way could go back to Friendly Corners
without her faux fiancé. “You know what I want,” she managed in
spite of the sudden tightness in her throat.

“Say it, Kennedy,” he murmured.

Held captive by his gaze and tamping down
something that felt entirely too much like sexual awareness, she
went for broke. “I want you to go to my hometown with me and
pretend to be my fiancé for one week.”

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


“Hold still just one moment longer, Mr.
Drake.”

Drake felt like a mannequin being rigged up
for display or—more likely—hanging. He cast a doubting glance at
Edward, the man folding and tucking and adjusting the silk suit
jacket Drake now wore.

Apparently satisfied with his final
adjustments, Edward queried the woman in charge, “How’s that Ms.
Malone?”

Kennedy paused midstride, then turned in
their direction. “Hang on, Carol,” she said into the cell phone
that Drake fully believed to be permanently attached to her ear.
Her coral-colored lips puckered thoughtfully, she gave Drake’s
Versace-clad frame a long, slow sweep, then shook her head. “Go
with the Armani,” she instructed before returning to her
conversation with a business associate.

“Good choice,” Edward agreed. He slipped the
coat from Drake’s shoulders with practiced ease.

Kennedy paced back and forth across the plush
carpet. Her free arm giving dramatic emphasis to her every word,
she appeared immensely distressed over some decision her associate
had made. Drake hadn’t spent much time with Kennedy in a social
setting, with the exception of the one time he’d taken her to
dinner to celebrate the publication of his latest collection of
photographs. But that one time had been enough to get a fix on
her.

Strictly business. That had been his first
impression of Kennedy Malone and time hadn’t changed his mind. She
worked long hours, her social life was non-existent as far as he
could tell, and she was his friend. A frown furrowed his brow at
the thought. Not that he charmed every woman he met, but he wasn’t
oblivious to the fact that women—most women he happened to
meet—were somewhat attracted to him. He was well aware that his
looks were an asset in that department. And for the first thirty
years of his life he’d considered himself a very lucky man indeed.
But things had changed in the last three.

There was always another pretty lady right
around the corner waiting for a good time, but no keepers. No one
who wanted to move beyond the physical. No one who moved him in
that direction. Not that he didn’t enjoy a damned good sex life—he
did. But somehow it wasn’t the same anymore. It just wasn’t quite
enough.

He had a great career—money, prestige,
travel. But there was something tremendously unsettling, well,
lonely about being thirty-three and waking up alone more
often than not. Maybe women didn’t want guys like him for husbands
or fathers. Drake dragged his fingers through his hair and cursed
his nostalgic mood.

What the hell was wrong with him? His
interest continued to follow Kennedy’s every move. It had never
bothered him before that she looked at him with indifference. Maybe
the problem was too much sun and not enough sleep. That was
probably the answer. He’d be himself after a good night’s sleep,
assuming he ever got one with Kennedy the Tyrant leading him around
by the nose.

“No, Carol! Tell the senator that he can’t
pretend it didn’t happen,” Kennedy snapped. Her free hand now
planted on one hip, she pivoted and retraced her steps.

The ivory silk pantsuit she wore clung to her
slender shape in an especially eye-pleasing manner. Kennedy dressed
well, choosing conservative, but always elegant outfits. Her
shoulder-length hair, the color of sand on a sun-kissed beach, was
cut in a swingy style that framed her face and neck, caressing her
peach-colored skin like a lover’s touch. Drake drew in a slow, deep
breath to counter the effect she was suddenly having on him. And
those eyes, more gold than brown, surrounded by long, thick lashes,
could persuade a man to do anything. But Kennedy had never looked
at him with sexual interest—not even once.

They were pals. Buddies.

He respected that relationship, no matter how
much his more primal instincts protested. Kennedy was his friend. A
good friend. He could always count on her. And now she needed him.
No way would he let her down or screw up their friendship.

Still deeply engrossed in her phone
conversation, she tunneled her fingers through her hair and down to
massage her neck. Her fingers trailed over the smooth skin near the
base of her throat and his groin tightened. He wondered how she
would taste right there—where that pulse pounded rapidly beneath
satiny skin.

“Don’t waste your time, sir.”

Ripped away from his forbidden fantasy, Drake
turned to Edward. “What?”

“Ms. Malone never mixes business with
pleasure,” the clerk assured him.

“Excuse me?” Drake’s temper flared. What was
the man insinuating?

Assuming a knowing look, Edward elaborated.
“Ms. Malone often brings her clients to this shop for”—the older
man gave Drake a cool once-over—“makeovers, shall we say?” He
leaned slightly closer and lowered his voice. “Many have tried, all
have failed.” He nodded conspiratorially. “Ms. Malone is a true
lady. Money, power, good looks…None of it fazes her. I doubt you
will be any more successful than the others.”

Drake clenched his jaw against the retort
that sprang instantly to mind. “Thanks for the tip, Edward,” he
said instead. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

Edward thrust a large white box at him,
followed immediately by another, then a garment bag. “Just wanted
to save you the embarrassment, sir,” he explained in his most
helpful tone. “It’ll take a special man to win Kennedy Malone,” he
added in a stage whisper. His admiring gaze lingered on the woman
in question for a long moment. “A special man, indeed.”

Drake had never been accused of setting out
to snag a female. He’d never had to. And he had no intention of
starting now.

“All set?” Suddenly standing right in front
of him, Kennedy beamed a professional smile of approval in his
direction. His traitorous pulse reacted.

Before he could answer, Edward, his friendly
adviser, responded, “Oh, yes, Ms. Malone, quite set. I believe Mr.
Drake has everything he’ll need.” The older man shot Drake a
wink.

“Great,” Kennedy enthused. “We’re ready
then.”

He was ready all right, Drake agreed
silently. Ready to kick himself for letting Kennedy talk him into
this idiotic charade.

 


~*~

 


“We’ve been over this already,” Drake
grumbled. He leaned back in the seat of the rented sedan and tried
to put the last few hours out of his mind, but again his efforts
proved useless. After whirlwind packing and doubling his
housekeeper’s salary for the week so she would feed Iggy, he and
Kennedy were on their way. The flight had been unremarkable, but,
so far, the drive from the airport to Fayetteville had proven
decidedly more exciting.

He knew Kennedy to be an aggressive driver on
the streets of D.C. But once on the interstate, she drove like a
bat out of hell. She talked nonstop and her cell rang constantly.
She had no qualms about driving, talking, and using that dramatic
body language of hers—simultaneously. If they arrived in Friendly
Corners alive it would be a miracle. He closed his eyes to shut out
the landscape whizzing by in a blur of autumn colors. He was
surprised North Carolina’s highway patrol hadn’t stopped her as she
sped along the interstate. Maybe the local police would slow her
down, he mused as they headed for the exit ramp.

“Drake, this is important,” she insisted.
“Now listen up.”

“I’m listening,” he intoned, refusing to open
his eyes.

“My parents are very old-fashioned. They
don’t drink except for the occasional glass of wine at a social
function. So don’t even think about beer while you’re under their
roof. As a small-town attorney and a prominent member of the
Methodist Church, my father is an archconservative, so don’t swear
or smoke in front of him.”

He shook his head slowly from side to side.
Where did the woman get these ideas? “I quit smoking when they
kicked me out of the Hell’s Angels,” he assured her
sarcastically.

Her brief hesitation made him smile. “You are
joking, aren’t you?” she finally asked.

He blew out a breath. “I did do a photo essay
of a couple of renegade Angels once, but don’t worry, I don’t
smoke.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “Why did I think you
smoked?”

“I have no idea.”

“Maybe it’s because you’re…you know, like you
are.”

His eyes popped open and he shot her an
irritated look from behind his sunglasses, for all the good it
would do. “I’m not sure I want to know what that means.”

She gave him a bright smile, which, to his
frustration, immediately banished his irritation. “Oh, I don’t
know…nothing, really.”

A horn blasted, sending Drake’s heart into
his throat. “Keep your eyes on the road,” he barked then held his
breath until she’d darted back into her own lane. The guy in the
red four-wheel drive truck shook his fist as he flew past. “Damn
it, Kennedy, where’d you learn to drive?”

“Relax, we’re almost there.”

“Thank God,” he muttered, still clutching the
armrest with white-knuckled intensity. His heart slid slowly back
into his chest and began to beat once more.

“And my mother,” Kennedy continued as if
nothing had happened. “She’s a housewife. She loves to clean and
bake and all that jazz.” She shook her head as if she couldn’t
grasp the concept. “Since that’s basically her career, be sure to
compliment her homemaking skills.”

The smile that lingered on Kennedy’s lips
told him that she loved her folks, despite how boring she made them
sound. Despite her infrequent visits, she spoke as if they were
pretty close. Being an only child, he supposed that Kennedy really
didn’t have anyone else. Unlike the Drake brood. He had three
brothers and two sisters. Never a dull moment when they got
together. Which didn’t happen often enough anymore.

“Oh yes,” she added. “There’s Uncle Martin.”
Her smile broadened into a grin. “He’s the mayor, and a real
charmer. I think you two will get along fabulously.”

“Whatever,” Drake grumbled, wondering again
how he had gotten roped into this. He shot the driver a look.
Kennedy’s powers of persuasion were definitely not to be
underestimated. No wonder she was Sid’s best.

A sign welcoming visitors to Friendly Corners
came into view and he breathed a sigh of relief. He just might see
his next birthday after all. He flicked a glance at the driver.

Friendly Corners looked exactly as Kennedy
had described it. Small, neat and welcoming. Modest houses lined
the streets. Huge old trees, bursting with gold and russets, shaded
the freshly cut green lawns. Branches on fire with color extended
over the walks, dropping the occasional leaf to flutter in the
slight breeze. Bales of hay, big orange pumpkins, and sundry other
Halloween decorations proclaimed fall’s first major event was on
its way, and summer was officially over.

“One more thing,” Kennedy said ominously,
drawing his attention back to her as she slowed to take a right.
“They’re not the touchy-feely type. So no touching or…or kissing
around my parents, okay?”

Surprised, he lifted a skeptical brow. Hell,
he hadn’t even thought of that. “You mean there may come a point
where I have to kiss you?”

She arrowed him a look over her eyewear.
“Only as necessary for the validation of our story.”

Damn, he’d almost gotten his hopes up for a
minute there. He peered out the window at the meticulously
landscaped lawns. If he had to spend a week in Cleaverville, the
least he should get for his pain and suffering was one kiss. He
shifted and took a moment to admire the driver’s profile. Her
features were soft and delicate, utterly feminine. Her coloring was
so natural that if she wore makeup, it was impossible to tell. The
camera would love her. Maybe she’d let him take a few pictures. Or
maybe he’d do it without her ever knowing.

A smile pulled at his lips as he recalled
Edward’s warning. Ms. Malone is a true lady. And a friend.
He intended to do right by her. She had never asked him for
anything. The least he could do was come through on her first and
only request. Even if it was the craziest thing he had ever done.
And he definitely wouldn’t allow these new and non-platonic urges
to take over. Self-control would be his middle name.

“Here we are,” she announced as she braked to
a stop and shoved the gearshift into park. She passed her cell
phone to him. “Put that in the glove box, please.”

“Are you sure you can function without
it?”

Kennedy removed her sunglasses and gave him
an indignant look. “You should do stand-up, Drake.” She tucked her
glasses into her visor and opened the car door. “You’re a real
comedian.”

Ignoring her jab, he tossed the phone and his
eyewear into the glove box. He scanned the stately two-story
Georgian style home. Like the others he’d seen, the landscaping was
well done, pleasant. All those nice, calm adjectives jumped to mind
as he surveyed the rest of the small neighborhood.

He emerged from the car, closed his door and
rounded the hood to join Kennedy on the other side. “Nice
place.”

“Thank you.” She took his arm and started
toward the front door. “Remember everything I told you. My parents
are not at all like the people you generally associate with. Please
don’t say or do anything that will ruffle their feathers. This has
to go smoothly.” She sighed wearily. “I just want this whole thing
over.”

He stopped and pulled her around to face him.
“Look, I won’t let you down. I’m damned good at fitting in with my
environment.”

She smiled and his heart thumped hard.
“Thanks, Drake. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

He blinked, then swallowed back the urge to
draw her into his arms. Buddies, he reminded himself. “Let’s get
this show on the road.”

Walking side by side, and arm in arm, Kennedy
led Drake up the steps and across the porch to the front door of
the home in which she’d grown up. As she pushed the button to ring
the bell, he told himself again that a break would do him some
good. He’d been promising himself some downtime for months now.
Life in the slow lane would be a nice change of pace. There was
something to be said for boring—he just couldn’t think what it was
at the moment. As far as her parents went, what kid hadn’t dreamed
of having a mother like June Cleaver for at least a day? And her
father couldn’t be all bad if he liked football. Kennedy had said
he like college ball.

Really, how boring could they be?

The door swung inward and Drake’s gaze
riveted to the face of the woman who greeted them, an older version
of Kennedy, but every bit as stunning.

“Kennedy!” The woman threw her arms around
her daughter and hugged her tight. When she drew back, Drake had to
take a second look to make sure he’d seen right.

A tie-dyed tank top clung to her slim body.
Faded jeans hugged her hips and flared into huge bellbottoms at her
ankles. Her hair was braided and she wore some sort of headband. A
silver peace symbol hung around her neck.

If this was June Cleaver of Friendly Corners,
maybe this trip wasn’t going to be so boring after all.

 


~*~

 


Kennedy closed her gaping mouth. She squeezed
her eyes shut, counted to three and reopened them. The stranger who
looked disconcertingly like her mother was still there.

“Mother?”

“Honey, I’m so glad you’re home.” Brenda
Malone turned to Drake, who stood mutely at Kennedy’s side. “And
this must be your guy,” she enthused.

Her guy? Kennedy’s mouth dropped open
again.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Malone,”
Drake said politely as he extended his hand. Kennedy’s mother
ignored the outstretched hand and pulled him into a big hug.

Her mother didn’t hug strangers. What was
going on?

“Call me Bren,” she told Drake. “Everybody
does.”

Who called her Bren? Kennedy had never heard
her mother called Bren in her entire life.

“Come on in, you two.” Brenda tugged Drake
inside. Bewildered, Kennedy followed.

“Where’s Dad?” she asked cautiously. What on
earth had happened to her mother? A breakdown of some sort? A
midlife crisis? Kennedy wrinkled her nose. And what was that smell?
“What’s that smell?” she blurted, echoing the thought.

“Incense, babe,” Brenda all but moaned. She
closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “Isn’t it groovy?”

Incense? Groovy?

“Oh, no,” Kennedy muttered. Her mother was
possessed, obsessed—or on drugs. When had this happened? How was
her father handling this? Why hadn’t he told Kennedy? She could
have come home sooner.

“I can’t believe you’re finally here.”

Brenda Malone ushered Kennedy and Drake
farther into the entry hall, then closed the door soundly behind
them. Distracted by her thoughts, Kennedy jumped when Drake’s hand
pressed against the small of her back. His long fingers moved
slightly in a comforting gesture. Playing his part already, she
decided.

“Hey, kiddos, what’s happening?” Kennedy’s
father strolled up and sidestepped the mother she didn’t recognize.
He pulled Kennedy into a big bear hug, then kissed her soundly on
the forehead. “How’s daddy’s little girl?”

“Fine, Dad,” she croaked, dismayed by his
outward display of affection. “Just fine.” Her eyes suddenly
widened in shock when she took a good look at the man who’d raised
her. “What happened to your hair?”

“You like?” He turned around slowly, then
smoothed a hand over the grey mane he’d secured with a leather
strap at the nape of his neck. “It took me nine months to grow it
this long.” He waggled his eyebrows at Kennedy. “Cool, huh?”

Her head spinning, her stomach churning,
Kennedy turned helplessly to Drake who looked every bit as
bewildered as she. This couldn’t be real. Stress. That had to be
the answer. Too many hours at the office. She had to be
hallucinating. Maybe she had a brain tumor! She spent entirely too
much time on that damned cell phone. She blinked.

What had happened to her parents? She turned
back to the strangers in front of her. Who were these
imposters?

“This must be the man,” Kennedy’s father
elated, slapping Drake heartily on the back.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Malone.” Drake smiled
and offered his hand.

“Call me Chuck, D.D.,” Kennedy’s father
insisted, pumping Drake’s hand vigorously and giving him another
enthusiastic whop between his shoulder blades.

D.D.? Douglas Drake? Kennedy shook her
head. Her father never pulled nicknames out of thin air. This man
couldn’t be her father. She knew her father. He wore Brooks
Brothers suits—not tattered jeans and muscle shirts. And her father
certainly didn’t have a tattoo…

Tattoo?

Kennedy’s gaze riveted to the emblem on her
father’s left bicep. Harley-Davidson. When had he gotten that? God,
she didn’t even know he knew what a Harley was.

Kennedy felt weak-kneed. She stumbled back a
step. This just couldn’t be real. Xanax. She needed a Xanax …or a
Valium…

“Somebody just me what’s going on,” she
demanded. Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. Why not?
Everything else was damned strange.

“Sweetpea, what’s wrong?” Her mother checked
Kennedy’s cheek, then her forehead. “You feel a little warm. Are
you all right, dear?”

“I have to sit down,” Kennedy muttered,
barely stumbling to the chair next to the hall table. Kennedy
recognized the soft hands caressing her hair and the tender voice
soothing her now; she just didn’t recognize the woman.

Her father shot Drake a look, then settled
his assessing gaze on Kennedy. “Sweetpea, is there something we
should know? Something you’re afraid to tell us?”

Feeling the blood drain from her face,
Kennedy met her father’s worried gaze. He couldn’t be
insinuating—

“You shouldn’t be ashamed, Kennedy.” Her
Father smiled widely and swung one arm around Drake’s shoulders.
“Love is a wonderful thing, and if a new life springs forth a
little earlier than planned, then that’s okay.” He nodded
reassuringly, looking first at Kennedy, then at Drake.

“Dad, I’m—”

“Don’t worry about it, honey,” he
interrupted. “Your mother was expecting you before we were married.
It was a little daunting at first, but we managed. We were both
heavily invested in our careers. Kids weren’t on the agenda.”

“That’s right, sweetpea,” her mother cooed.
“Everything will be fine. Your father and I handled the change. We
got married, bought this house and I became a stay-at-home mom.
You’ll get used to it. If you and Douglas are in love, then that’s
all that matters.”

“Amen,” Chuck Malone agreed.

Her mother pregnant before—? Oh, God. Had
she, Kennedy Malone, been an unplanned pregnancy? Her whole life
flashed before her eyes. How could she have lived with these people
all those years and not have known that significant fact?

“No one else has to know,” her mother
assured.

Kennedy shot to her feet, annoyance absorbing
all other emotion. “Will someone please tell me what the hell is
going on here?” she demanded. She looked from her mother to her
father. Both wore the same confused expression.

“Kennedy, your hormones will level out in the
last trimester. Mood swings are typical early on,” her mother
offered, an indulgent smile on her face.

“I am not pregnant,” Kennedy snapped. She
didn’t miss Drake’s look of quiet amusement. The man was no doubt
enjoying the show.

Her father nodded solemnly. “I can dig that,
babe. We just want you to know that we’re cool with the
situation.”

Kennedy flung her arms up in exasperation.
“Why are you talking like that? Why are you dressed like that?
What’s going on?” She’d lost it—this went way beyond Xanax or even
Valium. She needed a straightjacket. A shrink. A frigging mental
hospital!

Realization dawned in her father’s brown
eyes. “You don’t know, do you?”

Kennedy frowned. “Don’t know what?”

“Sweetpea, didn’t you get Cassandra’s letter
with your reunion invitation? Why, she told me just yesterday that
she couldn’t wait to see you.”

“What letter?” She met her mother’s concerned
gaze.

“The one explaining reunion week.”

Kennedy shook her head. “I received an
invitation to the reunion and a sketchy agenda for other
activities, like the parade and homecoming masquerade ball that’s
planned later in the week.”

“Oh my,” Brenda said, just the way Kennedy
had heard her say it thousands of times during her life. Maybe her
real mother was in there somewhere behind all that tie-dye
and faded denim.

“You see, sweetpea, Friendly Corners is
having its 200th birthday this week,” her father
explained. “The Alumni Committee got together and decided that each
generation of graduates would have a big, weeklong bash in
celebration of the town’s birth, homecoming and reunion. And we’re
supposed to dress and act the part. Your mother and I have been
practicing for weeks.” He struck a pose. “1969. Am I far-out or
what?”

Kennedy sagged with relief. “I see.”
Cassandra, the witch, had conveniently forgotten to inform Kennedy
of that small detail. It would be just like her high school nemesis
to try and ruin Kennedy’s week.

“No problem,” Brenda piped up. “There’s still
some of your old clothes in your closet, dear.” She smiled
affectionately. “I could never bring myself to throw them out or
give them away. I’m sure there will be something you can wear.”

Kennedy held her palms out to call a stop.
“That won’t be necessary,” she said quickly. Cassandra had merely
given Kennedy the means by which to excuse her millennium era
attire. “I don’t do retro.”

Drake rubbed his chin, then grinned
mischievously. “Don’t be so hasty, sweetpea. Retro could be
fun.”

“That’s the spirit,” her father chimed in.
“Heck, man, we’re even having a mini Woodstock.”

Kennedy bared her teeth in a parody of a
smile. “Speaking of clothes, maybe you should bring our luggage
inside,” she suggested to Drake, effectively changing the
subject.

“You chicks just chill, the guys have the
situation under control.” Her father turned to Drake. “Come on,
dude, let’s get your threads.”

Kennedy closed her eyes and pleaded with
whatever gods would listen to deliver her from this insanity.

“You look tired. How about a nice nap?”

Kennedy moistened her lips and essayed a
smile. “Sure, Mom.”

Her mother’s arm still draped around her
waist, the two slowly made their way up the stairs. No matter how
weirdly her parents were behaving, it felt good to be home. Kennedy
sighed as she strode down the familiar hall. She’d stayed away
entirely too long. She had to make sure that didn’t happen again.
Her parents and her uncle were all she had. She gazed lovingly at
the very grown-up flower child next to her. Strange as she looked
at the moment, Brenda Malone was the best mother anyone could ever
ask for.

Charles—Chuck—Malone’s booming baritone
flowed up the stairs a beat before Kennedy heard the two men’s
heavy footfalls. Drake’s huskier, smoky tone sounded rich and
exotic next to her father’s. She shivered, then reminded herself of
the way things were. Friends. She and Drake were only friends. This
wasn’t real. It was all make-believe. A spin.

Kennedy’s father paused before taking her
luggage into her old room. “Your mother and I want you to know that
we remember what a bummer it was to be in love and stuck in the
house with your parents. Don’t sweat it,” he declared. “We’re hip
to your needs. So, we’re putting you both in Kennedy’s old
room.”

“What?” Kennedy gawked at her father.

“We understand, sweetpea,” her mother put in
quickly. “You’re engaged. Of course we know you’re sleeping
together. You’re adults. We respect that. When I was your age, your
father and I had already been living together for years.”

Kennedy opened her mouth to protest but her
father halted her with a knowing look. “We’re cool with this,
sweetpea.” He gave his only daughter a wink. “Relax and enjoy.”

His gaze carefully averted from her, Drake
followed Kennedy’s father into her childhood room. The big canopy
bed stood in the center of the room, still adorned with virginal
white lace and pink ribbons. What a travesty.

This couldn’t be happening.

She couldn’t do this.

No way could she sleep in the same bed with
Drake for one night, much less the next six.

Her gaze suddenly collided with the object of
her discomfort. Instantly and to Kennedy’s supreme annoyance, heat
suffused her.

No way.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


Kennedy glanced first at the shimmering
lights surrounding the Friendly Corners Country Club, then back at
her faux fiancé. She took a long, deep breath. This reception was
the first of several social hurdles on the week’s agenda. All she
had to do was change the subject when anyone pried too deeply into
her love life, and never let Drake out of her sight.

Sidney T. Booker was a master of public
relations and Kennedy had learned well under his tutelage. Never
deny anything, keep changing the lead, and always—always—have a
diversion.

“Okay,” Kennedy began, “remember—stick with
me and play along with whatever I say.” She pulled a serious face.
“I mean it, no improvising. This is my show.” She gave his tall
frame a quick appraisal. When she’d told him tonight was casual,
he’d definitely kept that in mind when making his wardrobe choices.
Criminally faded jeans and a ribbed cotton shirt the color of a
sandy beach. Kennedy frowned. The V neck plunged a little lower
than was necessary, the jeans molded to him a little more tightly
than she would have preferred, but all in all she supposed he would
do. She, on the other hand, had opted for a simple black dress with
a lady-like neckline and a hem that hit just above her knees.

“Anything else?”

“Take those sunglasses off,” Kennedy shot
back, annoyed. It was already dark—why did he need sunglasses? This
day had been the pits so far and she didn’t want it to get any
worse. “And try to…to look intellectual.”

Drake’s brows shot up as he peered at her
over the rims of his confounding eyewear. “Intellectual?”

Kennedy huffed. “You know, more brain than
brawn.”

Drake pulled off the sunglasses and tossed
them into the car through the open window. “Gotcha,” he said with
an unmistakably smug expression. “In other words, be my usual
charming and irresistible self.”

Kennedy opened her mouth to take him down a
notch or two, but a thought suddenly occurred to her. “Oh, wait!”
She jerked the car door open and reached into the glove box. She
shoved aside her cell, resisting the urge to turn it back on, and
retrieved her borrowed ring. She’d forgotten to put it on before
arriving at her parents’ house, but they’d been so excited to see
her that they hadn’t noticed she wasn’t wearing one.

Details. Kennedy never forgot details. This
was not a good sign.

She pulled the one-carat solitaire from its
black velvet case and closed the glove box. As she shoved the car
door shut with one hip and she admired the diamond beneath the full
moon’s glow.

“Nice rock.”

Kennedy smiled up at him, oddly pleased by
the unexpected compliment. “Thanks.” It was a nice ring. She really
loved it. Too bad she’d be giving it back next week. With a shrug,
she started to slide the ring onto her left ring finger.

“Allow me.” Taking her left hand in his,
Drake accepted the ring between his right thumb and forefinger.

Mesmerized by the intent expression on his
incredibly handsome face, she held her breath as he slipped the
ring into place. She shivered when he lifted her hand to his lips
and kissed the spot right next to the ring.

“A beautiful ring for a beautiful lady,” he
said softly, that whiskey-smooth voice sending another shiver
skittering down her spine. Still holding her hand, he lifted his
right and brushed a stray wisp of hair away from her cheek with
warm knuckles and smiled. “I like your hair up like this. It’s very
sexy.”

Startled, Kennedy jerked back an awkward step
and pulled her hand free of his. “It’s…it’s serviceable,” she
explained. She’d only twisted it up out of the way because she
hadn’t had time to do anything else. She’d never knowingly looked
sexy in her life. Maybe Drake was only getting into character. He
was supposed to say things like that, wasn’t he? “Save the
compliments for an audience.”

“Whatever you say, boss.”

Not bothering to respond, Kennedy strode
toward the entrance to the country club. He followed silently. What
had she ever done to deserve such a fate? Her parents had turned
into strangers and her life was a sham—well, her social life
anyway.

What if she couldn’t pull this off?

Kennedy slowed. For three years she had been
Sid’s damage control expert. Otherwise known as a spin doctor—she
cringed at the title. Kennedy Malone never failed on an assignment.
She worked nearly twenty-four hours a day until the job was done.
She scarcely slept or ate until she’d accomplished her goal.
Graduating summa cum laude a full year ahead of her peers, with a
B.A. in political science and a degree from one of the nation’s top
law school, had gotten her a job at the prestigious Booker Firm.
Hard work and a vivid imagination had facilitated her climb to the
top.

But this was her life, not some stranger’s.
Kennedy knew all the players—had a shared past with them. Total
objectivity was out of the question.

“Are we going in or what?”

Drake’s voice dragged Kennedy from her
disturbing reflection.

Why did he have to look at her that way? As
if her were worried about her. Or that he cared how this would all
turn out when the week was out. “What?”

“Awaiting further instructions, ma’am,” he
said in a mock military tone, annihilating any possibility that he
really cared.

She must have been out of her mind to do
this. But it was too late to change her strategy now. The spin was
already in motion. Kennedy moistened her lips. “There is one more
thing.”

Drake looked heavenward. “Big surprise.”

“There’s this one man in particular—”

“I knew it,” he cut in, a wide grin spreading
across his tanned face. “I knew there had to be a lost love
somewhere in your past.”

Kennedy folded her arms over her chest and
glared at him. “Button it and listen, Drake.”

He matched her stance and adopted an offended
expression. “You didn’t tell me I had to take all this abuse.”

“His name is Larry.” She swallowed. “Larry
Hawthorne. He was the captain of the football team and—”

“You two were an item,” Drake concluded.

Kennedy blinked. “Right.” She blocked the
painful memories. “Until the head cheerleader set her sights on
him.”

“And that would be dear old Cassandra,” he
suggested astutely.

Kennedy nodded, then summoned up her hardened
indifference. “That was a long time ago.”

“But it still hurts.”

“Not anymore,” she denied quickly. Not
anymore, she repeated to that little voice deep inside that wanted
to refute her denial.

“Revenge, then,” he offered. “Maybe you’d
like to deliver a little retribution while you’re here. Even the
score, so to speak.”

She shook her head, then shrugged. “I don’t
know…maybe. I haven’t planned that far in advance.”

Drake smiled then, a little crookedly, which
only made his mouth look that much more sensual. “Just point him
out to me when we get inside.” He offered his arm. “Shall we?”

Curling her arm around his, Kennedy managed a
smile. She could do this. She could count on Drake. He was a good
friend.

They followed the signs to the main ballroom
where Veronica, the daughter of the local hardware store owner,
worked the sign-in table.

“Kennedy!” The buxom redhead skirted the
table and gave her a quick cheek-to-cheek embrace. “Girl, I was
hoping you would make it!”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” Kennedy said
smoothly. “Veronica, this is Douglas Drake.”

“Your fiancé!” She gave Drake an admiring
once-over. “I’ve heard all about you, Douglas.” Veronica clutched
his hand and gave it a good shake.

“All good, I hope,” he said in his most
charming tone.

“You got it.” Veronica grabbed her stack of
stick-on labels and a Sharpie. “Jeez, Kennedy, you don’t even need
a name tag. You haven’t changed a bit, girl.” She quickly scribed
their names on labels and handed one to each of them.

“Thank you,” Kennedy replied, hoping the
remark was intended as a compliment. Knowing Veronica, it probably
was.

Name tags in place, Kennedy took a deep,
fortifying breath and led the way into the vibrantly decorated
ballroom. Banners, streamers, and balloons all in the Friendly
Corners high school colors and honoring her graduating class were
everywhere. A cash bar was located on the far side of the room. A
small stage, also colorfully decorated, held the center spot at the
rear. What Kennedy immediately recognized as late nineties music
wafted through the air, a backdrop to the hum of conversations, the
clink of glasses, and the ripples of laughter. With only
fifty-seven in the graduating class, it looked to Kennedy as if
most of were already here, accompanied by their spouses or dates
for the evening.

Everyone appeared to be decked out in
fashionable garb—MTV fashions to the hilt. Even some of the punkish
hairstyles were retro. Before Kennedy could suck in another breath
of courage, the games began. She and Drake were swept into a tide
of hugs, handshakes, and introductions. Kennedy didn’t remember her
classmates as being so demonstrative or friendly.

Like any good strategist, she analyzed and
categorized everyone she met. Surprisingly, not much had changed.
Some had gained a little weight, others had lost a good deal of
their hair, a few looked pretty much the same. But in all of them,
Kennedy could still see the glimmer of the kids they used to
be.

She wondered if they could still see the shy
little girl in her.

Kennedy hoped not.

She wasn’t anything like that anymore. She
was a confident, take-charge type now. No more holding back for
Kennedy Malone.

“Would you like to drink, Kennedy?” Smiling
affectionately at her, Drake slid his thumb softy over her
cheek.

Despite the knowledge that his every look,
every touch was merely a ruse, she trembled in response. She
frowned at the reaction and the offer. “I’m not sure that’s a good
idea.”

“Give me a break,” he muttered close to her
ear. “We’ll look pretty nerdy standing around here all night
without a drink.”

“All right,” Kennedy relented. “I’ll take
white wine. But only one.”

She watched Drake cut through the crowd.
Taller than most of the men, with that raven black hair, he was
easy to follow. Worry nagged at her again. Maybe she should have
gone with him. What if someone approached him at the bar? She
chewed her lower lip, watching every move as he ordered their
drinks.

“Afraid someone will steal him?”

Kennedy looked up into the evil green eyes of
Cassandra Hawthorne. She groaned inwardly. Cassandra hadn’t changed
at all. Still tall, thin, brunette and gorgeous. And without a name
tag, Kennedy noted. As class president, the woman obviously thought
herself above such trivialities. Or maybe it was that Material Girl
look she didn’t want to detract from.

“Hello, Cassandra.” Kennedy’s teeth
immediately set on edge.

“Hey, that’s a yummy fiancé you’ve got
there,” Cassandra said with wicked glee as she continued to observe
Drake’s trek in their direction.

Kennedy followed Cassandra’s gaze and did a
double take. Why hadn’t she ever noticed the way Drake moved? Slow,
sleek and deliberate. The man had a walk designed to make the
ladies sit up and take notice and they definitely did. Every female
in the place took a long look at Drake as he moved across the
room.

He paused at her side, handed Kennedy the
stemmed glass of white wine, then gave Cassandra a cool once-over.
The woman went into immediate meltdown beneath the man’s brief, but
thorough appraisal. Kennedy seethed in silence. He’d damn well
better be looking for a name tag or he would regret that particular
move.

“Cassandra, I presume?” he finally said.

Cassandra extended her red-nailed hand, which
Drake promptly brushed with his lips, eliciting a gasp from its
owner. “And you must be Douglas Drake,” she crooned, her scarlet
lips curving into what she obviously considered to be a come-hither
smile.

“At your service,” he said with a nod. “I
would’ve known you from anywhere from Kennedy’s description,” he
added with silky charm.

Puzzled, Kennedy stared at him. She hadn’t
given Drake a description of the woman. In fact, they hadn’t
discussed the wicked witch at all.

Cassandra fluttered her too-long lashes.
“Well, I’ll make it a point to see you later,” she said
cryptically, glancing from Drake to Kennedy—as if Kennedy were
included in that remark.

“I didn’t tell you the first thing about that
woman,” Kennedy snapped when Cassandra had moved out to ruin
someone else’s evening.

Drake smirked, then took a sip of his drink.
He leaned close and whispered in Kennedy’s ear, “I know a she-devil
when I see one.”

Kennedy smiled then. Maybe this was going to
work after all.

For the next two hours she relived dozens of
retold memories and reacquainted herself with her former
classmates. She met spouses, significant others, and saw hundreds
of pics of offspring. And she basically had a pretty good time.
Most had turned out as she had expected. Penny was a schoolteacher;
Joe, a mechanic like his father; Carl, a baker in the family store.
But the one person she’d most wanted to see hadn’t shown.

Larry.

The jerk that had broken her young heart and
turned her off love. She supposed that want wasn’t the right
word; Kennedy needed to see him. To show him that her life
had turned out better without him.

That was all.

She harbored no romantic notions about
him.

Ten years was a long time. She’d forgotten
him ages ago.

Suddenly he was there. Larry entered the
ballroom and paused to survey the crowd. He was still every bit as
good-looking as he had been back in high school—better even.
Nearing thirty now, Larry had filled out especially well. Kennedy’s
heart pounded. Her throat constricted. In about five seconds he
would locate her in the throng, just as he’d always done when they
had dated. That instinctive connection would kick in and—

“Kiss me, Drake,” Kennedy demanded in a stage
whisper.

He looked at her as if she had sprouted a
second head. “What?”

“Kiss me,” she repeated through clenched
teeth.

A sexy twinkle lit his gray eyes, and he slid
his arm around Kennedy’s waist and pulled her firmly against his
strong body. “Do you want me to keep it simple or do you want an
Academy Award winning performance?” he teased, his lips so close to
hers that she could feel the electricity arcing between them.

“I want the Oscar,” she murmured quickly
without considering the ramifications of her request.

His right hand glided slowly up her back,
then tangled in the hair at her nape. “The Oscar it is then,” he
whispered as he took her mouth with his own.

Dark, mysterious, wild, exotic…that’s how
Drake tasted. His lips felt firm and hot against hers. His body was
strong, sure, demanding…commanding hers to react. Fire swept
through her, kindling low, then bursting in every direction with
hot, licking flames of carnal desire. Somehow her arms wound around
his neck and pulled him closer, instinctively urging him to deepen
the already fantastic kiss. His tongue traced her lips and
Kennedy’s knees almost buckled beneath her. He nibbled, then
suckled her bottom lip, making her pulse hammer. Unable to stop
herself, her lips parted and his tongue swept inside. Heat and the
lingering taste of bourbon exploded inside her mouth as his tongue
stroked hers and then did an electrifying little glide over the
roof of her mouth. A jolt shot straight to her core, hot,
stinging.

Startled, Kennedy pulled back.

“Had enough?” he murmured thickly, his warm,
sweet breath fanning the flames burning out of control inside
her.

She blinked and tried to find her voice.
“Yes,” she said hoarsely.

His eyes never leaving hers, he slowly
released her. “You look good just kissed, Kennedy Malone.” He
smiled that crooked half smile she’d seen a thousand times and it
suddenly did strange things to her insides.

Her fingers drifted up to her still sizzling
lips. What had just happened here? “I’ll…I’ll be right back,” she
sputtered. She spun around and all but ran to the ladies’ room.

Once inside, she leaned against the closed
door and squeezed her eyes shut. Mercy, had she ever been kissed
like that before?

No.

Never.

She wiggled her toes to uncurl them. How
could a mere man generate that much energy? She trembled at the
memory of how his arms had felt around her, how his lips had felt
against hers. Kennedy straightened and shook herself. Although she
didn’t have a vast amount of experience on which to base her
conclusion, she felt Drake was a world-class kisser.

Make-believe, she reminded herself. Just part
of his own spin on the situation. He probably didn’t even enjoy it.
She wasn’t even sure she had.

Yeah, right.

God, she was screwed up.

Kennedy trudged over to the row of sinks and
mirrors. She stared at her reflection. Why did other people’s
opinions of her matter so much? Why hadn’t she outgrown the
childish need for approval?

“Because you’re hopeless, Kennedy,” she
muttered to her reflection. Her lips were still swollen from his
kiss. She swallowed. “Just for show,” she reminded, ruefully noting
the glow in her eyes.

“Whew!” a feminine voice trilled.

Kennedy turned to find Wanda Wallingsford
sashaying through the door. Loud, obnoxious, party-hearty Wanda.
The girl most likely to screen centerfold candidates for
Playgirl. Wanda smoothed her black leather miniskirt, then
flipped her long bleached blond tresses over her shoulders.

“Hey, Kennedy.” She waggled her eyebrows.
“That’s a helluva beefcake you found yourself.”

Kennedy manufactured a smile. “Thanks.” She
supposed that was the appropriate reply. What did one say when
another woman ogled one’s supposed fiancé?

Wanda closed her eyes and swooned. “I’ll bet
he’s really hung too.”

Appalled, Kennedy glared at the woman.
“Excuse me?”

Wanda snapped her eyes open and stared,
wild-eyed, back at Kennedy. She cocked one overly plucked eyebrow.
“Don’t try to fool me, Kennedy Malone. I’ve got eyes. What a
package that man has! Mm-hmm.”

“Package?” Kennedy’s mouth gaped.

Wanda laughed drunkenly. “Oh, Kennedy.
Prissy, strait-laced Kennedy.” She gestured magnanimously for a
moment before throwing up her hands. “I’m referring to his fruit
basket. The package, you know?”

At Kennedy’s continued puzzlement, Wanda
demanded, “Haven’t you ever looked at the man’s crotch? Good Lord,
he’s a stud! Surely you’ve noticed.”

Kennedy’s mouth worked, but nothing came out.
She blinked rapidly, then tried again. “O-of course, I’ve noticed,”
she finally croaked. “He is fantastic in bed.”

Wanda grinned wickedly. “That’s what I’m
talking about.” She wobbled precariously to a stall.
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Drake wiped his tingling lips with the back
of his hand. He hadn’t meant to let things get quite that out of
control, but he just couldn’t help himself. Kennedy had melted
against him, responded with real passion. The only thing that had
saved him from making a complete fool of himself was her startled
response to his forwardness. He’d been crazy with want.

Damn.

He shifted, trying like hell to calm the
raging erection Kennedy had left him with. Here he stood on the
middle of a party, surrounded by strangers, and hard as a rock for
a woman who’d never even seemed to notice he was male, much less
available.

Damn.

Looking no worse for wear, Kennedy made her
way through the mingling crowd. She paused a few feet away to chat
with a short woman, whose name, if he remembered correctly, was
Elaine. Drake closed his eyes against the vision of Kennedy in that
slinky black dress. She couldn’t have looked sexier if she’d been
naked—well, maybe that was an exaggeration. He had no doubt that
Kennedy had though t she was being conservative when she’d selected
that dress, but she’d failed miserably.

The silky fabric caressed her body rather
than draped it. The black was a vivid contrast to her creamy
coloring. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes.

Kennedy hadn’t moved, but she was not staring
directly at him.

Or more specifically, at his crotch.

His brow furrowed. Why the hell was she
staring at him like that?

Her gaze suddenly connected with his and
color rose high in her cheeks. Her long legs covered the short
distance between them with powerful strides. She stopped right in
front of him and leaned in close. His breath caught. Her subtle
scent made his heart thump. How could any woman who looked that
dammed sexy smell so fresh and innocent?

“Drake,” she said quietly, glancing around to
make sure no one was listening. “I appreciate that you’ve gone
above and beyond the call to look hot, but, really, it wasn’t
necessary to accessorize.”

What the hell did she mean by that? “You’ll
have to be a bit less cryptic, Kennedy.”

She licked those delicious lips, her gaze
carefully averted from his. “What are you wearing beneath those
jeans?”

Realization hit him and he smiled. So she’d
noticed. He angled his head so his lips just brushed the shell of
her ear. “Baby there’s nothing in these jeans but me. Is that a
problem?”

Kennedy jumped back like a frightened bird.
Before she could utter a comeback, Cassandra appeared. ‘Kennedy,
you remember Larry, don’t you?”

So this was Larry. Drake looked the other man
over. And how thoughtful of Cassandra to bring him right over to
Kennedy.

“Of course,” Kennedy said tightly.

Larry smiled. “Good to see you, Kennedy.”

Drake disliked the man on sight. He knew an
absolute jerk when he saw one, but he’d never say that to Kennedy.
She apparently still had feelings for the guy.

She turned to Drake. “This is Douglas
Drake.”

Drake produced a wide smile and stuck out his
hand. “Her fiancé,” he clarified.

Larry shook his hand. “So I hear.”

“I’ll have to introduce the two of you to our
children,” Cassandra enthused. “Aaron is eight, and Jessica just
turned six.”

Kennedy’s smile wavered slightly. “That would
be nice.”

Damn the woman, Drake swore silently.
Didn’t Cassandra know when enough was enough? He hated bullies and
this woman was a bully.

“You should come by the school tomorrow
afternoon, Jessica has her dance recital.” She smiled sweetly.
“She’s a perfect little ballerina.”

“Took after her mom,” Larry added. “Dancing
has never been my forte.”

“Well.” Cassandra feigned a smile. “You have
other assets.”

Drake thought he might be sick. Kennedy
looked as though she already were. Just as Drake opened his mouth
to excuse himself and Kennedy, the crackling of a microphone
sounded.
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“Girls and boys, I need your attention for
about two minutes,” a man dressed in sixties clothes announced from
the stage. He chuckled. “I guess I should say ladies and
gentlemen.” He shook his ponytailed head. “It’s still hard to
believe you’re all so damned grown up.”

Kennedy smiled a real smile for the first
time this evening. Uncle Martin. Without so much as an excuse me to
Cassandra and Larry, she bolted forward, pushing her way through
the crowd. She didn’t have to look back to know Drake followed; she
could sense him not far behind her. She paused at the left side of
the stage and waited for Martin to finish his little welcome speech
to the graduate of 1999.

“Kennedy,” her uncle boomed as he stepped off
the stage. He pulled her into his arms and hugged her tightly.
“Lord have mercy, little girl, it’s so good to see you. It’s been
too long.” Her drew back and gave her thorough appraisal. “You’ve
grown up on me since last Christmas.” He pulled her left hand from
his shoulder and eyed the engagement ring, then grinned. “And
gotten yourself engaged.”

She swallowed back the rising guilt. She
hated deceiving her uncle. Her parents almost deserved it, but
Martin didn’t. He and Kennedy had always been two of a kind. Both
too busy with their careers and with no time for distractions like
romantic entanglements. He’d run interference for her with her
parents on that very issue too many times to count.

“Uncle Martin, I’d like you to meet Douglas
Drake.” Kennedy turned to Drake, willing her smile to remain in
place. “My fiancé. Remember, Drake, I mentioned that Uncle Martin
is the mayor of Friendly Corners.”

Martin released Kennedy and grabbed Drake’s
hand, giving it one quick but firm shake. “You’ve caught yourself
one fine lady, young fella. I hope you know how lucky you are.”

Drake smiled. “Yes, sir.” He turned a doting
smile on Kennedy. “I guess I’m about the luckiest man alive.”

Kennedy narrowed her gaze at Drake. There was
no need for him to lay it on quite that thick.

Martin slipped his arm around her shoulders
and hugged her to his side once more. “I would have been here
sooner,” he said, then gave his niece a swift peck on the forehead.
“But I had five other reunion receptions to kick off.” He smiled
fondly, but his gaze grew suddenly distant as if remembering some
faraway something. “Celia’s really outdone herself this time.”

“She’s done a great job,” Kennedy agreed,
recalling the reunion chairwoman with fond memories of her own.
Celia had been her piano teacher, and such a lovely woman.

“Name your poison, Martin,” Drake cut in, his
expression unreadable. “I’ll get us all a drink from the bar.”

Martin grinned devilishly, the ponytail
adding to the effect. “Bourbon, son. Is there anything else?”

Drake grinned then. “A man after my own
heart.” He slid a quick glance at Kennedy. “Another white
wine?”

She nodded, in spite of having insisted she
would only have one, then watched him disappear into the crowd.

“Listen to me, Kennedy.” Martin’s expression
turned uncharacteristically serious, as did his eyes. “I want to
tell you right now how proud I am of you for finally doing the
right thing.”

Her brow puckered in confusion. “Right thing?
I don’t understand.”

“Just listen,” he said firmly. “Life is too
short to waste it.” Her uncle sighed, looking old and tired. “And
it’s definitely a mistake to spend it alone.”

Kennedy choked out a laugh. “I’ve never heard
you talk like this. I thought you loved being a bachelor. How many
times have you stuck up for me on this very issue with Mom and
Dad?”

He shrugged halfheartedly and shook his head.
“Things aren’t always what they seem, Kennedy. I was wrong. I’m
just glad you didn’t wait until it was too late like I did.”

“Just one minute here.” She perched her hands
on her hips. “As long as you’re breathing, it’s never too late. If
there’s something you want in life, Uncle Martin, you just have to
reach out and grab it.” She glowered at the man she loved with all
her heart. Sidney T. Booker’s favorite phrase came to her in a
flash. “Its’ never over until it’s over,” she told Martin with a
look that she hope relayed half the meaning her boss could put into
those words.

“But—” A slow, knowing smile stole across
Martin’s face. “You might just be right, little girl.” He stroked
his chin thoughtfully. “Maybe it’s not too late.”

“It’s never too late,” she repeated as she
gave her uncle another affectionate hug.

“Excuse me, Kennedy.”

Cassandra again. Kennedy cringed as
she pulled away from her uncle.

The witch giggled like the idiot she was.
“Kennedy, I just wanted to remind you to pick up the revised
information packet at the sign-in table before you leave for the
evening. You’ll need it,” she added emphatically.

“Revised what?” Kennedy went on instant
alert. Cassandra never did anything helpful without an ulterior
motive.

“The information packet,” Cassandra repeated
impatiently, then smiled sweetly. “It outlines the rest of the
week’s activities in more detail, including tomorrow’s scavenger
hunt.”

“Scavenger hunt?” Sounding like a parrot,
Kennedy wilted with instant apprehension.

“A last minute addition,” Cassandra explained
with obvious pleasure. “Not to worry. Everyone’s hunt has been
especially designed for them. I’m sure you’ll find yours to your
liking.”
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“A scavenger hunt!” Kennedy glared at the
paper in her hand, then crumpled it. “I can just imagine who
thought up that brilliant idea!”

She stopped halfway up the sidewalk to her
parents’ front door and whirled on Drake. “I’ll tell you who,” she
said, answering her own question. “Cassandra. She knows how I hate
the woods and anything creepy-crawly.” She shook the crumpled
information sheet at Drake as if this were his fault. “She set me
up as sure as I’m standing here.”

“What’s the big deal, Kennedy?” He shrugged.
If he’d had any idea Cassandra would return, he would have never
have left Kennedy alone with her uncle. But Drake had felt like an
intruder and thought maybe they needed some privacy. He’d
definitely needed a few moments away from her. “So we’ll do a
little hiking in the woods. I don’t see the problem.”

“The problem” she glared at him as if he were
dumb as a post “is that I don’t do hiking in the woods. Cassandra
knows that’s the one situation I can’t hold my own in. I’m telling
you, she set me up!”

Drake grinned before he could stop himself.
Damn, she was a pretty thing all riled up, even if he wasn’t
supposed to be noticing that undeniable fact. “Ah, but Cassandra
doesn’t know about your secret weapon.”

Kennedy frowned petulantly. “What secret
weapon?”

“Me.”

She rolled her eyes dramatically. “That’s
supposed to make me feel better?”

Ignoring her jab, he slung his arm around her
slender shoulders and guided her toward the door. “I’m right at
home in that kind of environment.”

She turned to him, the porch light
spotlighting her sweet face. “That’s right.” Her smile slowly
returned. “You’ve been in jungles and rainforests all over the
world. Bowden Park and the surrounding woods will be a breeze for
you.”

“Precisely.”

“That’s a relief.” She reached for the
doorknob, then paused, lines pleating her smooth forehead. “I can’t
shake the feeling that something’s going on with my uncle. I’ve
never heard him talk like that before.”

Drake shrugged, remembering the conversation
Kennedy had repeated to him between her bursts of anger at
Cassandra and her stupid agenda. “Maybe he was offering the only
advice he had to give.”

“Maybe.” Still looking far too worried,
Kennedy turned the knob but nothing happened. She frowned, then
turned it again. “It’s locked.”

“Don’t you have a key?”

“No,” she snapped. “My parents never lock the
house.”

He plowed a hand through his hair. He was
ready for this night to be over. Too much he hadn’t expected had
happened. “Ring the bell.”

“I don’t want to wake them.” Kennedy chewed
her lower lips and considered their predicament for a few moments.
“Let’s go around back.”

Obsessing on how it would feel if he were the
one nibbling her lips, he followed her through the darkness to the
backyard.

She climbed the three steps to the back stoop
and checked the door. “Locked, too.” She surveyed the rear of the
house. “That’s the laundry room.” She pointed to a nearby window.
“The lock on that window has been broken for years.” Kennedy
leveled her gaze on his. “If you could hoist me up there” she
gestured to the window “I could climb though and unlock the
door.”

“No problem.” He assumed a position beneath
the window, braced his feet wide apart and made a stirrup with his
hands. Kennedy placed one foot into his hands and he hoisted her
up. While she struggled with the window, he tried not to notice the
way her hips kept rubbing his jaw. He took long, deep breaths to
slow his reaction to her lithe body. He swallowed a groan when she
turned slightly and her pelvis pressed against his face.

“Got it,” she whispered just before she slid
out of his hold.

Drake scrubbed a hand over his face. This was
turning into a harder job than he’d anticipated, emphasis on the
hard part. Allowing the cool night air to do its work, he slowly
climbed the steps as Kennedy opened the back door.

“Quiet,” she warned in a stage whisper. “My
parents have probably been asleep for hours. You know, early to
bed, early to rise.”

As silently as possible they made their way
through the dark house, then up the stairs. When they reached the
second story landing, Kennedy hesitated.

“What’s that sound?” she asked softly.

“What sound?”

Then Drake heard it. The unmistakable sound
of creaking bedsprings. The longer he listened the more frantic the
sound became. Soon the springs were accompanied by moans and groans
of a human origin.

“Oh…my…god…” Kennedy breathed.

Drake passed a hand over is jaw to stifle a
chuckle. “Sounds like the flower children are pollinating.”

Kennedy whirled on him. He couldn’t see her
face but he could imagine the fury in those golden eyes. “This is
not funny, Drake!” She huffed. “My parents are…are…”

“Having sex,” he supplied.

“Ohmigod.” Kennedy stormed off in the
direction of her bedroom.

The next sound Drake heard was a crash.
Kennedy had collided with something. Lights came on and her parents
tumbled into the hallway, her mother wearing a carelessly donned
robe, her father in his boxers.

“Kennedy, is everything all right?” her
father asked breathlessly.

“No!” Kennedy whirled away from her
scantily-clad folks and busied herself with up righting the table
she’d overturned. “Why were you—why was the door locked?” she
sputtered.

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry,” her mother offered,
shifting her robe into place. “Ever since that time Ricky Johnson
accidentally walked in on us, we’ve started locking the door when
we have sex.”

Her profile visible to him, Drake saw
Kennedy’s mouth drop open. He strode quickly to her side. “Sorry
to…interrupt you.” He smiled and ushered Kennedy toward her room.
“We’ll just—”

Kennedy suddenly balked, then turned back to
her parents. “Why would the lawn boy come up the stairs?” she
demanded, her mother’s words sinking in. “Don’t you still leave his
money on the kitchen table?”

“Well, sweetpea, we weren’t upstairs,” her
father explained. “We were in the kitchen on the table.”

Kennedy’s mouth sagged open again.

“G’night, folks,” Drake said, dragging a
stunned Kennedy farther down the hall. “We have a big day ahead of
us, so we’d better call it a night.”

Brenda and Chuck called their goodnights as
Drake forced their daughter into her bedroom. She turned on him
then, her eyes wide with indignation.

“The kitchen table?” she shrieked.

“Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it,” he
suggested calmly.

Kennedy ran the fingers of both hands through
her hair, undoing that sexy do…into an even sexier one. Damn, why
did he have to notice that? He tugged his shirt over his head.

“This can’t be happening,” she muttered
distractedly.

“Come on. Kennedy, it’s not that big a deal.
If it makes you feel any better, my parents probably have sex,
too.”

She glared at him, hands on hips. “Don’t you
dare try to mollify me. First, I had to beg you to help me—” With
one surprised palm, she halted his attempt at protest. “I get home
and find my parents have turned into hippies.” She huffed an
indignant sound. “Then I discover that I was conceived out of
wedlock. And that doesn’t even include all the reunion crap. I’ve
had just about all I can stand for one day!”

He unbuttoned his fly and lowered his zipper.
“Don’t blow a gasket, Kennedy. It’s been a long day, but tomorrow
things will be better.”

As if suddenly realizing that he was removing
his clothes, Kennedy stared at him. “What the hell are you
doing?”

“Getting ready for bed.”

Without another word, Kennedy pivoted and
stormed out the door.

Drake shook his head. He tossed his shirt on
a handy chair and stripped he covers back from the bed. Scratching
his chest, he wandered back into the hall and down to the bathroom.
Kennedy was definitely overreacting. Of course, he was overreacting
as well—only in a different way.

After taking care of necessary business,
including brushing his teeth, he padded back to her room. Surely
things would be better tomorrow. He still hadn’t had a decent
night’s sleep.

What sounded like ripping cloth hit his ears
before he stepped through the bedroom door. He frowned at the sight
of Kennedy crouched in the middle of the bed, dress hiked up around
her shapely thighs.

“What are you doing?”

She backed awkwardly to the foot of the bed,
then hopped down. She flung what looked like a roll of silver duct
tape across the room and slapped her hands together as if dusting
them off. “Now,” she said triumphantly.

“Now what?”

She turned and with a flourish gestured to
the bed. “That’s your side and that’s mine.”

Drake stared in disbelief at the bed she had
divided straight down the middle with a line of duct tape. She
couldn’t be serious.

Kennedy walked to the right side of the
bed—her side. She kicked off her shoes and shot him a look. “And if
you know what’s good for you, you’d better not let any part of your
body cross that line.”

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


It was difficult to breathe. She couldn’t
move.

Kennedy struggled to awaken, to fight the
weight crushing her. Slowly, awareness crept through the darkness,
bringing with it a sense of time and place.

Hot. She felt hot and languid as she
floated just the other side of consciousness. Not quite awake, but
not fully asleep. A smile tugged at her lips as she inhaled the
intriguing scent that cloaked her. Leather and musk…warm and male.
Her heart rate increased, edging her closer to consciousness. The
indistinct, seemingly formless weight suddenly began to take
shape.

A hard, heavy thigh rested between hers. A
strong, thick arm draped her chest, long fingers splayed across her
bare shoulder. Her head seemed trapped between two unyielding
objects. Kennedy’s eyes opened and her heart lurched to a near
stop. Her face was pressed into the curve of Drake’s neck, trapped
between his chin and shoulder. He was practically on top of her,
crushing her with his muscular frame. His—

Her eyes rounded when she realized exactly
what was pressing into her hip. She opened her mouth to scream, but
quickly snapped it shut. If she screamed her parents would come
running…She couldn’t do that.

She licked her painfully dry lips. Okay,
be calm, she told herself. All she had to do was wake him—no!
No way would she let him catch her like this. She frowned as she
performed a quick physical inventory. Hot, wet, and throbbing.
Kennedy cursed her traitorous body. She wasn’t supposed to have
reactions like this to this man. She had never reacted to him like
this.

Friends—they were supposed to be friends.

She listened intently to his breathing…slow,
deep, even. He was dead to the world. Okay. All she had to do was
scoot out from under him. Her right arm was trapped beneath his
massive chest, and to her supreme chagrin, curled around his back.
What the hell was he doing on her side of the bed anyway?

Kennedy smoothed her left hand over the sheet
to find the duct tape to the right of her. Damn! She was on his
side. How had that happened? At least he wasn’t naked. Thank God
for that. The metal teeth of his half-open fly bit through the thin
cotton T-shirt she wore. Why hadn’t she packed heavy flannel?
Because she hadn’t expected to be sharing a room with him—that’s
why! Her parents were supposed to put him in the guestroom.

Chewing her lower lip, she held her breath as
she eased a tiny fraction to the right. Drake groaned, then
promptly tucked her back against him. Kennedy squeezed her eyes
shut and waited for him to resettle—but he didn’t. Her breath
caught when his hips ground solidly into hers, making her all the
more aware of his arousal. It took all the restraint she could
marshal not to touch him intimately. Desire roared through her
body, leaving her weak with want. Then his right hand slid down to
her breast and he squeezed.

Flustered, confused, and enraged, Kennedy did
the only thing she could—she clamped down on his chest, biting for
all she was worth.

“Son of a—” Drake jerked away. “What the hell
are you doing?” He glared at her, those gray eyes dark with more
than irritation, desire maybe. He shoved his fingers through his
sleep-mussed hair, then touched the bite mark on his chest. “Are
you insane, Kennedy?”

“Get off me, you big oaf,” she snarled,
matching his glare with a murderous one of her own.

His handsome face looked confused, then
realization dawned. “Damn!” He rolled off her, and the bed. He
slammed into the floor with a resounding thud, punctuated by
several ear-scorching four letter words—a number of which Kennedy
couldn’t recall ever having heard before.

She peeked over the edge of the mattress and
smiled sweetly. “Good morning.” She had a sudden, almost
overwhelming, urge to push that thick lock of raven black hair away
from his forehead, then skim his shadowed jaw. Her fingertips
tingled at the thought. Kennedy quickly balled her fingers into
fists and banished the forbidden yearning. “Are you always this
grumpy before coffee?”

Pushing up onto his elbows and positioning
himself entirely too close, his utterly appealing and intensely
wild masculine scent filled her nostrils. Kennedy’s breathing
hitched.

“Only when crazy women try to take a bite out
of me.” He reached up to rub the angry red mark on his chest.

“Serves you right.” Needing distance in a
hurry, she bounded off the opposite side of the bed. “You’ll learn
to keep your hands to yourself.” She headed for the closet,
scowling, intent on finding something suitable to wear for a
scavenger hunt.

“Well, maybe in the future you’ll stay on
your side of the bed,” he countered, the sound of his zipper
underscoring his words.

She shuddered at the sound—with disgust or
lingering desire, she didn’t know, nor did she intend to analyze
her reaction. “You are so crude, Drake,” she muttered as she rifled
through the contents of her closet. How could she wear any of these
out-of-style clothes? Had she really been that much of a geek?
Evidently the answer was yes.

“I’d talk about crude,” he growled, his
breath hot on her neck.

Kennedy jumped away, then whirled to face
him. How had he sneaked up on her like that? “Eighteen inches,
Drake,” she warned. “You’re in my personal space again.”

Shirtless and looking entirely too sexy for a
friend, he took an unwilling step back. That crooked half smile
overtaking his lips, he leaned against the doorframe in his very
own cocky, lazy way. “I would’ve never taken you for the hickey
type.”

Kennedy gave him a you-wish look. “I bed your
pardon?”

He tapped his chest. “Hickey. You do know
what a hickey is, don’t you, Kennedy?”

She glanced at the darkening bruise, then
glowered at him. “That is no hickey. It’s a battle scar.”
She arched a brow. “And next time I may aim a whole lot lower.”

Drake smiled wickedly. “Promise?”

“Get out of here so I can get dressed.”
Kennedy shooed him out of the walk-in closet, flipped the switch
for the closet light, then pushed the door closed. She pressed her
forehead against the cool painted surface and cursed herself for
the fool she was.

“This isn’t real, Kennedy,” she muttered.
But, why oh why did it feel so real?

He had hit the nail on the head without even
knowing it. She was insane.

Absolutely.

Unquestionably.

Certifiably insane.

And considering the recent behavior of her
parents, the problem was clearly genetic.

 


~*~

 


Twenty minutes later, both dressed in
tattered jeans and T-shirts, Kennedy led Drake into the kitchen.
The smell of fried bacon made her stomach rumble.

Had she even eaten last night? She didn’t
think so.

“Good morning, sweetpea,” her father, still
decked out in hippie garb, said over the morning paper.

“Morning,” she replied as cheerily as
possible, considering the task that lay before her. Drake and her
father exchanged greetings.

“Would you two like some breakfast?”
Kennedy’s mother gestured to the serving platter warming on the
stovetop. This morning Bren sported a mini-dress, a suede vest with
fringe that skimmed the hem of her skirt, and thigh-high leather
boots.

Before either of them could respond,
Kennedy’s father pulled a chair from the table. “Sit, enjoy,” he
suggested.

Kennedy’s gaze suddenly riveted to the
kitchen table and her appetite vanished. “I—I think I’ll j-just
have juice.” She swallowed and turned on her heel to make a dash
for the fridge.

No way could she ever eat at that table
again. She closed her eyes and blocked the image of her formerly
respectable parents amusing themselves on the shiny oak top.

“Exciting plans for the day?” she heard her
father ask Drake.

Kennedy poured her juice and listened to
Drake recite the details of their scavenger hunt.

“Why, honey, that sounds like great fun,” her
mother enthused.

“I can’t wait,” Kennedy muttered.

“Oh, my.”

Her gaze shifted to her father. He tapped he
paper now lying flat on the kitchen table. “Would you look at
this,” he said, shaking his head slowly from side to side. “I can’t
believe it. Not after all this time.”

Kennedy moved to his side and peered down at
the article he indicated. “The Kissing Bandit Strikes Again After
Thirty Years,” she read aloud. “What in the world?”

“I’d almost forgotten about him,” her father
said distractedly.

“Who?” Drake looked from one Malone to the
next.

“Thirty years ago, right after we moved back
here,” Brenda explained, “a man wearing a Zorro mask would pull
unsuspecting females into some dark place like a stairwell or
supply closet and kiss their socks off.”

Chuck nodded. “It went on for about a month,
then just suddenly stopped.”

“Who was it?” Kennedy asked, still perusing
the article.

“No one knows,” her father told her. “It just
happened. People talked about it for years, but no one ever
admitted to being the infamous Kissing Bandit of Friendly Corners.
It’s our one unsolved mystery.” He chuckled. “I remember the chief
of police being irate that he couldn’t catch the culprit.” Chuck
waggled his eyebrows. “Especially since his wife was one of the
first victims.”

Kennedy looked at her mom. “How about you,
Mom?”

She shook her head. “Not me.” Her eyes
suddenly twinkled with mischief. “I can remember keeping my fingers
crossed and hoping, though.”

“Hey,” Chuck growled.

Drake leaned forward to look at the bold
headline. “I think it’s kind of romantic.”

“Romantic?” Kennedy’s mouth gaped. She had no
idea he even knew the definition of the word. Well, she amended, he
probably knew a little bit about it considering the ladies who
lined up at his door when he was home. Or maybe he simply knew all
the right pick-up lines.

“It is,” Brenda agreed. “A mysterious man—and
from all reports, a sinfully sexy man—appearing out of nowhere and
kissing you breathless would be something like in a romantic
novel.”

Kennedy rolled her eyes. “I think it’s called
assault now, Mother.”

“Have a cup of coffee, D.D.,” Chuck suggested
in an effort to change the subject.

The discussion changed to football then.
Still, a little intrigued by the kissing bandit story, Kennedy
leaned against the counter and considered the old mystery. Reunion
week just kept getting stranger and stranger. Had someone put
something in the city water supply?

Though distracted by her thoughts, a part of
her couldn’t help noticing the ease with which Drake related to her
parents. An instant rapport had formed between the three. Too bad
it was for naught. Kennedy felt almost guilty about
misleading her parents like this, but what choice did she have?
They’d forced her into a corner. She sighed. And she’d come out
fighting with the only weapon she had, the art of illusion.

But illusions were fleeting…and Kennedy knew
it was only a matter of time before hers shattered.

 


~*~

 


After breakfast with her parents, Kennedy and
Drake drove across town to Bowden Park. Unfortunately for them, it
had evidently rained all night long. Water stood in every low place
around, and in some places that weren’t so low. Kennedy cursed
Cassandra Hawthorne with every step she took into the dripping
forest that surrounded Bowden Park. The creek was swollen,
threatening to flood the trail that bordered its muddy bank. Drake
made it very clear after the first ten minutes that he didn’t want
to listen to her complaints, so Kennedy kept them to herself.

Somehow she would find a way to get back at
her high school nemesis. Kennedy smiled. At last, something to look
forward to. She suddenly imagined Cassandra at an important
gala…wearing the same exact dress as three other women in
attendance. Kennedy’s smile broadened to a grin. Wouldn’t that get
her goat? And that very catastrophe could be arranged. All she
would have to do—

“Watch your step here,” Drake said, jerking
her back to the matter at hand.

“What?” Before he could expand upon his
warning, Kennedy’s next step mired into the too-soft edge of the
trail, sending her off balance. He reached for her flailing arms,
even snagged her by one elbow, but it was too late. Landing on her
bottom, the cold water enveloped her all the way up to her neck.
Drake came down on his knees between Kennedy’s widespread legs.

“Smooth move,” he grumbled.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she
groused.

He lifted his arms and allowed the water to
drip from his extended limbs. “It wouldn’t be so bad, Kennedy, if
you would just pay attention to where you’re walking. This isn’t a
city sidewalk, or some corridor in your posh office building.”

She batted a wisp of hair from her face. “I
told you that I’m inept in these kinds of surroundings.”

Drake got to his feet, then extended his
hands to help her up. “After yesterday’s drive from the airport,
I’m beginning to think you’re more dangerous than inept outside a
controlled environment.”

Bestowing a fake smile on him, she accepted
his offered hand and allowed him to help her to her feet. The wet
cotton of her clothing felt shrink-wrapped to her skin, with mud
splotches for decoration. “I’m not the outdoorsy type.”

“I can see that.” Looking supremely annoyed,
he splashed out of the murky water with Kennedy in tow. He
carefully maneuvered up the slippery bank and staggered onto the
trail.

Kennedy followed, shivering as the cool
breeze hit her wet clothes.

Drake frowned. “Do you want to go back home
and change? The sun’s out, but it’ll take a while to warm up after
that cold soaking.”

Kennedy folded her arms over her chest and
hugged herself. “Let’s just get this over with.” She was a big
girl; she didn’t need him fussing over her. He already thought she
was inept—no, make that dangerous.

She trudged along behind him for what felt
like forever. The sun tried valiantly to peek between the branches
of trees. The brown autumn leaves that still remained after last
night’s rain were too far efficient at blocking the sun’s warming
rays. Frowning up at the mostly bare branches, she slammed into
Drake’s muscular back before she’d realized he’d stopped. Awareness
curled through her, heating her from the inside out.

“This is it,” he said, paying no attention to
her misstep.

Kennedy moved around to his side to study the
crude map he held. She suppressed the need to shiver again, though
she couldn’t be sure if it was from her still-wet clothes or from
looking at his handsome profile. The man truly was a major hunk. In
the three years they had known each other, why had she never
noticed once how incredibly handsome Drake really was? Maybe
because she hadn’t really looked. He was a friend. You don’t
look at friends like that.

Drake pointed to the creek and the fallen
tree that crossed it. “That’s the landmark.” He scanned the woods.
“Twenty paces to the right of the fallen tree,” he murmured as he
read over the instructions once more. “Then look up.”

Cassandra was an idiot. Who in their right
mind would send two adults into the woods looking for a certain
tree among hundreds of others? Realization zapped her with sudden
humiliation. What two adults in their right minds would do as
Cassandra told them? Obviously, she and her neighbor…friend…fiancé,
whatever. Jeez, what a mess she had gotten herself into.

“Ten, eleven…” Drake counted aloud as he
stepped off the twenty paces.

It wasn’t until then that Kennedy noticed the
unexpected way in which his jeans clung to his muscular behind. She
stalled and cocked her head to analyze the intriguing effect. Long
legs, muscular butt, lean waist, broad shoulders. She sighed as
warmth instantly rushed through her once more. There was something
sensually satisfying about just looking at his masculine form.

“That’s the one,” he announced.

Kennedy dragged her gaze from his physique to
the tree he pointed out. It looked like all the rest to her, but
she supposed he had some caveman gene that allowed him to select
this particular tree over all the rest.

“How do you know that’s the one?” she
demanded crossly. She didn’t like being out of her element. Kennedy
Malone liked being in charge. And, somehow, she’d lost complete
control since the beginning of this farce.

Drake turned around slowly to face her. He
leveled his gaze on hers and spoke as if she were five years old.
“Unless our feathered friends have started constructing their nests
of Ziploc baggies and duct tape, then that’s what we’re looking for
right here.”

Kennedy squinted, straining to make out the
item he pointed toward in the highest branches of the tree. Sure
enough, there it was. “How on earth are we supposed to get it
down?”

“Easy,” Drake said with a broad smile that
somehow spelled trouble with a capital T. “You’re going to climb up
there and bring it down.”

Kennedy harrumphed. “I beg your pardon?”

“The limbs are too small. They’ll never hold
my weight,” he explained. “You’ll have to do it.”

Kennedy backed up a step and shook her head
adamantly. “No way. I didn’t climb trees as a child and I’m not
about to start now.”

Drake shrugged. “Then you forfeit to
Cassandra.”

That thought didn’t sit too well. She didn’t
want Cassandra to win. The woman had gotten the better of her too
many times in the past. Kennedy’s gaze traveled slowly up the tree
once more. Could she really do this? She could see Cassandra’s
triumphant expression if she didn’t.

“It’s your call,” Drake added, egging her on.
Kennedy swallowed. She rolled her shoulders and considered all the
equipment she used at the spa. She was in good physical condition.
Gave an elliptical a run for its money. Why couldn’t she climb a
tree?

“All right,” she agreed.

“That’s my girl.”

The devilish grin on his face heated her
insides yet again. What was wrong with her? This whole spin was
making her crazy. Without further consideration, she squared her
shoulders and strode forward. She would not say die…at least not
yet. She paused directly in front of the tree and calculated her
first move. The lowest limbs were about at shoulder level. She
would need a boost, definitely.

“I’ll give you a boost,” Drake said, as if
reading her mind.

Instead of making a stirrup as he had done
last night, he clasped her by the waist and hoisted her up.
Startled, Kennedy scrambled onto the lowest branches as quickly as
possible. She couldn’t bear the hot feel of his hands around her
waist any longer than necessary. His touch made her feel restless.
She did her best to ignore the unfamiliar sensations and started
the climb upward. Gingerly, she pulled herself up, toward her
destination, silently repeating every swearword she knew and
Cassandra’s connection to each.

Finally she perched on a limb that put her
within arm’s reach of the bag. Kennedy pulled the bag and tape off
the tree limb and shoved it and the note it contained dictating
hers and Drake’s costume for the ball into her pants pocket. This
had to be the most idiotic idea Cassandra had ever hatched up.
Kennedy shivered again as her cool, damp clothes flattened against
her skin in the autumn breeze.

Then she made her mistake…She looked
down.

Muscle-freezing fear surged through her
veins. She had climbed a great deal higher than she realized. She
must be…too many feet above the ground.

Kennedy swallowed. Her heart pounded like a
drum. She told herself to move, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t even
let go of the limb she held in a death grip.

“What’s the holdup?” Drake called. “You
okay?”

No! She wasn’t okay. Kennedy
shuddered. She had to get down. She almost laughed
hysterically.

“Kennedy, what’s wrong?” he demanded again,
that analyzing gaze watching her too closely.

She licked her lips and opened her mouth to
speak. Nothing came. Kennedy took a deep, shaky breath. “I…I can’t
get down.”

He frowned, an expression somewhere between
disbelief and amusement. “Of course you can get down. You got up
there. Just take your time and retrace your steps.”

She gave her head a little shake. “I wasn’t
looking down when I climbed up. I…I can’t do it.”

She didn’t quite make out the oath he hissed,
but she felt certain it didn’t bear repeating. “Just come up here
and get me,” she suggested, the pitch of her voice rising to match
the fear pulsing through her veins.

He glared at her. “You climbed up there
because the limbs wouldn’t hold my weight, remember?”

“You’ll have to risk it,” she told him, her
tone final. “I’m not coming down otherwise.”

“I suppose I could go for the fire
department.”

Kennedy’s eyes rounded in horror. “Don’t you
dare. You come up here and help me down this instant. Or…or,” she
stammered, “I’ll never speak to you again.”

“I should be so lucky.”

This was going nowhere. Kennedy finally did
what she knew she had to do: beg. “Please?” she cried. “I need you,
Drake.”

That rattled him. Kennedy could see the
subtle but instant change. He swore again, then sighed loudly. “All
right,” he grumbled.

Relief flooded her when he started up the
tree to rescue her. Thank God. She flexed the fingers of first one
hand and then the other. Her fingers were numb from holding on so
tightly. He pulled himself up beside her.

“Climb onto my back,” he ordered.

“I can’t do that.” He had to be joking.

“Dammit, Kennedy, get on my back and I’ll
climb down.”

She started to protest but his look stopped
her. “Fine.” She edged closer to him. “What do I do first?”

“Put your arms around my neck and then wrap
your legs around my waist.”

Kennedy’s mouth gaped in disbelief.

“Do it,” he snapped.

After the third attempt, she finally slung
one leg around him, then grabbed him around the neck before looping
her other leg around his waist. Her cheeks burned red-hot with
embarrassment.

“Now,” he said as he positioned himself for
their descent, “hang on.”

His concern with the limbs being able to hold
them suddenly rang in her ears. “What if we break a branch?”

“Then we’re screwed.”

Survival instincts kicking in, Kennedy clung
to him as if he were the only thing that stood between her and
certain death. With one last fleeting look at the ground below, she
decided that maybe he was.

 


~*~

 


“A barmaid,” Kennedy huffed again. “I cannot
believe the audacity of that woman! Obviously she selects
characters the same way she designs scavenger hunts—without the
slightest consideration for taste.”

Drake trudged up the stairs. His wet,
mud-splattered clothes had partially dried, and were growing
stiffer by the moment. Between the precarious climb down the tree
and Kennedy’s constant complaining, he had just about had his fill
of fun today. How could a woman as savvy and smart as Kennedy be
such a wimp surrounded by a few trees and a little mud?

“Cassandra lives to make me miserable,” she
grumbled.

“Give it a rest, Kennedy,” Drake said
impatiently. “Don’t let her get the best of you. You’ll make a
great barmaid.” The memory of the long, toned legs he had seen this
morning when Kennedy had been wearing nothing but an oversized
T-shirt ricocheted through his mind. Oh, yeah, she would make a
hell of a barmaid.

Kennedy paused long enough to wave her arms
magnanimously. “You would say that,” she all but shouted. “You get
to be a pirate.”

He summoned the last of his patience.
Irritation was quickly filling the remaining void. “You know what,
Kennedy? I’m going to take a shower. I don’t care about being the
pirate. I only care that I get a shower now. And since
taking that little swim and hauling your” he held up his hand to
halt anything she might say until he composed himself “butt down
from that tree was a favor I did for you, I would appreciate it if
you would just allow me some peace and quiet.”

Before she could respond, he turned sharply
and continued toward the bathroom. No one, no one, ever pushed him
this close to the edge. Why did he let Kennedy get to him like
this? The woman was driving him crazy in more ways than one. And he
seemed completely incapable of regaining his footing where she was
concerned.

To make matters worse, she followed him into
the bathroom despite his pointed request. Beyond caring, he jerked
at the buttons of his shirt.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured contritely. “I do
appreciate everything you did today.”

He glowered at her. She moistened those
damned tempting lips and lowered her head a bit, making him feel
like a class-A jerk.

“It’s just that Cassandra always somehow
managed to make me feel inadequate.” She shrugged, and Drake’s gaze
followed the movement, then fell to the breasts outlined by her
still damp T-shirt.

“I guess I haven’t outgrown the immature need
to prove I’m good enough.”

Why did she have to look so vulnerable, all
soft and needy? Her hair was disheveled in a very appealing way, as
was the rest of her. The look was totally out of character for
Kennedy Malone. This Kennedy was still a girl who desperately
needed acceptance. This was a glimpse of the woman who searched for
firm ground when outside her own world, who still needed someone to
support her.

With all his heart, he wanted to be the one
to protect her, to make her feel safe. She didn’t pull away when he
reached for her. He entwined the fingers of his left hand with
hers, then lifted her chin with is right. For one long moment, he
simply looked at her. Kennedy was a beautiful woman. For the life
of him, he couldn’t understand why he just recently noticed that
indisputable fact.

“Everything is going to be fine,” he
murmured. He stroked her cheek soothingly with the pad of his
thumb. He smiled at the streak of mud which had dried there. “You
don’t have to prove anything to anyone.”

A tremulous smile came to her lips. “I
apologize for being such a pain today.” She shrugged again. “I’m
not usually so…”

“Helpless,” Drake suggested, his fingers
tightening around hers, that uncharacteristic vulnerability drawing
on his every male instinct. She licked those full lips one more
time and nodded hesitantly. Want welled in him so fast that no
power on earth could have stopped him from kissing her. She tasted
soft, warm and unbelievably sweet. She sighed against his lips and
Drake instantly felt off balance. His fingers threaded into her
silky hair and pulled her closer, forcing her to surrender
completely to his kiss. Fire roared through him, urging him to
press his body against hers. He released her hand and found the
soft swell of her bottom. A groan of pleasure rumbled in his chest
as her body melted fully with his.

She touched his chest hesitantly. He groaned.
God, he was out of control. How could a mere kiss affect him so? He
touched her lips with his tongue and she opened for him, the move
tentative. He indulged his want, tasted her thoroughly, teasing,
testing. He wanted to touch her breast. His knees went weak before
the thought could evolve into action. Touching Kennedy, tasting
her, was killing him. His arousal grew harder by the second.
Kissing her would never be enough.

She whimpered when his palm closed over her
breast. He could feel the tightly budded nipple beneath the fabric
of her thin T-shirt and bra.

“Drake,” she murmured on a sharply indrawn
breath. Her eyes were closed tight, her expression intent.

He squeezed her breast as he simultaneously
pressed her hips harder into his erection. He nipped her lower lip
as he’d longed to last night, then trailed a line of kisses along
the curve of her jaw.

“What are you doing to me?” she whispered
breathlessly. “I can’t catch my breath. I’m burning up.”

“Me too, baby,” he murmured against her
satiny skin. God he wanted her, wanted her now. He flicked her
earlobe with his tongue. “I want you.” He squeezed her bottom,
urging her closer still.

She made a little started gasp. “What are you
doing?” she demanded again, her voice thick with her own
desire.

He stopped. His hands went to her waist and
set her slightly away from him. Her lids fluttered open, revealing
glazed eyes and pupils wide with desire. Her lips were swollen from
his kisses. Her skin flushed from the heat that had blazed between
them. But he had to stop. Something wasn’t right.

“Kennedy,” he rasped, his voice strained.

She finally focused on him, her body still
languid in his hold. “Yes?”

Drake swallowed. Hard. “Who was your last
lover?”

She blinked, breaking the spell. “What?” She
backed up a step, drawing away from his hold.

“When was the last time you made love?” he
pressed.

She plowed her fingers through her hair with
shaky hands. “That is none of your business.” Another step appeared
between them as she folded her arms protectively over her chest.
“My sex life is private.”

Reality crashed down around Drake. He swore
under his breath. He had almost seduced a virgin. He had noticed
her seeming inexperience the first time they kissed. He glanced at
her, then looked away. She was a friend. She trusted him. She was
vulnerable right now. Hell, she was damned virgin. And he
had…Damn and double damn. How was a nearly thirty-year-old woman
still a virgin this day and time?

“What’s wrong with you?” she demanded hotly.
“So you kissed me. I’ll get over it. It’s not like I’ve never been
kissed.”

Oh, but she hadn’t, Drake thought grimly. Not
like that anyway. He hadn’t kissed her just for the kiss; he wanted
more. His gaze settled heavily onto her suddenly hesitant one. A
whole lot more.

 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


“Go away.” Kennedy relaxed lower into the
bathwater’s hot embrace and dared whoever was at the door to
disturb her. She had showered after the scavenger hunt, but
tonight’s bath was for pure, bubbly pleasure—uninterrupted
pleasure. She did not want to talk—to anyone.

The knock came again, defying her wishful
thinking.

Kennedy shivered in spite of the heat
enveloping her. The memory of the man’s kiss loomed large in her
mind and sent a zing of desire through her. No one had ever kissed
her like that. There must be something wrong with her to react so
violently to Drake’s kiss. The man was—

“She says it’s urgent,” Drake announced.

An urgent call? From Veronica? Kennedy
frowned, but refused to open her eyes. If that Cassandra was up to
something again…

“I’ll call her back,” she insisted. No way
was she moving one inch for anything related to this blasted
reunion. The whole event was insane. She was insane. Kissing
Drake was insane. Telling him that she was on fire. Kennedy’s face
flamed even now with the memory.

The sound of the door opening made her eyes
pop open and her head snap up. Drake strode toward her, the phone
clutched in one hand and an impatient scowl etched across his
handsome face. She immediately clasped her arms around her bent
knees and tried to hide herself. Water sloshed and bubbles wobbled
around her like Jell-O.

“What are you doing?” Kennedy hissed in a low
voice so that Veronica wouldn’t hear.

Drake’s gaze slowly inspected her haphazardly
pinned up hair, roved down her naked shoulders, then slid back up
to her face. “I’m not your answering service.” He thrust the phone
at her, those long fingers curled around the receiver as they had
been around her hand just a few hours ago in this very room. Those
firm lips that still tormented her thoughts were set in an
irritated line.

Kennedy produced a smile and held out her
hand. She wasn’t about to reach up. He placed the receiver in her
palm, his gaze holding hers for one long beat before he turned
away. In that tiny space of time Kennedy saw desire flicker in
those silvery depths before he turned and walked out of the room,
closing the door behind him.

Three years. Kennedy and Drake had skirted
this delicate issue for all that time. Now it was alive with
electricity literally crackling between them. The first time he had
kissed her, it had been for the spin. But today…it was different.
That kiss had been about need, raw lust. Kennedy forced her
breathing to calm. Something was happening between them. Something
unlike anything she had ever experienced. Unlike Drake she was new
at this intense stuff. And, unfortunately, he had recognized that
little fact. Never let the enemy know your secrets unless it
will somehow prove beneficial to you. She knew that rule better
than anyone. No benefit readily came to mind in Drake knowing that
she was inexperienced.

“Kennedy! Are you there?”

She stared at the receiver in her hand, shook
off the confusing thoughts of him. She had to remember that they
were friends. Nothing more. “Yeah, Veronica, I’m here.” Kennedy
eased back against the tub’s porcelain surface and listened as her
friend alternated between shouting and whispering on the other end
of the line. The kissing bandit had struck again. This time Mrs.
Medford from down at the drugstore had gotten an unexpected smooch
while locking up just an hour ago. Kennedy’s curiosity edged up a
couple of notches. Who could be playing this bandit? And why had he
resurfaced after all these years?

“And that’s not all,” Veronica continued,
whispering again. “I saved the juiciest gossip for last.”

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense.” Kennedy
lifted her foot to catch a drop of hot water as it fell down the
faucet. She doubted any local gossip would appeal to her, but she
loved Veronica so she listened.

“Cassandra caught Larry in a clinch with
little Jessica’s hot-to-trot dance teacher. Cassandra is fit to be
tied.”

“What?” Kennedy sat straight up, her complete
attention now focused on Veronica’s excited voice. Water sloshed,
creating a mini tidal wave. “When did this happen?”

“This afternoon! Larry had gone to pick up
Jessica, but Cassandra didn’t know it. When she stopped by the
studio, Jessica and some other little girls were practicing their
pirouettes while Larry and the teacher were in the office warming
up for the horizontal mambo. Cassandra caught them! They were
wrapped in each other’s arms like lights around a Christmas
tree.”

A frown drew Kennedy’s lips downward. “What
happened then?” Considering Cassandra’s nasty temper, Kennedy
wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

“Well,” Veronica went on in a hushed tone,
“the word I got was that Cassandra simply smiled and told him not
to bother coming home. Then she walked right out and took her
daughter home like nothing had happened.”

Kennedy blinked, confused at her own
reaction. The anticipated thrill didn’t come. She had disliked
Cassandra for so very long, plotted revenge dozens of times in the
back of her mind, but the reality of the hurt this incident could
cause gave Kennedy no pleasure at all. The Hawthorne children would
be the ones to suffer now. Cassandra would get over her
humiliation, but those kids needed both their father and their
mother, witch though the latter might be.

“Isn’t that wild?”

“Yeah.” Kennedy let go a heavy breath. “Very
wild.”

“Since you’ve been gone, you probably don’t
know this, things have been on pretty shaky ground for those two
the last couple of years.”

Kennedy rubbed at the tension coiling in her
neck. “No, I didn’t know that.”

“Well, I just had to call and tell you,
girlfriend. But I gotta go now. My husband is stalking around the
kitchen wanting to know what’s for dessert.”

After a quick goodbye, Kennedy depressed the
talk button and ended the call. She tossed the receiver onto the
rug near the tub and decided there was no point in trying to relax
now. Veronica’s call had her totally wired. She pushed to her feet
and reached for the towel. As she dried her skin, Kennedy
considered the possible reasons why Larry had done such a thing.
After all, he was a grown man, with children and responsibilities.
Granted, Cassandra could be a cold-blooded bitch at times, but she
was undeniably beautiful and a decent person in most ways. Kennedy
pulled on her old pink robe. Even if Cassandra had stolen Larry
from her all those years ago, the woman didn’t deserve this now.
Not with kids involved.

A soft rap echoed from the door.

Kennedy glowered at the white painted
surface. “I don’t know why you’d bother knocking now, Drake.”

A feminine giggle sounded next, Kennedy
cringed.

“You have company, sweetpea,” Brenda said
through the still closed door.

Company?

“Who?” Kennedy pulled a couple of pins from
her hair. Veronica hadn’t been off the phone long enough to have
driven over here.

“It’s Larry, honey. He seems distraught. He
said he really needs to talk to you.”

Kennedy’s eyes rounded in disbelief. Larry?
“Larry Hawthorne?” she asked before she thought.

Brenda chuckled softly. “Well, of course,
sweetpea. Do you know another Larry in Friendly Corners?”

Jerking impatiently at her hair, pins flying,
Kennedy surveyed her reflection. She looked a mess. “Keep him
company, Mom. I’ll be right down.”

“No hurry, dear, Drake is entertaining
him.”

Drake. Oh, no. Kennedy had to hurry.
Though she couldn’t quite pinpoint exactly how she knew, but
something about the expression on Drake’s face whenever Larry was
around or his name was mentioned told Kennedy that he did not like
the man. Left alone too long, there was no telling what might
happen. Drake might blow their cover.

That thought shot Kennedy’s stress level to
new heights. She slapped on a little foundation and blush and
dragged a brush through her hair and hurried to her bedroom.
Kennedy stalled before her walk-in closet. Why would Larry come to
her when his wife kicked him out? Could their seeing each after all
this time have—no way! She quickly pulled on some clothes. Whatever
he had come for, it had nothing to do with the past.
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Drake gritted his teeth as Larry Hawthorne
studied a portrait of Kennedy at about age thirteen hanging over
the mantle in the Malone living room. If that guy made one comment
about how beautiful she was or how angelic she looked, Drake
planned to…

To what? Was that jealousy he felt? He shook
his head in denial. Couldn’t be. He didn’t do jealous. Besides,
Kennedy wasn’t really his fiancé. She was a friend. Except friends
didn’t kiss the way they had kissed just a little while ago. And a
friend certainly wasn’t supposed to get a raging erection from
merely seeing a friend in the tub. Drake swallowed the knot
that rose in his throat, even now when he thought of Kennedy and
all that silky skin, bubbles slipping down those delicate shoulders
he wanted her.

Drake silently cursed himself, then the jerk
drooling over her picture. Kennedy was completely inexperienced. No
one, not him or Mr. Ex-football star, was going to take advantage
of her.

“Larry, hey,” Kennedy said as she breezed
into the room. “What a pleasant surprise.”

She was wearing her spin doctor clothes,
Drake thought, seething. No jeans or T-shirt. This casual but
sophisticated looking pantsuit was silk, the rich amber color
highlighting the flecks of gold in her brown eyes. Larry strode
immediately to her and clasped his arms around her. Drake felt rage
stir inside him, which was ridiculous. He shouldn’t be feeling
this.

Hawthorne drew back and looked at her. “You
just won’t believe what happened,” he said wearily.

“I heard. I am so sorry.” Kennedy patted his
arm and looked up at him with such concern that Drake clenched his
fists at his sides.

“You can’t imagine what I‘ve been through the
past few hours.”

Time for him to leave the room, Drake
decided. Maybe this was what this whole charade had been about. Had
Kennedy only used him to make her ex-boyfriend jealous so she could
win him back? No. Kennedy wasn’t like that. He knew better. Larry
was married with children. She wouldn’t…would she? The image of
Cassandra flittered through his mind. Revenge was a powerful
motivator. But Drake knew Kennedy—or he thought he did.

“Well, if you two will excuse me,” he said,
determined to leave the room before he said or did something
completely stupid. “It sounds as if this is a private
conversation.”

“Wait.” Kennedy stayed his departure. “Larry
needs our help. And I’d like you to stay,” she added when Drake
looked doubtful.

“All right,” he said slowly. He glanced at
Larry. If the man considered him a threat or unwelcome, no hint of
it showed in his eyes. Maybe his coming here was on the up-and-up.
Veronica had spilled the beans about the dance teacher episode to
Drake even before telling Kennedy. The woman had been literally
busting to tell somebody. Dear old Larry had one big problem.

“It isn’t how it looked,” Larry said in a
tone almost as lame as the words he’d uttered. He glanced at Drake
as if reading his thought. “I know how stupid that sounds but it’s
true. I love my wife. I would never do anything to hurt her. Trisha
needed a hug. She’s going through a major crisis at home right now.
That’s all it was…comforting a friend. Nothing more.”

Kennedy shrugged noncommittally. “Gee, Larry,
how nice of you to provide the needed shoulder at just the wrong
time. Smooth move.”

He threw up his arms in frustration. “I swear
I’m telling the truth.”

Kennedy did an about-face and paced toward
the fireplace on the other side of the room. “That’s what they all
say, big boy. It’s the oldest line in the book.”

Drake couldn’t prevent the grin that tugged
at his lips. When Larry looked to him for understanding or support,
he nodded in Kennedy’s direction. “What can I say? She’s
right.”

Larry’s upraised arms flopped back against
his sides. “Kennedy, you’ve known me all your life. You know I
wouldn’t do that.”

She lifted a skeptical eyebrow at him. “Do
I?”

Larry huffed a breath of exasperation. “We
were kids back then, nothing but walking hormones. This is
different. I’m telling you nothing happened. It was completely
innocent,” he insisted.

Kennedy placed her hands firmly on her hips
and glared up at the man who was at least a head taller than her.
“That was your first mistake.”

“What? I don’t believe this!” He glowered
down at her with a mixture of depression and confusion. “How can
you say that? I only came here to beg you to talk to Cassandra for
me. She’ll believe you.”

Kennedy almost choked on her laughter. “I
know you’re upset, Larry, but don’t kid yourself. Cassandra hates
me, but that’s beside the point. The first rule of damage control
is never, ever deny anything.” Kennedy pointed at him for emphasis.
“You were caught in a compromising position with another woman.” He
started to argue and Kennedy halted him with an upraised palm. “No
buts, the facts speak for themselves. Your wife saw you in the arms
of another woman.”

Drake folded one arm over his chest and
propped the elbow of the other on it. He stroked his chin and
watched Kennedy in action. So this was the heavy hitter who kept
the top D.C. brass looking shiny and new. Malone, spin doctor
extraordinaire. Here was the confident woman he knew and loved.
Startled, he gave himself a mental shake and then assured himself
that it was just a figure of speech, not meant the way it
sounded.

“But it wasn’t sexual,” Larry was
insisting.

“Prove it,” Kennedy countered.

That one stumped the big guy. Drake felt
almost sorry for him.

“Trisha tried to call her, too. But Cassandra
wouldn’t listen.” Defeat sagged Larry’s shoulders.

“Imagine that,” Kennedy retorted with a
dramatic wave of her hands. “Your wife wouldn’t believe the other
woman fresh out of your arms.”

Larry planted his hands at his waist. “Well,
then, since nothing I say seems to be right, you tell me what to
do.”

The smile that suddenly lit Kennedy’s face
told Drake that major inspiration had hit. “How’s your two-step,
Lar?”

He frowned. “What?”

“Your two-step? Your waltz? Did Cassandra
ever teach you to dance?”

“You know I can’t dance,” Larry groused.
“I’ve always had two left feet.”

“At least that’s the truth,” Kennedy said.
Larry let out another defeated sigh. “But that may be your saving
grace.”

“You’ve lost me completely,” he muttered.

“Trisha is a dance instructor,” Kennedy began
as she tapped her chin and started to pace once more.

“Cassandra has always nagged you about
learning to dance. You could have decided that this special reunion
week was the perfect time for you to give her something she has
always wanted. A sweet surprise for the little wife.”

Kennedy wasn’t really talking to either of
them now. She paced back and forth, her expression a study in
concentration. Drake could almost see the wheels turning inside
that pretty head. She was plotting.

She stopped abruptly, then turned to face
first Drake, then Larry. “What better time to showcase your
surprise than at the masquerade ball on Friday night?”

“What surprise?” Larry demanded, still not
following Kennedy’s reasoning.

“Why, the surprise for you wife. What else?”
Kennedy sized him up as she walked all the way around him. “Between
now and the ball after the homecoming game on Friday night, you are
going to learn how to do a perfect waltz.”

Larry’s face screwed up with disbelief. “You
can’t be serious. That’s barely three days away. I hate dancing. I
couldn’t do it ten years ago and I sure can’t do it now.”

“All I can say is you’d better spend every
waking moment practicing.” Kennedy leveled her gaze on his. “Here’s
the story. You’ve been working closely with Trisha on this surprise
for your dear wife. That’s why you were in each other’s arms. She
was teaching you a proper dip.”

His head was shaking furiously in denial.
“It’ll never work. I can’t do it.”

“Of course it will,” Kennedy assured him.
“You can do it. All you have to do is follow my instructions
precisely. It will work.”

“Sounds doable to me,” Drake interjected. Not
that he thought Kennedy needed his help, but it couldn’t hurt.

“If someone brings up what happened between
you and Trisha, change the subject. If anyone asks, don’t
deny—evade.”

“What about Cassandra?” Larry still looked
skeptical. “I can’t just change the subject when she asks, assuming
she speaks to me at all.”

“Just keep assuring her that she will know
the truth soon enough. That it has all been for her.” Kennedy
patted him on the arm. “Play the martyr to the hilt.”

Larry dragged a hand through his hair. “This
sounds almost crazy enough to work.”

“It keeps the big boys out of trouble at the
White House,” Drake interjected. He slipped his arm around
Kennedy’s waist and pulled her to him. “She has a perfect record.
The President himself asks for her by name.” Kennedy glared at him,
but Drake only smiled proudly.

“Just remember,” Kennedy said, turning her
attention back to Larry. “Never deny anything, keep changing the
lead, and always have a diversion.”

Kennedy had lost him again. The utter
confusion on his face told the tale.

She sighed patiently. “When you waltz your
wife across the gym floor on Friday night, you will have your
diversion,” Kennedy promised. “The whole town will be talking about
how you practiced in secret for weeks, even suffered public
humiliation thinking you had been unfaithful just to give your wife
something she had always wanted—a real Ginger and Fred dance with
her husband.”

Larry smiled then. “I do believe you have
something there, Kennedy.”

“That’s why I get paid the big bucks,” she
teased.

Larry hugged her again. Drake seethed. What
was it about another man touching Kennedy that made him react so
fiercely? It was just his protective instincts, he rationalized. If
he hadn’t found out just how vulnerable Kennedy was, maybe he
wouldn’t be reacting so foolishly. She didn’t need his protection,
he argued with himself. She had made it this far without him. What
in the world made him think she needed him now?

“Careful there,” Drake heard himself say in
spite of what he’d just decided. Larry pulled away from Kennedy;
both stared expectantly at Drake. “Hugging is how you got into this
mess,” Drake added sheepishly. Kennedy had the grace to blush.
Larry just laughed, a short, strained sound.

“Thanks, man,” he said then, and slapped
Drake on the shoulder. “You’re a hell of a lucky guy to have
snagged this one.”

Before Drake could respond, Larry bounded out
of the room with renewed purpose.

“Well, that was easy enough,” Kennedy said
with a hint of wistfulness in her tone.

Drake searched her face for some sign of
regret that she had come up with a possible solution to Larry’s
dilemma. He saw nothing but a sense of satisfaction.

“You did good.”

Kennedy met his gaze fully for the first time
since entering the room. “Thank you, Drake. That means a lot coming
from you.”

For a long moment he could only stare back
into that tawny gaze. But then he had to touch her. Just as he
reached for her, Brenda Malone burst into the room.

“Chief Mason just called your father! The
bandit has struck again!”

While mother and daughter discussed the
latest episode, Drake made a decision. He had to get his act
together. He absolutely could not walk around lusting after
Kennedy. He would not allow this spin to turn into anything other
than what it was—make believe.

 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


Kennedy spent Wednesday helping Celia with
last-minute glitches in reunion activities. Cassandra was
apparently at home sulking, leaving others to organize the rest of
the week’s events. Chaos, Drake decided, was definitely Kennedy’s
true element. She could take any difficult situation and turn it
around. She was amazing to watch in action. He smiled, his pride
and respect for her taking a giant leap. And she was so beautiful.
His chest tightened with pride…or something like that.

While she wasn’t looking, he snapped a few
photos of her deep in concentration. Her blond hair was swept into
a loose bun, displaying the profile that nearly took his breath.
Her long, slender neck made him want to touch her there. He licked
his lips, then let out a long breath to slow his hurtle toward
arousal. The way her clothes clung to her body did strange things
to his ability to draw in his next breath. But Kennedy Malone
belonged to no man. Could he make her his?

The question shook Drake hard. This high
school reunion was one of her spins. On Sunday they would go back
to D.C. and everything would return to normal. Kennedy would be his
neighbor, his friend again. That thought shook him even harder. He
looked away from her. He didn’t need this frustration. Kennedy
wasn’t interested in a guy like him. They were polar opposites. She
would marry some government bureaucrat or political ham. She only
tolerated Drake.

“I’m” he gestured toward the gym door when
Kennedy glanced up from her work “going to take a walk.”

“Okay.” She smiled.

Drake’s heart lurched. He shifted his
attention to the exit sign above the gym doors and strode toward it
as swiftly as possible without breaking onto a run. He had royally
screwed up this time, probably because he’d just spent three weeks
alone, save for a couple of male, non-English speaking guides, in
the African desert. Obviously, his need for a woman’s touch was
overwhelming his good sense. Kennedy was not the ideal woman, the
keeper, his rebellious thoughts had been dwelling on of late. She
was his friend, his buddy. A powerful, career-oriented woman who
had no time for physical relationships, much less love.

Love?

Damn. There was that word again.

A strange sensation twisted through him.
Double damn. He couldn’t seem to shake himself out of this funk. He
had to—

A sound from the far end of the corridor
captured his attention. A woman turned the corner, the sound of her
high heels reaching Drake’s ears, her image not quite clear in the
semi-darkness. A door a few feet in front of her suddenly burst
open and a man dressed all in black flew out of it. It took about
two seconds for Drake’s brain to assimilate that this was the
kissing bandit. His camera came up and he began clicking off shot
after shot without conscious thought. Then the man in black was
gone and the woman screamed for all she was worth.
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“After thirty years,” the mayor was saying,
“I can’t believe you actually caught the bandit on film.” He took
another sip of his beer and clunked the sweating can back down on
the table.

Drake tried to decipher the mayor’s seemingly
contradictory reactions. Martin kept saying how glad he was that
after all this time they might finally have a clue, but the look on
his face belied his words. Worry glimmered in those tawny eyes that
looked so much like Kennedy’s. Not to mention the way the man had
insisted that he take Drake and Kennedy out for a drink to
celebrate Drake’s quick thinking. He’d herded them away from the
growing crowd at the gym as if he feared some disastrous event
might occur. Drake still wondered how the man showed up so fast,
even before the police arrived at the gym.

“I caught him all right,” Drake confirmed. “I
have his profile, approximate height and weight, at least.”

He carried both a film camera and a digital.
He just happened to be using the film camera when the event
occurred. There had been no time to retrieve the digital camera.
The local drugstore had one-hour developing but it wasn’t open all
night. Martin, like the few who knew he had gotten the shots, would
simply have to wait. The mayor looked as if he might not survive
the wait. Drake’s suspicions were growing by leaps and bounds. “Who
knows,” he added just to see the man’s reaction? “Sometimes I catch
more than I expect.” Before he could analyze the look in Martin’s
eyes, Kennedy interrupted.

“Personally,” Kennedy announced, her voice
slightly slurred, “I can’t wait to find out who he is. Thirty years
is too long for a mystery to remain unsolved.”

“Would you folks like anything else?” the
waitress asked, hovering near the mayor’s elbow.

Drake shook his head. “Nothing else for me.”
He hadn’t even finished the first beer.

“I’ll have another, Lisa,” the mayor said
with a weary smile. “How about you, Kennedy?”

Kennedy lifted one shoulder in an attempt at
a shrug and grinned in a lopsided sort of way. “Why not? This is
great stuff.” She fingered the stem of her glass.

Drake frowned. He knew Kennedy wasn’t much of
a drinker. The only thing he had ever seen her indulge in was wine.
He leaned close and whispered, “Hey, those Long Island Teas are a
little stronger than you might realize.”

Kennedy cocked her head and stared at him,
aghast. Damn, it was too late, he realized. She was past the point
of caring.

“I bed…your pardon,” she retorted
thickly.

The waitress returned then and placed another
tall glass before Kennedy and the beer next to Martin’s empty can.
She thanked the mayor for his generous tip and moved on to the next
table.

“She’ll be fine,” Martin assured Drake.
“You’ll take good care of her. It’s not often than Kennedy lets her
hair down. Leave her be.”

Kennedy nodded once. “That’s right, Drake.
You let your hair down all the time. I can’t keep count of the
women coming and going at your apartment.” She shook a finger at
him. “What’s good for the goose—I mean the gander—is good for me.”
She hiccupped faintly.

The look Martin shot Drake was nothing short
of startled, which quickly turned openly accusing. Damn. He had to
get Kennedy out of here before she blew the spin to hell and
back.

“Sweetpea, you know better than to say things
like that,” Drake put in quickly, his eyes attempting to relay to
her the magnitude of her faux pas. “A photographer’s work is never
done.”

After a long drink, Kennedy sighed loudly,
then flipped her silky hair over her shoulders. “I don’t care about
your women, Drake, as long as you keep that thing away from me.”
Kennedy shuddered visibly. “The last time it was between my legs—”
She hiccupped again. “Well, anyway, just remember that I’m not
going to be a slave to that thing again. The maid might do it, but
I won’t anymore.”

Iggy. She was talking about his pet iguana.
One look at her uncle’s face and Drake knew that the man had formed
an entirely different theory. Anything Drake said at this point
would only make things worse. Kennedy’s advice to Larry rang in his
ears. Do not deny. Evade.

He shot out of his seat, almost knocking the
chair over in his haste. “Time to call it a night, Kennedy,” he
offered the best smile he could manage.

“But I’m not finished with my tea,” she
resisted.

“Oh, yes you are.” Drake pulled Kennedy to
her feet and wrapped one arm around her waist. “Thanks, Martin, for
the drinks.” Drake ignored the questioning expression on the man’s
face. “We’ll see you tomorrow.” The mayor’s and several other
patrons’ goodbyes were called to their retreating backs.

It wasn’t until Drake parked in the Malone
driveway that he realized he left his camera on the table at the
pub. He shot a cross look at Kennedy, who was already climbing out
the passenger door. No way could he go back for it and risk leaving
her alone with her parents. She might say something they would both
regret. Drake would just have to trust Martin to take care of the
camera for him. At the moment he had his hands full, he decided as
he emerged from the vehicle.

“Oh my God, would you look at those stars!”
Kennedy enthused from her position on the ground. Drake did a
double take. She lay flat on her back staring up at the heavens. He
couldn’t take his eyes off the woman for a second.

“Everything looks more interesting when
you’re a little tipsy,” he explained as he helped her to her
feet.

Kennedy threw her arms around his neck and
sagged against him. She made a pleasant sound in her throat. “I
never noticed how good you smell before, Drake.” She pressed her
face to this throat and he tensed. “Really nice,” she murmured.
“Good enough to eat.” She giggled.

“Let’s get you inside,” he suggested and
propelled her toward the door.

“You’re the most handsome man I know,” she
told him as they made an unsteady journey up the steps and across
the porch. “And I know plenty.”

“Thanks, Kennedy. I’ll remind you of that
tomorrow and see if you still fell the same way.” Drake opened the
door and then closed it behind him once he had Kennedy through it.
He could just imagine hoe appalled Kennedy would feel at her
actions come morning.

“D.D.! Sweetpea!” Chuck met them in the
foyer, decked out in love beads and a Nehru jacket. “We’re about to
start a bonfire out back and have our mini Woodstock. Would you two
like to join us?”

“I think we’re going to call it a night,”
Drake said quickly, hoping Kennedy wouldn’t protest.

She giggled. “You really look cool,
Daddy.”

Chuck deposited a kiss on his daughter’s
forehead, then headed back toward the kitchen as if nothing were
amiss. “See you kids later.”

Weak with relief, Drake ushered Kennedy
toward the stairs. She stalled before they took their first step
up. He glowered at her. If she wanted to go outside and join the
Woodstock re-enactors, he would simply have to throw her over his
shoulder and carry her upstairs.

“We have to do something right now, Drake,”
she whispered conspiratorially. “Aliens have invaded my parents’
bodies.”

She looked so serious. Drake chucked her
beneath the chin and smiled. “Don’t worry, sweetpea. They’ll be
back to normal come Sunday.” As would the rest of the town, he
didn’t add. Everywhere they looked people were wearing one retro
look or the other.

The rest of the journey to Kennedy’s bedroom
was uneventful. Drake was grateful she didn’t put up a fuss. He
would bet his next paycheck she had never been drunk before in her
entire prim and proper life. Once he had her settled on the end of
the bed, he knelt in front of her and removed her shoes.

“Drake, you’re amazing. Did you know
that?”

He set the second shoe aside and looked up
hesitantly. Kennedy wore a dreamy expression that seriously
unsettled his equilibrium.

“Thanks.” He stood, uncertain of what to do
next. The lacy canopy draping Kennedy’s bed served as a reminder
that she was not only his friend, but inexperienced and
vulnerable.

She stood on shaky legs. “In fact,” she said
suggestively, “I’ve been thinking about nothing but you for days
and days.” She started to unbutton her blouse. “It’s become like an
ob-obsession.”

Drake’s throat constricted, making speech
impossible. He felt more than a little shaken himself.

The blouse drifted to the floor. She loosened
the tie at waist of her pants and they puddled around her ankles.
Kennedy stepped out of them and closer to him. She reached up and
started to unbutton his shirt then.

“I’m certain there must be something wrong
with me.” She sighed as she fussed with one particularly resistant
button. “You act like you want me, but you never do anything about
it.” She pushed the shirt open so she could touch his chest. Drake
tensed. “I must be unappealing to you in some significant way.”

“Whoa, Kennedy.” He encircled her wrists with
his fingers and halted her exploring hands. “You’re getting a
little carried away here.”

“I rest my case,” she concluded. Those wide,
expressive brown eyes peered up at him. “When you look at me,
Drake, what do you see?”

He had been trying really hard not to look at
her. The moment she stepped out of those pants he had struggled not
to look. “You don’t know what you’re doing—”

“Look at me, Drake,” she demanded in a
surprisingly steady voice.

He clenched his jaw and obeyed. The breath
rushed out of his lungs when his gaze roved over the slender yet
intriguing curves of her body. A lacy lavender bra displayed rather
than covered her small, firm breasts. French-cut matching panties
just barely concealed her feminine treasure. Drake tried to swallow
but the muscles of his throat still would not cooperate.

“Don’t you see anything you like?” she
prodded, doing a little suggestive shimmy.

“Kennedy, I—”

She shushed him with her lips. Her arms went
around his neck, her body pressed firmly against his. All that
bare, silky skin felt smooth and hot against his chest. Arousal was
instantaneous. Despite his best intentions, Drake’s arms slid
around her waist. Fire raged through his veins.

“Make love to me, Drake,” she murmured
between kisses. Her hips instinctively arched against his.

“Kennedy,” he ground out. “You should go to
bed now.”

“Only if you go, too.” She planted a row of
sweet kisses along the column of his throat.

Using every ounce of his resolve, Drake set
her away from him. He told himself again that this was his friend.
None of what was happening between them was real. Kennedy wasn’t
thinking straight right now.

She was a virgin.

No way in hell was he going to…

“Don’t you dare say no.” She leaned forward
and nipped his chin with her wicked teeth. “You’ve had me hot and
bothered for two days. I want to know what all the fuss is
about.”

She captured his nipple in that hot little
mouth then. Drake groaned as she licked, then kissed him there. His
fingers tightened on her satiny skin, drawing her even closer to
him.

“You’d hate me tomorrow,” he managed when she
moved to the left nipple.

“Don’t talk, Drake,” she whispered against
his skin as she pushed her shirt down and off his shoulders.

He pulled his hands free of his shirt and
allowed it to fall to the floor. Beyond reasoning with himself any
longer, he kicked off his shoes, lifted her against him and carried
her to the bed. Her long, silky hair fanned over the pillow as he
laid her there and drew back to shed his jeans and briefs. She was
more beautiful that any woman he had ever known. Soft and sweet and
untouched. That last thought sent savage desire roaring inside him.
He wanted her more than he wanted to take his next breath. He
aligned his body with hers and looked down at her angelic face. His
fingers trailed along her throat and she shivered.

“Hurry, Drake,” she murmured, her eyes closed
with the unbearable anticipation he himself felt.

Her chest rose and fell with each breath she
took, drawing his gaze to her perfect breasts. He touched her there
and she moved restlessly, repeating her last plea a little more
desperately. Slowly, with painstaking thoroughness, he removed her
bra and tortured her as she had done him minutes ago. She moaned
when his mouth closed over her breast. His arousal ached fiercely.
He couldn’t hold out long. He closed his eyes against the tiny
voice of protest still lingering in the back of his mind. His
fingers moved down to remove the last barrier, her panties.

For one long moment he could only look at
her. Sudden and unbidden, a protective feeling so strong rose in
him that he could not deny it. No matter how much he wanted her—his
whole body ached, throbbed for her—he couldn’t do this. He
rationalized his decision by insisting their friendship meant too
much to him to compromise it. Drake pressed a final kiss between
her breasts, and a dreamy sigh whispered past her lips.

Lying alongside her again, he struggled
several moments to regain control of his body. When he could speak
without his voice shaking, he said, “Kennedy, no matter how much I
want you, it wouldn’t be right like this.”

She didn’t say anything.

Damn. She was upset. He couldn’t believe he
was doing this. It was a first. “I hope you understand that you’ll
thank me in the morning.”

She still didn’t say anything.

Frowning, he shook her gently. “Kennedy.”

A soft snore was his only response.

 


~*~

 


Slowly, with tremendous effort, Kennedy
opened her eyes. The room came into focus at an even slower rate.
Pain radiated through her head, searing through her brain. Even her
scalp hurt. What had happened to her? Kennedy groaned loudly when
she rolled onto her back and stared at the canopy overhead. She
licked her lips and grimaced at the bad taste in her mouth.

Image and voices suddenly rushed through her
head like a DVR on fast forward. One too many Long Island Teas,
kissing Drake, asking him to make love to her. Kennedy froze. Her
eyes widened in horror. She lifted the cover and stared down at
herself.

She was naked.

Oh, God.

Drake had seduced her. She stilled, and
clutched the sheet to her chin. No, that wasn’t right. She suddenly
remembered quite clearly that she had insisted that he make love to
her. The air evaporated in her lungs. Christ, what had she done?
Not once in her entire adult life had she met a man who made her
want to move a relationship to that level. And what had she done?
Dragged Drake kicking and screaming into bed.

Oh, God.

She had to…to…

Kennedy bolted upright. The room spun wildly.
She closed her eyes until she regained her balance. She had to talk
to him. To explain that she’d had too much to drink. She hadn’t
meant for it to happen.

It was a mistake.

Kennedy paused to steady herself, when she
got to her feet and thought about the last conclusion. Maybe it had
been a mistake, but she would be lying to herself if she didn’t
admit just how much she wanted Drake, then and now. Kennedy blinked
away the confusing thoughts that accompanied that admission. She
didn’t know what to make of all these feelings. And right now, she
didn’t have time. She had to set him straight and get to the gym.
Celia was counting on their help with decorating today.

After donning a robe, Kennedy went in search
of her faux fiancé. The sound of him whistling captured her
sluggish attention. She cringed. Had what happened last night made
him feel like whistling this morning? She couldn’t even remember
hearing Drake whistle. Feeling as if her head might explode at any
moment, Kennedy slowly made her way to the bathroom door. After
several seconds of delay to gather her courage, she rapped softly
on the door.

The whistling stopped. “Yeah?”

Kennedy swallowed the seemingly fuzzy lump at
the back of her throat, and closed her eyes to block the pain
inside her head. “Drake, I need to speak with you.”

“Come on in. It’s not locked. I’m almost
finished shaving,” came his deep, masculine response. The image of
that chiseled jaw covered in shaving lather, and him wearing
nothing but a towel suddenly appeared behind her closed lids.

Kennedy snapped her eyes open and gently
shook her aching head. “No, that’s okay. I’ll just say what I have
to say from here.”

“Suit yourself.”

Kennedy took a deep breath and released it
slowly. She clutched the doorframe for support. “I just wanted to
ask if…” She couldn’t say it. Kennedy pressed her forehead against
the cool painted surface of the door. How could she ask him if what
she thought had happened actually had?

“If what?” His low, gentle voice was just on
the other side of the door. The thought of only that thin slab of
wood standing between them sent a warm glow rushing through her.
How had this happened so fast?

“If we…we did what I think we…did?” she
stammered. God, she wanted to curl up and die.

The long pause almost did in the last of her
resolve. How would she ever face him again? She would have to move.
It was that simple. She couldn’t possibly live next door to him
after…after…

“You want to know if we made love last
night.”

Was it her imagination or had his voice
dropped to an even deeper, huskier level? She closed her eyes tight
and imagined his forehead pressed to the other side of the door.
She imagined his full lips parting as he spoke his next words.

“Never fear, Kennedy,” he murmured. “Your
virginity is safe with me.”

 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Drake waited outside Martin’s front door for
what seemed like forever before the man answered. The mayor’s call
this morning had been no surprise. Drake had pretty much figured
out the reason for this clandestine meeting. The wary expression
the older man wore when he answered the door only confirmed Drake’s
suspicions.

“Come in.” Martin stepped aside for him to
enter. “I’m glad you could come right over.”

“You have a nice home.” Drake scanned the
living room as he crossed to a chair. “Pretty cozy for a confirmed
bachelor,” he added cryptically.

Martin sat down on the sofa directly across
from him. The camera lay on the coffee table between them. Drake
automatically picked it up and checked the settings to make sure
nothing was changed.

“I didn’t remove the film,” Martin assured
him.

Drake paused and looked up. “I didn’t think
you did.” He set the camera aside. “Checking my equipment is as
much a part of my natural reflexes as breathing.”

Martin sighed and leaned forward, bracing his
forearms on his knees. He eyed Drake for a long moment before he
spoke. “I don’t want you to develop that film. Not until you’re
back in D.C, anyway.”

Drake relaxed into his chair and considered
the man’s request. “Why?” He wasn’t asking why he shouldn’t develop
the film. He already knew the answer to that.

“For the same reason I suspect you’re
pretending to be Kennedy’s fiancé.”

That got Drake’s attention. He raised an
inquisitive eyebrow. “What tipped you off?”

Martin smiled, a slow, knowing gesture. “I
know my niece. She’s too much like me. Not the marrying kind.”

“Then why the elaborate ruse?”

“That, my boy, is a long story.” Martin’s
gaze took on a distant look, clouded with memories from his
past.

“I don’t have to be at the gym for a while
yet,” Drake suggested.

Martin studied his hands for a moment, then
began. “Thirty-some years ago I was madly in love with a woman, but
I was too busy with my aspiring law career to pay her any notice.
By the time I got around to it, she was seeing someone else.”
Martin shrugged. “I decided I needed something big to sweep her off
her feet.”

“And the Friendly Corners’ kissing bandit was
born,” Drake added. “I guess that explains where Kennedy got her
creative ability.”

A smile played about Martin’s lips. “The
whole town was in an uproar.” He chuckled softly. “I guess you
could say it was my fifteen minutes of fame, except no one knew it
but me.” The mayor lapsed into silence for a time.

“What happened to the woman?” Drake prodded
when it seemed Martin might not go on. According to Kennedy her
uncle had never married.

“I played the part for all it was worth.
Then, the last kiss I stole was to be hers, and, of course, I would
propose while she was still swooning.” He dragged a hand down his
face. “The night before my big coming-out she eloped with her
attentive boyfriend.”

Drake winced. “Tough break.”

Martin searched Drake’s face for several
seconds before he continued. “I made a mistake. Are you going to
make the same one?”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean,” Drake
hedged.

“I know Kennedy. She’s determined to make a
big splash career-wise.” He shook his graying head. “Just like I
was, pushing everything else aside—including love. She won’t
realize it until it’s too late.”

If Martin only knew just how much Kennedy had
already pushed aside. “She loves her work,” Drake offered by the
way of explanation on Kennedy’s behalf. “She’s still young.”

“And what about you?”

Drake averted his gaze. Thirty-three and
alone. This wasn’t the first time he’s considered his single
status. “I’ll admit that I have some regrets.” His gaze connected
with the mayor’s once more. “But nothing earth-shattering.”

Another of those knowing grins spread across
Martin’s face. “Until now.”

Drake blew out a breath. “Yeah, well, it
doesn’t matter, does it? Kennedy isn’t interested.” Emotions he
couldn’t begin to analyze whirled inside him. How could he be
feeling all this now? And with a woman who wouldn’t dream of
returning those feelings?

“Kennedy’s a stubborn young woman, there’s no
denying it, but she’s no fool. You just have to make her see that
there’s more to life than her career.”

Drake laughed dryly. “I’d have a better
chance of finding my way out of a South American jungle blindfolded
and with my hands tied behind my back.”

“It’s never over until it’s over.”

Drake’s brow creased in puzzlement. He’d
heard that before. It was one of Kennedy’s favorite mottos.

“That’s what Kennedy said to me at the
reception when I told her I was glad she hadn’t waited until it was
too late like I did. She looked me dead in the eye and said, ‘It’s
never too late as long as you’re still breathing.’ She was right,
you know.”

The smile sneaked up on Drake just as
realization did. “And Zorro was reborn?”

Martin nodded. “My lady’s husband died two
years ago. I’ve waited all this time. Now I have a second chance.
Thanks to Kennedy’s advice, I’m going to take it.”

“Anyone I know?”

“Celia,” Martin said reverently.

Which reminded Drake that he was expected at
the gym. He glanced at his watch, then picked up his camera.
“Sounds like you’ve got a plan.” He stood. Kennedy would be
wondering where he was. “Celia’s a terrific lady.”

“Yes, she is.” Martin pushed to his feet.
“And what about you? Do you have a plan?”

Drake shrugged halfheartedly. “Nope.” He
smiled. “But then I’ve always been an improvisational kind of
guy.”

Martin followed him to the door. “So, you’ll
hold on to the film.”

“I’ll send you copies when I get back to
D.C.” Drake hesitated before turning away. “When’s the
unmasking?”

A mischievous look twinkled in Martin’s eyes.
“At the masquerade ball, of course.”

“Let me guess,” Drake said. “You’re going as
Zorro.”

“Who else?”

 


~*~

 


Kennedy stood in the middle of the gymnasium
and turned all the way around to admire the decorating job they had
done. The place looked fantastic. The historical and contemporary
themes somehow meshed to present the perfect eclectic atmosphere.
The gym was much larger than the country club’s ballroom. With five
generations of graduates attending tomorrow night’s ball, it had to
be here. It had taken a lot of hard work and camouflaging, but they
had managed. The place looked every bit as glamorous as it had the
night of her senior prom, maybe more so. But this time, things
would be different, wouldn’t they?

“Ready?”

Startled back to reality, Kennedy looked up
into the mesmerizing gray eyes of Douglas Drake. He had driven
Celia home. Kennedy blinked. She hadn’t expected him back so
quickly. Maybe she had lost track of time. Just another fall out of
character for Kennedy Malone. She never allowed time to slip away
from her.

“Sure, I’ll just need to turn out the
lights.”

Drake caught her by the elbow when she would
have turned away. She looked up at him, a question in her eyes.
That same heat that always shimmered between them kindled to life.
How could he make her feel this way with just a look? What was it
about him that drew her so? Made her yearn for things she’d never
before missed?

“You did a hell of a job, Kennedy.” He
surveyed the room, then settled that disturbing gaze back on hers.
“I hope you realize that.”

She attempted a nonchalant shrug. “Cassandra
was unavailable. I just pitched in where I was needed. So did
you.”

Drake grinned in that way that sent
butterflies to flight in Kennedy’s stomach. “So how are our
ballroom dancers coming along?”

“I checked in with Trisha this morning. She
said Larry has almost gotten it. By tomorrow night she expects him
to be gliding across the floor.” Kennedy tucked a handful of hair
behind her ear. “Let’s just hope Cassandra falls for it.” Back in
D.C. she would never have second-guessed herself like this. What
was it about returning to her hometown that sucked away all her
hard-earned self-confidence?

“I have no doubt,” Drake assured her. His
tone turned serious then. “Why so glum if all’s well?”

Kennedy closed her eyes and sighed wearily.
She shook her head as if she wasn’t sure how to answer his
question, but she was. The problem was admitting it. When she
opened her eyes once more, he waited patiently. Something about the
way he looked at her made her want to reach out to him. Made her
long for him to reach out to her. She had learned more about Drake
in the past four days than in the entire three years they had lived
next door to each other. She would never be able to look at him the
same way again. This…closeness would forever change things.

Was this reunion spin worth the casual
friendship they had maintained until now? Maybe this would only be
the beginning of something new.

Kennedy told herself not to think anything of
the kind. She looked around again. He’d asked her why she was so
glum. “I don’t know, Drake. To tell you the truth, it feels like
ten years ago all over again.” She hugged her middle. “All my
classmates are here and I’m alone at the prom with no dance
partner.” She laughed humorlessly. “Even if I’d known how to dance
at the time.”

“You went to the prom alone?”

God, was that sympathy she heard in his
voice? Kennedy almost cringed. “Well, I was pretty much a nerd, you
know. Not many boys that age want to ask a skinny girl with braces
to the most important social event of their short lives. Especially
one who hadn’t even been—”

Kennedy clamped her mouth shut. She was
saying too much.

“Who hadn’t even been kissed?” Drake
supplied.

She blew out a breath of long pent-up
frustration. “Let’s just let it go, okay? I wasn’t the kind of girl
guys were rushing to ask out.”

“I’ve seem your portrait at eighteen. You
were beautiful,” he countered.

Beautiful? He thought she was beautiful? He’d
said that before, hadn’t he? Kennedy forced her gaze back to his.
She wondered if he could have forgotten that much about high school
days. Teenagers don’t see past the flaws. “Maybe so,” she said with
a noncommittal shrug, opting not to argue, “but I was a certified
nerd. No longer a child, but not quite a woman.”

“What about Larry?” Drake suggested. “He
didn’t ask you to dance?”

Kennedy blinked away the hurtful memories.
Did she really want to go into this? “Oh, by that time he was going
with Cassandra.”

“So, no one asked you to dance that
night?”

Kennedy glared at him crossly. “Do you need
me to write it down? No, Drake, no one asked me to dance. I was a
geek. I held up the wall all night.”

“Is that when you decided you didn’t need a
man in your life?”

One eyebrow shot up in irritation. “Is this
Psych 101 or are you simply curious about the worst time in my
life?” Why did he even care about her senior prom? And what was he
looking at her that way? A flood of images and sensations suddenly
washed over her. Every moment of last night’s fiasco came tumbling
back. He was most likely feeling sorry for her about now. The
emotions she thought she saw in his eyes were only pity. He hadn’t
even wanted to make love to her when she’d practically begged
him.

“Look, Drake,” Kennedy offered, overwhelmed
by too many emotions of her own to deal with anyone else’s, “I
appreciate everything you’ve done. You’ve lived up to everything
you promised in every way. I’ll never be able to repay you for the
way you’ve helped me out here, but…”

“But?” he pressed.

“Don’t take all this too seriously. I’m not
expecting anything from you once this is over.” She searched his
eyes for any kind of reaction, but he kept his feelings to himself
this time. “Things will be just like they used to be.”

“Is that what you want, Kennedy?”

His question gave her pause. She looked away.
Of course that’s what she wanted. What else would she want? Her
gaze collided with his once more. Was that uncertainty she saw in
his eyes, or was her own sense of inferiority simply mirrored
there?

“Of course it’s what I want,” she said with
no conviction at all. Kennedy squared her shoulders and summoned
her waning resolve. “What else would I want?”

That irresistibly sexy smile of his appeared.
“I thought maybe you’d like that dance you missed ten years
ago.”

Kennedy’s heart beat much too fast. Had Drake
just asked her to dance? Her breath stalled somewhere shy of her
lungs. “W-what?”

Drake bowed and offered his hand. “May I have
this dance?”

She glanced quickly from side to side. “But
there’s no music.” Anticipation raged through her veins, making her
heart pound that much harder.

He took her right hand in his left. “Who
needs music?” His right arm went around her waist and pulled her
close. She stiffened. “Just relax, Kennedy,” he whispered against
her temple. His breath was warm and made her skin tingle. “This
won’t hurt a bit.”

Kennedy closed her eyes and forced herself to
relax. Drake’s warm, hard body drew hers like a living, breathing
magnet. Her arms tightened around his neck as he began the slow,
rhythmic movements of slow dancing to nothing but the sound of
their beating hearts. For the first time in her life Kennedy felt
completely right in the arms of a man. She wouldn’t allow herself
to wonder or analyze. Right now she only wanted to feel.

Drake’s hand pressed against her lower back
urging her hips closer to his. She could feel the depth of his
desire for her, but couldn’t understand it. Drake could have any
woman he wanted…What did he want with her? Her fingers
instinctively entangled in his long, dark hair. And suddenly she
didn’t care why.

Kennedy just wanted Drake to keep holding
her.

 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


Kennedy took a deep breath and then walked
slowly to the full-length mirror across the room. She closed her
eyes and paused before opening them. She had donned the costume
Drake selected for her, but she couldn’t bring herself to look. She
probably looked like a total idiot. Why on earth had she let him
pick it out? Because she had been too busy with last-minute reunion
activities, including a dress rehearsal for the repentant Larry, to
go with Drake all the way to Prattville to pick up the costumes. It
felt tight. Too tight. She squirmed inside the clinched bodice.

“Okay,” Kennedy muttered. Time to face the
music. She opened her eyes. She blinked, twice.

She had cleavage.

Boy, did she have cleavage. Kennedy turned to
view her profile. The tight bodice, she decided, pushed everything
up and out. The black lace-up front contrasted nicely with the
white blouse beneath. And the full skirt did make a wonderful
swishing sound when she moved. All in all, she supposed the look
was barmaidish enough. She checked her hair once more. She rather
liked it up. Maybe she would wear it that way more often. But would
Drake like the way she looked?

Kennedy glowered at her reflection. She
shouldn’t care whether he liked the how she looked or not. Her
obsession with appearances had apparently shifted from her old
classmates to Drake. It certainly couldn’t be anything else.

The lie tasted soar in her mouth.

A soft tap on the door drew her attention
there. She chewed her lower lip. That would be Drake. She took a
deep breath to calm herself. Last night’s little impromptu dance
had just about undone her. She had paced the floor for hours before
coming to bed for fear of what she might do. Kennedy frowned.
Somehow, she regretted it. How would she ever know if what she felt
for Drake was real or not if she didn’t allow those feelings to
play out?

In the ten years since she’d graduated from
high school and gone off to make her way in the world, she had
faced every fear. How was it that coming home like this, even after
all this time, could make her so vulnerable once more?

The knock came again. “Kennedy, are you
ready? Chuck and Brenda are waiting for us.”

Chuck and Brenda. She shook her head. Her
parents loved Drake. How would she ever break the truth to them?
Martin had all but adopted him. Drake seemed to fit right in with
her whole family. A kind of sadness settled over her. Everyone was
falling in love with Drake except her. She had all these feelings,
but were they those kinds of feelings? How was she supposed
to know? She’d never been in love before. The thought of Larry
flitted through her mind and she immediately dismissed that idea.
She hadn’t loved Larry. He’d only been a teenage crush, but it had
felt important at the time.

She instinctively knew that what she was
feeling now was way bigger than that.

“Kennedy, are you all right in there?”

“I-I’m fine. Come in, I just have to…”
Kennedy whirled back to the mirror and pretended to check her
makeup as he opened the door. She blinked back the unbidden tears
shinning in her eyes. She wasn’t supposed to act like this.
Finally, she faced him.

“‘Tis a winsome wench you are, lass,” he
said, eying her hungrily.

Kennedy could only stare, speechless, at him.
To say that Drake made a magnificent pirate would be a monumental
understatement. The billowing, full-sleeved shirt lay open,
exposing his brawny chest and the sprinkling of dark hair there.
The wide black belt and trousers fit as if they had been tailored
for him. Then there was the eye patch, the leather boots, and the
sword. Kennedy’s mouth wet dry.

He looked awesome.

Drake waved his arm and bowed dramatically
before her. “My lady.”

“You look amazing,” she head herself croak.
She cleared her throat and tried again. “Wow!” Kennedy gave him a
nod of approval. Every woman at the ball tonight would be lusting
after Drake. That notion didn’t sit too well with her, and that
disturbed her.

Drake disturbed her.

“Tonight, my lady, your every wish will be my
pleasure.” He held the door open wide. “The ball awaits.”

Confused, flustered, and suddenly too warm,
Kennedy produced a smile and breezed out of the room. Drake
followed. Forcing thoughts of the man at her side out of her head,
which was no easy task, Kennedy focused on the events to come.
Anticipation buzzed inside her, effectively tuning out the mixed
emotions.

Tonight was the final item on the week’s
agenda. After tonight, Drake would be off the hook. Tomorrow would
be for relaxing and preparing for Sunday’s departure. This was it.
Their last public performance together. Kennedy swallowed back the
odd emotion that tightened her chest. By midnight tonight, it would
be over.

And nothing would ever be the same again.

Least of all, her heart.

 


~*~

 


The tension between Larry and Cassandra was
all too obvious as the evening began. Avoiding both of the feuding
Hawthornes, Kennedy mingled and chatted, and moved about the room
with complete confidence. Gone was the young girl who’d cowered in
the corner and watched everyone else have the fun. She was a
different person now. Kennedy suddenly paused and turned all the
way around. And this was home.

Home. Where the people she loved still lived,
where she’d skinned her knees and had her heart broken, where her
friends had grown up right beside her. A smile curved her lips. She
didn’t have to feel inadequate anymore, at least not where her
peers were concerned. They weren’t foolish kids anymore. Excitement
tingled through her.

“Now that was a beautiful smile,” Drake said
from right in front of her. How had he gotten so close without her
noticing? He was the only person who could do that. Leaning in
close, he murmured, “I only wish it had been directed at me.” His
warm breath tickled her ear.

Kennedy looked up at him and the world
suddenly stood still. She reached out and touched his face, traced
the outline of his chiseled jaw. Her breathing hitched and she
wanted more than anything in the world to kiss him. He was the most
wonderful man she knew. Definitely not like the self-absorbed,
shallow types with whom she worked. Drake was a better man than any
of them. Why had she only just noticed that? A drumroll sounded,
jerking her attention the temporary stage they had designed for the
event. That was the signal.

The master of ceremonies asked that the dance
floor be cleared. The crowd scattered, leaving the section of the
gleaming hardwood designated as the dance floor open. As the band
started to play, Kennedy searched the sea of faces for Larry and
Cassandra. She held her breath as she watched Larry approach his
wife and ask her to dance. Cassandra looked taken aback for several
tense seconds, then, with the crowd’s encouragement, she hesitantly
took his offered hand. Applause rippled through the crowd as Larry
led Cassandra to the middle of the dance floor and struck a
pose.

Kennedy chewed her lower lip as she watched
the couple glide across the floor. Cassandra couldn’t help but
smile. Larry’s answering smile matched that of his lovely wife. A
deep feeling of satisfaction settled inside Kennedy then. This was
right, and she had helped make it happen. The weight of her
decade-old grudge simply disappeared as the dance and the music
continued. At the end of the dance Larry and Cassandra kissed amid
thunderous applause and spirited cheering.

Larry shared a secret look with Kennedy and
her heart swelled with happiness. She watched as he escorted his
wife from the dance floor and toward the bar. Well, that was done,
Kennedy thought with a sigh. The band struck up a tune that
instantly caught her attention. Her favorite song. Who would know
that? An instrumental version of Shania Twain’s “From This Moment”
filled the air.

“Dance with me.”

Kennedy lifted her gaze to Drake’s, sans the
eye patch. “How did you know?”

He grinned. “The walls are thin, my lady. I
can hear your music when you choose to play it.”

He held out his hand then and it felt only
natural to place her own there. The smile on his handsome face drew
her into his arms with a promise of things to come. This was where
she belonged, if just for this one night. Whatever was happening
between them, Drake felt it too. She could see it in the silvery
depths of his eyes as surely as she felt it deep inside. No matter
what happened when they left Friendly Corners, this one moment
would forever hold a special place in her heart. Kennedy closed her
eyes then and pressed her cheek to his chest. She felt his heart
beating strongly there. This was bliss. Whether they had a future
together or not, their being together tonight was absolutely
right.

All thought ceased then, and Kennedy allowed
herself only to feel.

When the final notes of the music drifted
from the band’s instruments, Drake ended the dance. He drew back
slightly, his gaze never leaving hers. “Thank you,” he
murmured.

“For the dance?” Kennedy managed a shaky
smile.

His eyes softened to match his tone. “For
being here with me tonight.”

Before Kennedy could respond to his
unexpected admission, gasps and whispers rushed like a tidal wave
through the crowd around them. Even the band remained silent. The
crowd suddenly parted, and Kennedy’s mouth gaped when Zorro strode
through the provided path. Everyone seemed to move forward in
unison behind him. The well-built man was dressed all in black. His
flowing cape was flung over one broad shoulder. Kennedy caught a
glimpse of a bit of gray hair beneath the dark hat.

“Get ready for a hell of a surprise,” Drake
said close to her ear.

Kennedy glanced briefly at him, curious as to
what he meant, but not curious enough to drag her attention away
from Zorro for long. The masked man suddenly stopped in front of a
woman dressed in a Roaring Twenties getup.

Celia.

One gloved hand snaked out and pulled an
unsuspecting Celia into his arms. She resisted at first, but soon
surrendered. Nobody moved. Absolute silence reigned. Zorro’s kiss
was long and deep. When he finally drew back, he stared into the
eyes of the woman he held and said something for her ears only. He
tossed his hat into the air. A collective gasp filled the silence,
and then Zorro ripped the mask from his face, revealing himself to
one and all. It was…

“Uncle Martin?” Kennedy cried.

Drake grinned. “I warned you.”

Kennedy stared at Drake in disbelief. “You
knew about this?”

Drake shrugged. “What can I say? We
bonded.”

“It was him all along?”

Drake nodded.

“I don’t believe it.” Kennedy watched the
excited commotion her uncle—the mayor—had caused. “No wonder he
never kissed my mother.”

Drake offered his arm. “Come along, wench,
I’m in need of some ale.”

Kennedy looped her arm in Drake’s as the band
roared back into action. She waved to her parents who were barely
recognizable dressed up as John Lennon and Yoko Ono. Uncle Martin
shot her a thumbs-up as he twirled Celia around, then with a wicked
wink he leaned her into a fancy dip. Another wide smile lit up
Kennedy’s face. That, too, was right, she realized. Martin and
Celia were perfect for each other. But Kennedy had a feeling there
was more to this then she knew. She’d have to get the rest of the
story out of Drake later.

When she and Drake got to the bar, he ordered
their ale, which was punch. No alcoholic beverages could be served
at a school function.

She sipped her punch and watched the couples,
young and old, twist and shimmy in their own version of dance.

“Are you glad you came?”

Kennedy thought about for that a moment, but
a moment was all it took. “Yes,” she said unconditionally. “I am.”
She lifted her cup to his. “A toast. To success.”

Drake touched his cup to hers and took a sip
of his punch, then fell silent a moment. “Your family and friends
are good people, Kennedy.”

“Thank you.” She stared at her cup, then
lifted her gaze back to his. “I’m glad you came with me,” she
admitted. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

Drake smiled one of those killer smiles that
melted her, as usual. “Oh, you would have done fine on your own.”
He took another sip. “But I’m glad you invited me.”

Remembering his words at the end of their
dance, Kennedy laughed nervously. “Well, I didn’t exactly invite
you.” She adopted an exaggerated expression of contrition. “I kind
of bullied you into it.”

Drake cut her a look. “I think blackmail is
the word you’re looking for.”

“I was pretty tough on you, huh?”

He shrugged. “You were a little
demanding.”

Kennedy set her cup aside and drew herself up
to her full height. “Well, never let it be said that Kennedy Malone
refused to see the error of her ways.” She curtsied low and batted
her lashes at him. “How may I make it up to you, my lord?”

Drake reached for her hand and pulled her
from her low bow. “Another dance might appease me,” he suggested
huskily. “We’ll just have to see.”

Kennedy’s heart skipped a couple of beats as
she followed her sexy pirate onto the dance floor once more. As she
had anticipated, every female gaze in the place tracked his every
move. Kennedy took infinite pleasure in knowing he was hers…if only
for one night.

When Drake took her into his arms, Kennedy
knew exactly what she wanted: to know this man completely.

All she had to do was convince him to take
what she had to offer.

 


~*~

 


For the remainder of the evening, Kennedy
danced every dance with Drake. By the time the party was finally
over, he felt ready to spontaneously combust. Every nerve ending in
his body was on full alert and throbbing with sensory overload.
Every muscle was hard and growing harder by the moment. If Kennedy
touched him or simply looked at him one more time, he wasn’t sure
he could be responsible for his actions.

The clean-up committee had nearly finished
before Kennedy was ready to call it a night. When they reached the
Malones’ car, she hesitated.

“I think I’d like to walk.” She turned to
Drake. “If that’s all right with you?”

“Sure,” he agreed readily. It was only a few
blocks. Besides, a stroll in the cool night air would do him good.
The last thing he needed right now was to be in the back seat with
Kennedy. Parents or no, he wasn’t sure he could handle the
pressure.

“If you’re sure,” Chuck offered one last
time.

“We’ll walk,” Kennedy told him.

Drake followed, matching his stride to hers
as they crossed the nearly empty parking lot. After several minutes
of silence, he decided Kennedy wasn’t in the mood for idle
conversation. So he remained silent.

The sidewalk stretched out before them, the
dim glow of the street lamps lighting the way. A gentle breeze
swayed the nearly bare branches as they passed beneath the towering
oaks and maples. Few lights were on in the quiet homes of the
peaceful neighborhood. Friendly Corners was pretty much tucked in
for the night. Drake glanced up at the hunter’s moon riding low in
the sky. He had traveled far and wide, but the peace and serenity
of this small town still caught him by surprise. This was the kind
of place where a man could raise a family and feel fairly certain
of their well-being. But Drake didn’t have a family of his own, nor
did he have any prospects.

Despite his best efforts, his gaze moved to
the woman at his side. But Kennedy didn’t want those things at this
point in her life. And she sure wouldn’t want them from a wanderer
like him. He just did the work he loved, wherever it took him and
for however long. And, unfortunately, he had somehow fallen in love
with a woman he couldn’t have.

Drake breathed a sigh of relief at his silent
admission. No question. He’d fallen in love all right. He had taken
Martin’s advice and opted not to live in denial.

The only downside was that now their time
together was drawing to an end. Tomorrow they would say their final
goodbyes to Kennedy’s friends and family, then prepare to head back
to the city. Drake released a heavy breath and cursed himself for
the fool he was. He had known from the beginning that this was all
make-believe, but that didn’t seem to matter to his yearning
heart.

The silence continued as they crossed the
sidewalk leading to the front porch of Kennedy’s childhood home.
When they reached the steps she suddenly hesitated. She made a
couple of false starts before she finally managed to say what was
on her mind. Drake waited patiently, trying not to rush her though
the little time they had left.

“Can we talk for just a minute before we go
inside?”

He settled onto a step and patted the space
next to him. “What’s on your mind?” She had already thanked him.
What else was there to say?

Kennedy sat down next to him and stared at
the sidewalk for a while before she began. “Drake, I’m not sure
things will be the same when we get back to D.C.” She wrung her
hands in her lap. “I didn’t expect…some of the things that have
happened.”

Drake knew what she meant. He had kissed her,
almost made love to her. He stared at his own hands and wondered
how he could be so dense as not to have seen how all this would
affect her.

“Kennedy, I—”

“Let me finish,” she interrupted, “or I won’t
be able to say this. And I have to,” she said softly.

Drake gave her his full attention.

“I know you think that just because I’ve
never been…with a man like…” She shrugged self-consciously. “You
know what I mean.”

He nodded.

“I may not be experienced but I do know my
own mind. And I’ve made a decision.”

Drake listened intently to what was to come
next, but nothing could have prepared him for Kennedy’s startling
announcement.

“I want us to go upstairs and make love.” She
turned to him, her gaze steady. She held up a hand to stop him when
he would have protested. “That is not up for negotiation, Drake,”
she said firmly.

Stunned, he could only look at her.

“Of course, if you can look me in the eye and
tell me that you don’t want me, I’ll let you off the hook.”

That was a no-brainer. “You know I want
you.”

“And I want you. So what’s the big deal?”

Drake pretended to study the stars to buy
some time. “It’s a very big deal,” he said finally. He met her gaze
once more. “Making love isn’t something we should take lightly. You
obviously know that, since you’ve chosen not to share yourself with
anyone. This would be a really big step for you, Kennedy.”

She seemed to consider his words for a bit.
“Do you give all your lady friends a speech before you take them to
bed?” she asked pointedly.

Well, she had him there. Drake couldn’t
believe they were having this conversation. “No,” he admitted
reluctantly, “but then I’ve never been propositioned by a virgin
before.”

“Kiss me, Drake.”

He hesitated. “Kennedy, I—”

Before he could say more, she reached up and
pulled his head down, then pressed her lips to his, her fingers
stroking his cheek. She kissed him hard, wantonly. And Drake didn’t
want it to end. His fingers found their way to her and he pulled
her closer. Need surged through him, fueling the arousal that had
started when she’d first awoken him to the first moment he touched
her tonight.

There was no way to pretend he didn’t want
this…didn’t want her. He wanted her more than he wanted to take his
next breath.

At last, Kennedy drew back to catch her
breath. Her eyes never leaving his, she stood and offered him her
hand. “You said tonight my every wish would be your pleasure.
This is my wish.”

And Drake knew he couldn’t deny her
anything.

 


 


 



Chapter Nine

 


Kennedy decided she was as ready as she would
ever be and prepared to walk out the bathroom door, across the hall
to the man waiting in her bedroom.

To Drake.

She tightened the sash on her robe again and
took a deep, cleansing breath. She patted her pocket and refused to
consider why her parents kept condoms in the bathroom—or anyplace
at all for that matter. It still amazed her that she could have
known these people all her life and not really have known them at
all. But she was getting off track here. Kennedy took another
fortifying breath. She had the condom; she was ready. No point in
taking a chance that Drake wasn’t prepared for…this.

Anticipation made her shiver. She closed her
eyes and summoned the image of Drake to mind. Heat simmered through
her. The idea that she was about to make love with him made her
dizzy. Kennedy clutched the knob and opened the door, she walked
out of the bathroom and to her room without further hesitation. She
wanted this one night with him. When they returned to D.C. things
would be different. He had a life and all the girlfriends he
wanted. She had her career, and …well, she would have tonight.

Though she couldn’t fully explain the
emotions that drove her, she knew in her heart that she felt
strongly for Drake. And she wanted to explore those feelings. She
wanted to know what it was like to make love with a man like him. A
man who could arouse her with just a look. A man whose touch made
her tremble.

When Kennedy entered her room, closing the
door behind her, Drake turned from the window and her breath
caught. He’d shed the belt and boots, but the snug-fitting trousers
and the open shirt seemed to display more than if he had been
completely naked.

Heat smoldered in his eyes, turning them a
deeper, gunmetal gray. Kennedy moistened her lips and summoned a
tremulous smile. She walked straight up to him and offered the
colorfully packaged condom.

“I thought we might need this.” Her voice
quaked a bit, but that was to be expected, wasn’t it? “There’s a
whole box under the bathroom sink in case...” she added lamely.
“Well, just in case.”

Drake held the small foil packet in his hand
a moment before meeting her gaze. He smiled, the gesture almost as
tremulous as her own. “I’ll just”—he gestured in the direction of
the night table—“put it over here.”

Kennedy watched as he moved to the table and
carefully placed the packet there. She was struck again by the
sensual way he moved. His tall, lean body made her ache in ways she
hadn’t known it could. Her gaze next flitted to the bed. He had
turned the cover back. The duct tape had disappeared after their
second night together. His doing, no doubt. Kennedy fidgeted
nervously with the fuzzy ends of her robe’s sash. What did she do
now? Drake started back in her direction and her pulse skittered.
He was the one with experience; surely he would take the lead.

“Would you like something to drink?” Her
throat felt suddenly too dry.

Drake’s intent gaze almost proved too much,
“No. Do you need one?”

She shook her head adamantly. “No, I-I just
thought maybe you might.”

Drake sighed. “Kennedy—”

“Food!” She grabbed his hand. “I’m starved.
Let’s eat first.”

Drake didn’t resist as Kennedy dragged him
down the stairs to the kitchen. She told herself again that she
wasn’t stalling. She simply wanted the first time, and the only
time with Drake, to be perfect. How could she do her best if she
were hungry?

The light over the kitchen sink provided
enough illumination for her to gather the makings for a late night
snack. She beamed her brightest smile at Drake. “Ham or
bologna?”

“Kennedy, we don’t have to do this,” he said
gently. He touched his fingers to her lips to quiet her when she
started to argue. Drake took her by the waist and lifted her onto
the countertop, then braced his hands on either side of her. “It’s
okay to change your mind.”

He looked so sweetly sincere. And she wanted
him so very much. How could he think she had changed her mind? She
was nervous, that was all. Her heart pounded. For the first time in
her adult life, Kennedy felt totally hopeless. “I haven’t changed
my mind. Just tell me what to do first.”

She wondered for a long moment if he was
going to respond, then he answered, “Touch me.”

She hesitated. “Where?”

He took her hand in his and he pressed it to
the part of his chest bared by his shirt. “Here.”

Kennedy closed her eyes as she smoothed her
palms over the muscled terrain of his powerful chest. He pushed her
legs apart and moved in closer, taking her breath away with his
nearness. She wanted to open her eyes, but the sensation of
touching him absorbed her full concentration.

“And here,” he murmured before he touched her
lips with his own.

Kennedy gasped when his trailed down her
throat. His mouth moved lower, into the vee created by her robe.
Restless with something she could not name, she knew only that she
needed to feel more of his skin. Tugging at the hem of his shirt,
she pulled it free of his trousers. Drake straightened just long
enough for her to jerk the shirt over his head and drop it on the
floor.

She trembled with the need rushing through
her body as her hands caressed his perfect torso. She teased one
small male nipple and he groaned savagely. She remembered how
putting her mouth there had pleased him so. She pressed her lips
there now, then licked him. His fingers tightened at her waist and
his breathing changed, became more rapid.

Drake pushed her shoulders back, and drew her
hungry mouth away from his chest. She opened her eyes in question.
The intensity in his, the fierce desire, made her heart pound
harder.

“My turn.” Her shifted her robe off her
shoulders and admired her bare breasts for several long seconds
before his mouth descended toward her.

The feel of his hot mouth on her skin was
almost more that she could bear. Instinctively she arched her back,
thrusting her breasts forward for his full attention. Heat swirled
at her center, making her achy and moist. He griped her thighs,
pressing his hips closer, but not nearly close enough.

“Drake,” she murmured. “We have to do
something now.” She wrapped her legs around his hips and pressed
into him. “Now,” she repeated.

As if knowing just what she needed, he
slipped his hand between them. One finger dipped inside her. Using
his thumb, he pleasured the tiny nub that sent the sensations to
the next level. The tightening deep in her center spiraled out of
control. Just when she thought she would scream he captured her
mouth with his own. His kiss was deep and not for the faint of
heart. His tongue delved inside, teasing, learning, urging her to
respond. Her arms went around his neck and Kennedy pulled him
closer, if that was possible. She wanted him inside her, right
now.

She had to touch him the way he was touching
her. The rhythmic pulsing of his fingers was driving her mad. Her
hands trembling, she fumbled with the fastener to his trousers. She
wanted to feel him in her hands. Her fingers fumbled awkwardly as
he continued to pleasure her with those skilled fingers, until the
sensations building inside her suddenly exploded, sending wave
after wave of tremors through her. She arched hard against his hand
until the waves eased a bit.

What she had just experienced would never be
enough.

“I need to be inside you,” he murmured
quickly.

“Hurry,” she pleaded.

He lifted her and carried her to the kitchen
table. He settled her onto the edge and kissed her lips before
releasing her long enough to wrench open his trousers. His eyes
intent on hers, he covered her mouth in a hungry kiss as he leaned
her down onto the smooth oak top. She worried briefly that her
parents might walk in, but then he stroked her again and all
rational thought ceased.

Her robe fell open on either side of her,
exposing her fully to him. His hand worked that wonderful magic
again as first then one then another long finger slid inside her,
stretching and stroking. Kennedy trembled in anticipation, but her
hips matched his rhythm of their own accord as he thrust ever so
gently with his fingers. Just when she thought she would fall apart
in his arms once more with nothing more than the touch of his hand,
he stopped.

Their ragged breathing the only sound in the
room, Kennedy’s eyes flew open. Drake drew back slightly, he looked
devastated.

“The condom,” he said in a shaky voice. “It’s
upstairs.”

The image of Drake leaving her, running up
the stairs to get the condom suddenly flashed before her eyes. Her
body was wet and throbbing, aching for release. Kennedy gripped his
shoulders and pulled him back down. “Don’t even think about it,”
she commanded breathlessly.

He smiled, then brushed a kiss across those
tempting lips. His body hummed with desire.

“What are you waiting for?”

He guided himself between her legs, pressing
into her, so very slowly. She writhed, unknowingly shaking his
ability to hold back long enough for her to climax first. Then
Kennedy stilled. Her breath caught in a small, startled gasp, then
let go in a rush.

Holding back took every ounce of willpower he
could marshal, but he wouldn’t risk hurting her any more than
necessary. Her legs tightened around his waist, a silent plea for
more. He filled her. She was so exquisitely tight that he thought
he might not survive this one full thrust. He closed his eyes and
surrendered to the incredible sensual bliss of being inside
Kennedy. He pressed harder, making their joining complete.

She was his. Completely.

His pressed his forehead against hers and
willed his body to slow its spiral toward the ultimate release. The
pleasure of being inside her exploded in his chest, sent a new kind
of heat rushing through his veins. Nothing or no one had ever made
him feel this way before.

Her lips tempting his, she lifted her bottom
from the table, urging him to begin. Her fingers dug into his skin.
She whimpered her need, and Drake could wait no longer. Her pulled
back and thrust fully into her again and again, his movements
becoming harder, faster each time…until she climaxed, crying his
name.

He gasped with his own powerful release, and
slowed. Then, resting his forearms on the table on either side of
her to support his body, he kissed the tip of her nose and she
smiled. “That was amazing,” he murmured.

“You’re amazing,” Kennedy answered dreamily.
“I can feel you still pulsing inside me. It makes me want you
again.”

He chuckled softly at her honesty. “How about
we try it upstairs in the bed this time?”

Kennedy’s eyes rounded as if she’d only just
realized where they were.

“I told you not to knock it until you’d tried
it,” he teased.

 


~*~

 


The smell of coffee brewing did little to
perk up Kennedy the next morning. She leaned against the kitchen
counter and studied the borrowed engagement ring on her finger. She
and Drake had made love three times last night. She had sneaked out
of the bed this morning, leaving him asleep. How could she face him
and risk his seeing the truth on her face?

She was in love with him.

The feelings had been there for days now, but
Kennedy hadn’t been sure of what it exactly meant. Not until last
night.

But she couldn’t be in love with him. He was
Drake. She and Drake were friends. Had last night elevated their
relationship all the way to friends with benefits? This whole week
had been make-believe. A spin. Tears welled in her eyes and Kennedy
wanted to cry. How could she have let it happen?

“Hey, sweetpea.” Brenda draped her arms
around her daughter. “I really like your ring. Did you two pick it
out together?”

Kennedy stared into her mother’s questioning
gaze and the urge to cry overwhelmed her all over again. God, how
could she have been such an idiot?

“Mom, there’s something I have to tell you,”
she began, emotion almost choking her.

“Yes, sir,” her father boomed as he and Drake
entered the kitchen. “Tonight’s game will be a hell of a match.
Martin and a couple of the guys are coming over. If you and
sweetpea don’t have plans, maybe you can join us. We’d love you two
to spend your last night with us.”

“Sounds good,” Drake smiled affably until he
shifted his attention to Kennedy and something in his eyes changed,
shadowed with remembered desire.

“Morning,” he said huskily.

“Good morning.” Kennedy essayed a pathetic
attempt at a smile.

“Now, what were you going to say,
sweetpea?”

Kennedy’s gaze flew to her mother. “Oh, it’s
nothing.” She shook her head and waved her hand in dismissal. “I
can’t even remember what it was now.”

Her father shot her a knowing look. “Well, it
looks as if love is in the air. Your Uncle Martin called this
morning before sunrise and announced that he and Celia were leaving
for Vegas tomorrow afternoon.” Chuck poured himself a cup of
coffee.

Brenda frowned. “Celia doesn’t strike me as
the Elvis chapel type.”

Chuck waggled his eyebrows. “I don’t know. It
might be kind of groovy to be married by the King.”

Kennedy tuned out the rest of the
conversation. Love was in the air all right. It was just too bad
she had fallen in love with the kind of man who wasn’t interested
in commitment. He loved his freedom too much.

Besides, Drake had lots of women ready to
fall at his feet. What on earth would he need with her?

 


~*~

 


Sunday morning Drake watched as Kennedy said
her goodbyes to her father and mother. Both had shed their hippie
garb, and looked like the conservative, small-town folks Kennedy
had first described to him. He gave his head a slight shake as he
realized just how much he was going to miss these people, and the
town. Sometime during the past seven days he had come to think of
this place as home. In all the years he had lived in D.C., his
apartment had never actually felt like home. But somehow this place
did.

Or maybe it was Kennedy.

He refused to consider that he was losing
her. He almost laughed out loud. Losing her. Hell, she’d never
belonged to him. The whole week had been nothing but an
illusion.

“Drake.” Chuck Malone embraced him in a bear
hug. The older man drew back and smiled. “I want you two to come
back and see us soon. We expect to be the first to know when the
date is set.”

Drake only nodded. He couldn’t bring himself
to lie to the man again. Not now.

Brenda Malone was the next to throw her arms
around him. “You take care of our girl, Douglas,” she whispered, a
tear in her voice.

“I’ll do my best,” he managed. He could at
least do that. He and Kennedy had looked out for each other for
three years. There was no reason they couldn’t continue to do so.
That is, if she would let him.

Kennedy dropped into the seat behind the
steering wheel and popped on her sunglasses. “I’ll call!” she
promised as she started the engine.

Drake settled in on the passenger side and
clicked his belt into place. Things would probably return to just
the way they were when he and Kennedy got back to D.C.

Kennedy jammed the gearshift into reverse and
whipped out into the street. Drake braced his hand against the
dash. That is, if he made it back to D.C.

 


 


 



Chapter Ten

 


“Just put them here,” Kennedy insisted once
they reached her apartment door. Drake dropped her bag on the
floor. His own duffel was still slung over one broad shoulder.
Kennedy tried not to notice that about him. Or his beard-shadowed
face. Things were supposed to return to normal once they were back
in D.C.

They were back home now. Home. Somehow
the word sounded empty when she considered her beige, nondescript
door. The emptiness that lay beyond it made her feel suddenly too
cold.

“Well.” Drake looked anywhere but at her. “It
was a great trip. But it’s good to be back.”

Kennedy squared her shoulders and prepared
herself for his goodbye. “Yeah, it’s good to be back.”

He finally looked directly at her. A current
of sensual electricity flowed instantly between them. “I guess I’ll
go check on Iggy.”

“I have a thousand calls to make,” Kennedy
returned. “I probably have a million voice mails.”

Drake hesitated before he turned away. “If
you ever need me for anything…anything at all, just let me know,
Kennedy.”

She smiled weakly. “Sure, thanks, Drake. You
do the same.”

He got halfway across the hall this time
before he turned back. “You have your key, don’t you?”

She held up her hand and displayed the item
in question. She blinked to hold back the tears now threatening to
humiliate her. If she cried now, he would know the truth—that she
loved him with all her heart.

“Okay.” He stared at the tiled floor for a
moment. “Well, see ya.” He forced a smile and turned his back. This
time he didn’t stop until he was at his own door.

Kennedy turned to her door and inserted the
key. No point in loitering in the hall.

She heard Drake’s door close behind him.

It was over.

 


~*~

 


Kennedy dragged herself out of bed on Monday
morning and forced herself to go through the motions of preparing
for work. Never in her entire life had she ever felt so depressed.
So…heartsick. She shook herself and tried psyching up for the
office, but it didn’t work. Dreading work was totally out of
character for her.

Work was her life.

At least it had been until she’d pretended to
be engaged.

A vivid memory of Drake making love to her in
that slow, thorough manner of his zoomed into 3-D focus—but she
couldn’t think about Drake. It was over. They weren’t together
anymore. Certainly not engaged.

Engaged.

The ring.

Kennedy stared at the borrowed jewelry on the
third finger of her left hand. “Oh, God.” She had almost forgotten
the ring. Wouldn’t she have had a fine time trying to explain that
one at the office? She tugged at the ring, but it wouldn’t budge.
Kennedy frowned. It had fit perfectly when she put it on.

Irritated now, she stormed into the kitchen
and rubbed dish soap on her finger. She pulled for all she was
worth. It wasn’t moving. Anxiety tightened like a steel band around
her head. She had to get this ring off. Not only could she not go
to work wearing the damned thing, she had to return it. Today.

Ten minutes later it was obvious she wasn’t
getting the ring off. Her finger was red from her pulling and
twisting. Desperation made her impatient. She glanced at her watch.
She was late. She had to do something.

Now!

Drake would know what to do.

Kennedy grabbed her bag and keys and hurried
out the door. She locked up, since she would need to leave
immediately after he got the ring off her finger.

That thought sent another kind of fear
coursing through her. She had tossed and turned all night long. The
memory of their lovemaking haunted her. The image of her Drake kept
playing over and over in her mind. The way he moved. The way he
talked. The way he kissed her.

God, she was hopeless.

She couldn’t think of him that way anymore.
He was back to being her neighbor. She paused in front of his door.
For all she knew he could already have one of his girlfriends over.
A jealous anger she had never felt before erupted inside her.
Slowly, Kennedy took three deep breaths. This was ridiculous. He
didn’t belong to her. He never had. Drake was simply her neighbor,
and right now she needed him for nothing more than removing a
stubborn ring.

Kennedy pounded on his door. No answer. He
had to be there. She pounded again. He couldn’t have left on some
assignment already.

What was she thinking? Knowing him, he was
probably still in bed. The memory of how he had looked that morning
when she had discovered him naked in his bed suddenly came back to
her. Kennedy shivered. She absolutely had to stop thinking like
that.

He still hadn’t answered the door. She looked
at the ring of keys in her hand and considered using the key to his
door to let herself in, but she couldn’t do that anymore.

Things just weren’t the same.

The door suddenly opened and Drake towered
over her, dressed and ready to go.

“Good, I was just about to call you,” he said
in a rush. He placed his duffel and his camera bag on the floor
outside his door, closed and locked it. “My flight leaves in less
than two hours. Can you give me a lift to the airport?”

Kennedy snapped her open mouth shut. He was
leaving.

Today.

Now.

He slung the bags over his shoulders and
grabbed Kennedy by her arm. “Come on. We can talk on the way.”

He was leaving. She had been right. Nothing
they had shared during the past week had changed the way he felt
about her. She was still simply his friend. A handy neighbor for
feeding his pet and giving him the occasional ride. By the time
Kennedy stopped ranting silently, they were at her car. He snagged
her keys and opened the trunk. She studied the impassive expression
on his face. How could he feel nothing at all? How could he be
so…so nonchalant?

“Wait,” she fairly shouted, anger fueling her
indignation.

Drake’s head came up. He closed the trunk
with a resounding thud. “What?” he asked, the picture of utter
innocence.

“I don’t have time to go to the airport,
Drake. I have a job, too. Or have you forgotten?” she railed hotly.
The very idea that he would pick up where they left off. She had to
admit the man had some nerve.

He frowned, a study in concern. Kennedy
seethed. The same old Drake. Treating her like a pal already. Why
in the world had she ever believed that anything that happened had
affected him the way it had her?

She was a fool.

“I’m desperate, Kennedy. You know how hard it
is to get a cab around here at this time of the morning.”

And how could he look so damned sincere? And
why did she care? Kennedy blew out a frustrated breath. “Fine.” She
jerked her door open and sat down behind the wheel. If he could act
like nothing had happened, so could she.

Once they were on the street, Kennedy kept
her attention focused on the morning rush hour traffic, but she
could feel Drake’s gaze on her.

“What?” she finally demanded, shooting him a
sharp glare.

“Nothing.” He looked straight ahead then.

“You were staring at me, Drake,” she
countered crossly. “Why? It’s not as if you don’t know what I look
like.”

He sighed mightily. “I was just thinking how
beautiful you are.”

Heat swirled inside Kennedy, followed
immediately by renewed ire. “Don’t even start. Our little ruse is
over. O-ver,” she added for good measure.

Pretending not to notice her foul mood, he
smiled at her the next time she looked his way. Kennedy rolled her
eyes. She was, without a doubt, the biggest fool who’d ever walked
the earth. She’d decided that days ago, and then again minutes
ago.

“Did you need something this morning?” he
asked abruptly. “Is that why you were at my door?”

Kennedy thrust her left hand at him, awkward
as that proved. “I can’t get it off,” she fretted, suddenly
remembering her dilemma.

Drake held her hand and pulled on the ring.
It didn’t budge. A car honked. Kennedy swerved back across the
line.

“Maybe we’d better wait until we get to the
airport,” he suggested tightly. He placed her hand back on the
steering wheel.

Fifteen long, silent minutes later, Kennedy
whipped into a no-parking zone. She jumped out and rushed to the
trunk to unlock it. Drake reached in and retrieved his bags, once
again draping them over his shoulders.

“I have to get my boarding pass, then I’ll
get that ring off.”

Kennedy had to run to keep up with his long
strides as hey hurried to the airline counter. While Drake checked
in, she suddenly wondered where he was going.

Of course, she wasn’t supposed to care.

But, dammit, she did.

Drake finally returned, without the duffel.
“Okay, let’s see that stubborn ring.”

Kennedy lifted her gaze to his. “Where are
you off to?”

He glanced up, his fingers still twisting the
ring back and forth. Those silvery eyes called to her, as did those
sinfully full lips. God, she was pathetic. He probably hadn’t given
their time together a second thought.

“I have to be in Colombia as soon as
possible.”

“Colombia?” Kennedy suddenly thought of all
the bad things that cold happen to a person while traipsing through
the jungles of South America.

He pulled her hands to his mouth and licked
her finger, all the way around the stubborn ring. Kennedy’s
breathing hitched, then stalled in her lungs.

“I’ll be back in about a week, though,” he
continued as he worked the ring back and forth over her dampened
skin. “You’ll feed Iggy?”

“Sure, I’ll feed him,” she murmured, her
concentration still focused on the feel of his tongue on her skin.
He had touched many other parts of her body with that skilled
tongue of his. The memories made her shiver.

“You gonna miss me?” He put her finger in his
mouth this time. Her self-control vanished when his tongue did
another little wicked glide around the ring.

“W-what?” Kennedy stammered.

He twisted the ring some more. “I asked you
if you were going to miss me.”

Something in his gaze told her that he was
serious. “Yes,” she told him in all honesty. Kennedy bit her lip
nervously. “Apparently I grew quite fond of you during our—our
engagement.” Had she really said that? Hurt and humiliation
tightened her chest. Kennedy averted her gaze and tried hard not to
cry. Please, if only the floor would crack open and swallow her up
right now.

His fingers closed around her hand. “I guess
you could say I got a little attached to you, too.”

She lifted her gaze back to his and offered a
weak smile. “Well, we’re still neighbors,” she said noncommittally.
“It’s not like we won’t see each other or anything. I mean…it’s
pretty much like it used to be…I guess.”

Was she imagining it, or was he closer
now?

“That’s true, I suppose,” he said softly.

Somehow the idea that she wouldn’t see him
for a whole week made her deathly ill. She didn’t want whatever had
started between them to end. But it had, for him anyway.

“I have to go.”

She nodded. “I know.”

He didn’t move. He just stood there, looking
at her and holding her hand and the confounded ring that still
wouldn’t come off.

“The ring,” she reminded.

He never took his eyes off hers. “It doesn’t
want to come off.”

Kennedy tamped down the hope building in her
chest. “I can’t just keep it. I borrowed it.”

“What if I bought it for you?”

Kennedy’s heart stilled for an endless
moment. “Why”—she cleared her throat—“why would you do something
like that?”

He moved closer. Kennedy could feel the heat
from his body. “Because I stayed awake all last night and did a lot
of thinking. I kind of liked things the way they were in Friendly
Corners.”

“But that would mean we would have to be
engaged for real.”

Uncertainty flickered in his eyes. “You don’t
want to be engaged?”

Kennedy laughed, a choked sound. “Normally
when you’re engaged it’s because someone has asked you to marry
them. I don’t recall you asking.”

He frowned. “Oh, yeah. You’re right.”

Kennedy glanced at the boarding area, then
back at Drake. “You’re going to miss your flight.”

He glanced over his shoulder, then settled
his silvery gaze back onto her. “That’s a very strong
possibility.”

She drew in a deep, calming breath to try and
slow her racing heart. “Drake, I—”

He went down on one knee. Kennedy couldn’t
come up with a response to that move. She could only look at him,
totally speechless.

“I know this isn’t the most romantic place to
propose, but” he lifted one shoulder in a hint of a shrug “neither
of us is particularly conventional.”

“We can talk about this when you get back,”
Kennedy offered, her mind spinning. He couldn’t possibly mean
this…could he? Her heart quivered with hope.

He shook his head. “I want you to keep the
ring. I love you, Kennedy, and I’d like to keep you. Will
you marry me?”

A smile spread across his trembling lips.
“Drake, are you sure about this?”

He gave her that lopsided half grin. “More
sure than I’ve ever been about anything in my entire life. I don’t
want to lose you. I want to wake up with you next to me every
morning for the rest of my life.”

Tears welling in her eyes, Kennedy
nodded.

“Is that a yes?”

“Yes. I’ll marry you.”

He shot to his feet. “Good, ‘cause I gotta
go.” He planted a quick kiss on her cheek and ran like hell for the
boarding area.

It hit Kennedy then that she hadn’t said what
she needed to say. “Drake!”

He skidded to a stop and turned back to
her.

“I love you, too.”

He smiled and every female in the place
stopped to take notice, then he winked and said, “I know.”

Kennedy stood there, uncertain what she
should do, and watched him walk away. Profound sadness enveloped
her. She looked at the ring and smiled. A tear trickled down her
cheek. He loved her. They were engaged—for real.

But he was leaving her anyway.

Slowly, she walked to the wall of windows to
watch his plane taxi away. Would it always be this way? Him rushing
off for some unexpected, possibly dangerous, assignment? Kennedy
pressed her hand to the glass, her heart aching. “Goodbye,” she
murmured.

“If you’ve seen one jungle, you’ve seen them
all.”

Drake’s handsome face stared back at her from
his reflection in the glass. Kennedy spun around him to find
standing right behind her.

“You missed your plane!”

He shook his head slowly from side to side.
“I decided not to go.”

She frowned. “What about your assignment?
Your bag?”

Drake slid his arm around her waist and
pulled her closer. “There will always be another assignment. And my
bag will show up eventually.”

Kennedy couldn’t catch her breath. “I’m glad
you decided to stay.”

He brushed a kiss over her lips. “I want to
do this right. When I said I wanted to wake up with you next to me
every morning, I meant it.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” Kennedy traced his
lower lip with the pad of her thumb.

“Let’s go home and celebrate,” he murmured
against the shell of her ear.

Her cell phone rang at precisely that moment.
Instinctively, she reached for it. He shook his head, took the
phone from her hand and pressed the off button. “No
interruptions.”

She smiled. “None.” Then she tiptoed and
pressed a quick kiss to his lips. “I’m all yours.”

“Fair warning,” he trailed a finger across
her cheek “I intend to keep it that way.”

Then he kissed her, the way only a man truly
in love with a woman could.
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