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Author’s Note
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~ Hannah


Chapter One

Getting blood out of a wedding dress was going to be tougher than she’d thought.

Lily Michaels sat back on her heels with a sigh and eyed the stains on the custom Vera Wang. “Darling, it’s not coming out.”

Her best friend, the former bride, lounged in the bathroom doorway and sneered at the ruined fabric over her tea cup. “Who cares? It’s not like I paid for it. That son of a bitch Max paid for it.” The sneer intensified. “Let’s burn it.”

“Bridget!” It came out in a horrified gasp, Lily’s heart clutching at the thought. She sat back on her heels and pointed a finger. “It’s a Vera Wang! We are not burning it.”

Bridget rolled her eyes and sighed. “Fine. But I don’t want it, so it’s going to Goodwill.”

“Oh no.” Lily shook her head and tossed the washrag she held into the sink. “If you don’t want it, I’ll take it and work out what to do about the stains. There has to be something that’ll get them out. But you’re not giving a ten-thousand-dollar dress to the bloody Goodwill.”

“Whatever.” Bridget rolled eyes the color of spring grass. “I’m hungry. I’m getting another piece of cake.

It was Lily’s turn to roll her eyes as she got to her feet. “That’s all you’ve been eating since yesterday,” she called as Bridget headed down the hallway. “Don’t you want something else?”

“No,” Bridget called back. “Besides, I paid eight hundred dollars for that cake, I’m going to eat every last bit of it.”

Lily gave the dress hanging on the shower rod one last glance before she followed Bridget into the kitchen.

“I thought Max paid for it,” she said. She went to the coffeepot and, finding it empty, snagged the milk from the fridge instead as Bridget sliced into the cake currently taking up almost the entire kitchen table.

“He did.” Bridget lifted a wedge of cake the size of a shoe onto the waiting plate. “But I picked it out. Besides the dress, it’s the only thing the Wicked Witch let me have any say in, so I figure it’s mine.”

Lily grinned and poured a glass of milk. “I think my favorite part of yesterday was the look on that woman’s face when you punched her precious baby boy. Well, that and the blood, even if it did ruin that gorgeous dress. It just spurted out of his nose, like special effects in a vampire movie.”

Bridget smiled around a mouthful of cake, a smear of pale pink icing on her chin. “The blood was definitely my favorite part. He probably bruised his head when he fell too. I wonder if the videographer got that on tape?”

“Do you think he’d give it to you if he did?”

Bridget shook her head, dark curls bouncing as she forked up another bite of cake. “I’m not the one who hired him, so I doubt it. But he could be bribable.”

Watching Bridget eat was making Lily hungry, so she dug out a plate and fork and joined her at the table. “Was he another one of Max’s mom’s ideas?”

“No.” Bridget picked up the knife and stabbed into the cake with just a little more force than necessary. “That cunt of a wedding planner, Marjorie, hired him.”

Lily winced, watching her best friend hack into the cake as though it were the cunt of a wedding planner instead of chocolate and butter cream. It was hard to blame her.

“I’m sorry, sweetie.”

Bridget slid a wedge of cake onto the plate and handed it to Lily without meeting her gaze. Then she raised her eyes, and the look of naked pain on her friend’s face had Lily reaching for her hand.

“I’m okay, really,” Bridget said, but the sheen of tears in her eyes belied her words.

“Should I not have told you?” Lily asked quietly.

Bridget’s head snapped up. “Of course you should have told me!” she exclaimed, the sheen of tears gone as her green eyes blazed.

Lily let out the breath she hadn’t been aware she was holding. “Thank God.”

Bridget turned her hand so her fingers gripped Lily’s. “I’m glad you told me. Really, I am. I’m sad and I’m mad, but at least I’m not married to the jerk.”

Lily squeezed her friend’s hand. “Me too. I mean, if you’d wanted to marry him anyway, I’d have stood by you. But I’m glad you didn’t.”

Bridget made a derisive sound and released Lily’s hand to pick up her fork again. “No chance I’d marry him after he cheated on me. No chance in hell I’d marry him when he cheated on me five minutes before the ceremony. And no way in flaming, fucking hell I’d marry him after he banged that cunt of a wedding planner.”

Lilly chuckled and loaded up her fork with cake. “She was a skank, wasn’t she? The breast implants should have tipped us off.”

“The breast implants, the press-on nails.” Bridget held up a finger. “But the kicker was the suntan pantyhose with the reinforced toe, worn with the open-toed sandals.”

Lily’s jaw dropped. “She did not.”

“Oh, but she did.” Bridget said, and curled her lip. “And Max says he’s in love with her.”

“That’s going to kill his mother,” Lily said, and they grinned at each other over chocolate cake at the thought of Max’s prim and proper old-fashioned mama having to accept a woman who wore press-on nails in her family.

A sudden knock at the front door had Lily frowning. “Who could that be? Were your parents supposed to come over this morning?”

Bridget shook her head. “No, they’re flying back to Chicago this morning. My father’s golf group meets this afternoon, so they’d booked an early flight. Even before my mother suffered, and I quote, ‘the greatest humiliation a mother can suffer’.” She shook her head. “You’d think it’d happened to her.”

“She probably thinks it did,” Lily said absently. “Did Charles go home last night?”

“No, he’s crashed out in my bed,” Bridget said. “He drank almost two bottles of champagne all by himself, so I took his keys away.”

Lily opened her mouth to speak when another knock sounded, followed in quick succession by several others. Less of a knock and more of a rhythmic pounding. “What the hell?” she muttered, and got up to make her way to the front door.

“Be careful, it could be Max,” Bridget called. “He’s probably pretty pissed about me calling off the wedding.”

“He’s probably not thrilled about the broken nose either,” Lily muttered, and began picking her way through the maze of packing boxes and soon-to-be-returned wedding presents on the way to the front door.

“We’ve got to get some of this stuff out of here,” she called back to Bridget. “At least put as much as we can in your room until you figure out what to do with it all. Someone’s going to get hurt just going for the mail.”

Lily cursed under her breath as she stubbed her toe on a silver tea set, flipped the locks and swung the door open.

She didn’t see it at first. She was looking up and out, squinting through the sunlight for a glimpse of whoever had been banging on the door. When she didn’t see anyone, she looked down at the Welcome mat. There was nothing there either, and it wasn’t until she started to swing the door shut that she noticed the paper nailed to the door.

And the word Eviction printed across the top.

Lily’s short, crystal-shattering scream brought Bridget running.

“What is it?” she asked, breathless from the dash from the living. She shouldered Lily aside to peer out the open door, looking around for the cause of distress.

“It was Max,” Lily ground out, and held up the paper for Bridget to see. “He’s kicking us out.”

“What?” Bridget snatched the paper out of Lily’s hands, nearly tearing it in her haste. “That fucker!”

“Nicely put,” Lily said dryly. She shut the front door and walked back to the kitchen, heading directly to the empty coffeepot.

“I can’t believe he’d do this,” Bridget muttered as she trailed after Lily into the kitchen. She dragged a chair away from the table and dropped into it heavily. “He must think I’m going live here with you again.”

Lily was measuring coffee, scooping it into the coffeemaker with more care than it required as she tried to hold on to her temper. She concentrated on breathing slowly and evenly as she turned to the sink to fill the coffeepot with water.

“Well, I’ll just call him and tell him I’m not staying here, and that’ll be that.”

Lily rolled her eyes as she poured water into the machine and switched it on. “Somehow, I doubt it.” She turned away from the counter to find Bridget on her feet, pulling the receiver off the phone on the wall and punching in numbers.

“We’ll see,” she muttered, putting the phone to her ear and drumming her fingers on the table as she listened to the rings. “We’ll just see. Max! You scum-sucking bastard, what the fuck is this eviction notice?”

Lily sighed and turned back to watch the coffee drip into the pot. Bridget’s temper exploded behind her, shouts and curses ricocheting off the walls. She imagined Max was doing the same. They’d always been compatible that way, she mused. Good fighters, good lovers. They must not have been good talkers though, or Max might have known that schtupping the wedding planner would be a bad idea, especially when they were minutes from the “I do’s”.

“You lousy, limp-dicked fuckhead, I already told you I’m not moving back in here! Don’t give me that bullshit about back rent, we had an agreement and you know it!”

Lily shook her head and pulled a mug from the cupboard. The insults continued to roll fast and bitter as she dug out a box of sugar cubes and the half and half from the fridge. She was just putting the finishing touches on her coffee when she heard a thin scream from behind her. Resigned and unsurprised, she raised her coffee cup to her lips, blowing on the hot liquid as she turned around.

“Motherfucking cocksucker!” Bridget screamed, holding the phone so tight Lily wondered the plastic didn’t crack. “I hope your balls shrivel up and fall off!” She slammed the phone down, panting, and turned to face Lily.

“He’s not changing his mind,” she stated, her calm voice a stark contrast to the shriek of a moment ago.

“Really,” Lily said dryly, and sipped coffee.

Bridget winced. “I guess my temper got the better of me. Look, maybe if you call him—”

Lily shook her head. “I’m the girl who ratted him out to his fiancée and got his wedding called off, remember?” She sipped her coffee again, taking what pleasure she could in the flavorful brew. “I gather he’s using the rent reduction to justify the eviction?”

Bridget’s lip curled. “He says because we’ve only been paying half the rent, he has the legal grounds to evict,” Bridget ground out, and shoved the kitchen chair into the table so hard the tower of cake wobbled dangerously. “He says it doesn’t matter that it was his idea, or that it was agreed upon because we never signed any sort of agreement to that effect, and as far as he’s concerned, we have ten days to vacate or he’ll have the Sherriff’s department throw us out.”

Lily said nothing, just continued to sip her coffee. She was afraid if she loosened her lip she’d let her temper out along with the words. She’d known it was a bad idea not to get the rental arrangement in writing, but with Bridget and Max about to be married it had seemed petty and childish to insist on it. Well, lesson learned, she told herself, and wondered where the hell she was going to live.

“What the hell is going on?”

Lily turned toward the doorway, and despite her impending homelessness, a huge grin split her face.

Charles stood in the doorway, his blond hair held off his forehead with one of her cloth hairbands, his face covered in the mint-green paste of a skin mask. His blue eyes were bloodshot and bleary, and he was cradling a bottle of champagne as though it were a long lost lover.

Her eyes dropped to his clothes, and she blinked. “Are those my stretch pants?” she asked, choking back laughter at the sight of a six-foot-tall man in a pair of pale pink Lycra workout pants. Designed as they were for a woman’s body, they were leaving very little to the imagination.

“Holy shit, Charles!” Bridget’s eyes were big as saucers, but the shock reflected there didn’t appear to have any effect on her mouth. “Those pants are so tight I can see the veins in your dick!”

“Why the hell are you wearing that?” Lilly gasped, her shoulders shaking with laughter.

“Because I puked on my tux last night, so it was this or nothing.”

“You should’ve gone with nothing,” Lily gasped, and wiped her streaming eyes. “But thank God you didn’t. I really needed that laugh.”

“So glad to be of service,” Charles muttered, and frowned at both of them. “Is someone going to tell me what all the screaming was about? I was having the most delish little dream about Brad Pitt, and y’all ruined it.”

Bridget rolled her eyes. “Brad’s straight, Charlie. Get over yourself.”

“Don’t call me Charlie,” he said automatically. “And you don’t know he’s straight.”

“Please,” Bridget scoffed. “He’s done how many movies with Matt Damon and George Clooney? If he hasn’t turned by now, he’s not going to.”

“Why don’t you two shut up?” Lily said mildly, and handed them each a mug when they swung her way. “Have some coffee.”

Charles pulled the chair back out from the table and sat as he sipped his coffee. “Is someone going to tell me why Brad and I were so rudely interrupted?”

Lily sighed and set her coffee back down. “Max is evicting me from the apartment.”

Charles sipped his coffee. “Can he do that?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” She briefly outlined their verbal agreement to only pay half the going rent on the two-bedroom apartment. “Since it was never formalized legally…” she shrugged. “He’s got grounds for eviction.”

Charles frowned. “You could contest it, right? I mean, people other than just you and he knew about the arrangement. The manager, maybe? She had to know.”

“She knows,” Lily said dryly, “but she hates us.”

“Why does she hate you?”

“Someone might have called her an opportunistic tramp with fake tits and no class.”

“She was flirting with Max,” Bridget defended herself. “Although now she can have him, if she can pry him off Marjorie.”

“Nope, she won’t be on your side,” Charles said, and crossed his legs. He winced and reached down to rearrange the Lycra between his legs to a more comfortable position. “What about hiring a lawyer?”

Lily shrugged, having already considered and discarded the idea. “I could, I suppose, but without any legal proof of the arrangement, it’s our word against his. And it’ll probably take forever, so we’d still have to look for a place to stay in the meantime.” She shrugged again, the casual gesture at odds with the knots in her stomach at the uncertainty of the situation. She really hated feeling as though she was working without a net. “I guess I need start hunting for two-bedroom apartments.”

“You only need one bedroom,” Bridget broke in. Both Lily and Charles swung to face her.

Lily blinked. “Where are you going to go?”

Bridget smiled, with a glint in her eye that made Lily very glad they were friends, and on the same side. “First, I’m going on my honeymoon.” She grinned. “I’ve got the tickets in my purse. The hotel is already paid for, and I think Hawaii is the perfect place to get over a broken engagement.”

“But what about after that?” Lily asked, not really surprised by the announcement. Bridget had always been impulsive, leaping before she looked. Bridget was the leaper, and Lily was the looker. “The honeymoon is only two weeks, you’ll need someplace to live when you get back.”

Bridget shrugged. “Maybe I’ll stay in Hawaii for a while,” she said. “Learn to surf.”

“Bridget, Hawaii is expensive.”

“And you’re broke,” Charles chimed in.

She shrugged. “I’ll find a way to pay for it. Don’t worry so much, mama,” she chided gently when Lily opened her mouth to protest. She grinned suddenly. “If it comes down to it, I can always use this to pay for it.” She held up her left hand and waggled her fingers.

Lily choked on her coffee. “Your engagement ring? I thought that was some kind of family heirloom.”

“It was,” Bridget said. “It was Max’s great-grandmother’s, custom made in Paris by Cartier.” She glanced down at the diamond, wiggling her finger so it flashed in the morning light, and her grin went wicked. “But it’s mine now.”

Lily shook her head. “I think wedding etiquette dictates if the bride calls off the wedding, she has to give back the ring.”

“And I say if the bride calls it off because the groom is a lying, cheating, scum-sucking pig, she can do whatever the hell she wants with it.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Lily muttered.

“I’m selling the emerald earrings too,” she said suddenly, as though she’d just thought of it. Which she probably had. “The ones he gave me for my birthday. And the pearls that were his mother’s. That old witch never did think I was good enough for her precious son.”

“You should sell that platinum-and-gold choker he gave you for Valentine’s Day too,” Charles offered. “It never did suit you, darling. It’s so clunky, and you’re so delicate. It just doesn’t look right on you.”

Bridget beamed at him. “Thank you, Charles, I do believe you’re right. The choker goes too.”

“Don’t encourage her, Charles,” Lily said, but it was a half-hearted protest. Max was such an ass, and he’d be so delightfully mad when he found out Bridget sold all the jewelry he’d given her. And he wouldn’t be able to do a thing about it.

“Oh, come on. It’s fun!” Charles grinned and spread his hands. “Bridget has a way to finance a lovely long stay in Hawaii, and you can look for a new place. A one bedroom will be much easier to find than a two bedroom.”

“True,” Lily conceded.

Bridget clapped her hands together. “It’s all set then. And don’t worry, I’ll rent a storage space and put all my stuff away. You won’t have to worry about moving it or anything.”

“Thanks, sweetie,” Lily said, saying a silent prayer of thanks that she wouldn’t have to live with the mess much longer. “Now, what about the wedding gifts?”

The three of them turned to look through the open kitchen doorway at the piles of gaily wrapped presents that littered the living room. “They have to be returned,” Lily said. “That’s one point of etiquette I’m very clear on—if the wedding is cancelled, the gifts go back, no matter who did the cancelling.”

“Have them delivered to Max,” Charles suggested. “It’s his fault there was no wedding, he can deal with returning all the gifts.”

Bridget giggled and all but bounced on her toes with excitement. “Perfect!”

Lily sighed and sipped her coffee. “Perfect.”

* * *

By Thursday, Bridget had packed up all of her things and moved them to a storage locker, and the wedding presents had been delivered to Max’s downtown offices with a ceremony and flair that even Lily had to admit had been marvelously entertaining. Bridget had sold the choker, pearls and emerald earrings to a jeweler who specialized in estate pieces, but was holding the engagement ring and a pair of diamond earrings in reserve. And Lily was no closer to finding a place to live than she had been on Sunday. After searching the newspapers, internet and supermarket bulletin boards, she’d only found one apartment that was in her price range and a decent neighborhood, and one look at the three tiny rooms and overly affectionate landlord had effectively crossed it off the list.

She dragged herself into the apartment late Thursday night to find Charles and Bridget popping open the last of the wedding champagne. They both turned as she came in, watching silently as she toed off her shoes, set down her purse and walked calmly over to the sofa to fall face first into the cushions.

“Honey,” Charles chided. “I know it’s been a tough week, but have a little dignity.”

“Mmmph,” Lily mumbled into a pillow, not bothering to make the effort to turn her head.

She felt someone reach down, gently pick up her head and turn it so that her cheek lay on the pillow. “Try again,” Charles suggested.

Lily sighed and opened her eyes to see Charles and Bridget crouched in front of her, peering at her as though she were a particularly volatile exhibit at the zoo.

Bridget gave her a tentative smile. “So…how was the apartment?”

Lily frowned. “Don’t ask.”

Bridget’s face fell in sympathy. “No good, huh?”

Lily pushed herself up to a sitting position with a grunt. “No, it was fine. If you don’t mind roaches, no central heat and a landlord who thought my breasts required constant eye contact and made a not-so-subtle suggestion that he’d be willing to take the rent in trade.”

Bridget winced. “Ugh.”

“Yeah.” She nodded toward the bottle still in Charles’ hand. “I could use a glass if you’re pouring.”

“Coming up.” He swiftly filled one of the flutes resting on the coffee table and passed it over. “Down that, and then put on your dancing shoes. We’re going to celebrate Bridgie’s last night by painting the town.”

“Oh, no.” Lily held out a hand to stave off the inevitable arguments. “I’m sorry, I’m just not up for partying. I’m going to have my champagne, a long bubble bath and make an early night of it.”

“No,” Bridget protested, and worked her pretty face into a pout. “You have to come.”

“I really don’t,” Lily assured her. She winced at the flash of hurt on her friend’s face as her words came out sharper than intended. “I’m sorry, honey, but I’m really beat. Work was awful today. We had two maids call in sick and a full house. We were running all day.”

Charles frowned. “You could not pay me to do your job.”

“It’s not really so bad,” Lily said, and sipped champagne gratefully. “Normally I love the hotel, but for some reason we’re just chock full of divas this week.”

“Society bitches getting you down?”

Despite her fatigue, Lily grinned at Charles. “Maybe I’ll stitch that on a sampler and hang it in the staff lounge—Don’t Let the Society Bitches Get You Down.” She sighed.

“What happened?” Bridget asked, holding out her glass for Charles to refill.

Lily propped her feet up on the coffee table. “Just demanding guests, nothing we’re not used to. But this group is nuts, some kind of debutante reunion. Talk about high maintenance.” She rolled her eyes. “Housekeeping hates them, room service is ready to revolt, and if I have to hear about one more face lift…” She shook her head. “The only bright spot in my day was the fragile hope that the apartment might work out. Which is now shattered.”

“All the more reason for you to kick up your heels,” Charles said. “Come on, come out with us.”

“It’ll be like old-times, girls’ night out.” Bridget added her pleas to the chorus. “My flight is at seven tomorrow morning, so we’ll just stay up all night then go right to the airport. Please?”

They cajoled and pleaded, but Lily held firm, and soon they were dancing out the door in their party togs while Lily settled into a tub full of bubbles with the best part of the bottle of champagne.

Hours later, Lily was awakened from a dead sleep by the loudest, wettest whisper she’d ever heard.

“Lily! Lily, are you awake?”

Bridget, Lily realized, and rolled over with a groan. “What time is it?”

“Um…I think it’s like three thirty.” Lily felt the bed dip at her hip as Bridget sat down. “Are you awake?”

“I am now,” Lily muttered. She blinked her eyes open, struggling to see in the dark, then let out a thin scream as the bedside lamp winked on.

“My eyes!” she wailed, and clapped a hand over them. “Are you trying to kill me?”

“Sorry!” Bridget hissed, her face so close Lily nearly gagged on the stench.

“God, you’re breathing vodka all over me,” Lily muttered. “What’s the matter, you need me to hold your hair back?”

“What? No, no, I threw up at the club.”

“Thank God for small favors.” Lily winced as Bridget nearly poked her in the eye. “Ow, Bridget!”

“Oh, sorry!” Bridget patted her head with a force that had Lily biting back a hiss of pain. “Listen, I wanted to tell you. We found you an apartment!”

Lily struggled to make the mental leap from puking to apartment hunting. “What?”

Bridget was all but bouncing on the bed. “Yeah! See we went to The Slam Room. You should’ve been there, Lil, the band rocked tonight! They were kinda punky with a nice metal edge, and the lead singer was grungy-ugly-hot in that way I love, you know?”

“Uh-huh.” Lily’s eyes had adjusted to the light, so she scooted herself up to rest against the headboard while Bridget free associated.

“Yeah, he’s completely the type I’d have gone for. You know, before Max.” Bridget let out a sigh. “He was kind of into me too. I could tell by the way he gazed into my eyes when he was singing ‘Love is a Disease’.”

“I’m sure it was very profound.” Lily yawned. “Not that I’m not interested in your resurrected love life, but did you say something about an apartment?”

“Oh!” Bridget clasped her hands together and bounced again. “Right! So, after I threw up, I wanted some mouthwash—you know I can’t stand that icky taste.”

Lily yawned, too tired to respond, and Bridget rolled on.

“So I made Charles take me to the drugstore, and he got pissed at me because he’d hooked up with that Jeff guy, you remember the guy he met at the Fourth of July parade last year?”

Since the conversation didn’t seem to require her to keep her eyes open, Lily let them drift shut again. “The guy with the nipple piercings?”

“No, that’s John. Jeff was the guy with all the muscles, the one who looked like a professional wrestler and had that pet snake. Anyway, Charlie was pissed ’cause Jeff was putting on the moves, and he didn’t want him to cool off while we ran to the drugstore for mouthwash.”

Lily snorted. “That guy was a freak. He should’ve been thanking you for getting him out of there unscathed.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to marry the guy,” Charles said, and Lily opened one eye to see him leaning against the bedroom doorway. “Nothing wrong with a little hookup between exes.”

“Except when the ex is a steroid-popping lunatic mama’s boy,” Lily retorted. “Anyway, I thought you said the sex was lousy?”

Charles grimaced. “It was, but I was desperate. I’ve been going through a dry spell.”

“What about that CPA last week?” Bridget asked, and Charles’ face cleared.

“Oh yeah.” He grinned. “I guess I’m not in a dry spell. Cool.”

“Not that this isn’t fascinating,” Lily said dryly, “and not that I’m not thankful your dry spell is over, Charles.”

“Yes, we can all rest easy now,” Bridget chimed in with drunken sarcasm.

“But it’s…” She popped open her other eye to glance at the bedside clock. “Three forty-three in the morning, and I have to get enough sleep to be at least semi-conscious so I can deal with the debutantes today. Is anyone going to be getting to the apartment part of this story anytime soon?”

“Right, right.” Bridget flapped a hand at Charles, who came over to perch on the other side of the bed. “So, I made Charles leave his snake-lovin’ booty call—”

“I hear judgment,” Charles admonished, and Lily prayed for patience.

“Apartment,” she prompted through clenched teeth.

“Anyway…” Bridget said with a pointed look at Charles, who just shrugged. “We’re at Clawson’s Drugstore, and this guy walks in, and I see he’s headed for the big bulletin board. You know the one, at the front of the store where people come in and put notices? Like garage sales, free kittens, boats for sale—”

“I think she gets it,” Charles interrupted.

Bridget huffed out a breath. “Right, so this guy’s putting up a notice. And when we walked out, I looked at it—it was hard not to notice, it’s printed on this bright green paper, like a lime on acid this paper. And it’s for an apartment!”

Finally, a point! Lily thought. She opened her mouth to speak, but Charles had already leapt into the breach.

“It’s a one-bedroom garage apartment, over by the university. That older neighborhood with the big old houses and all the trees? Quiet street, lots of yard.”

Thinking that actually sounded promising, Lily sat up a little straighter. “Did you grab the flyer?”

Charles shifted his weight to reach his hip pocket and produced a folded piece of paper.

Lily blinked at the color. “Wow, that is bright green.” She unfolded the page and read out loud. “‘One-bedroom garage apartment near university. Quiet street, plenty of yard.’” She flipped the paper over, but there was nothing on the back. “That’s it? Was he being charged by the word?”

Bridget tapped the paper. “There’s a phone number on the bottom. You should call and make an appointment to go see it.”

Lily was still frowning at the page, though it was getting difficult to look at; the vibrant hue of the paper was actually starting to sting her eyes. “It doesn’t say how much the rent is.”

“It’s still worth a look,” Charles said. “Call in the morning, and I’ll go with you to see it.”

“I’ll call in the morning,” Lily agreed, her jaw cracking as she yawned. “Can I go back to sleep now?”

“Sure, no problem.” Bridget slid off the bed, dragging Charles with her. “We’ll just go into the kitchen, so we don’t disturb you.”

“Great. Fine.” Lily had already turned out the light and tugged the blankets up to her chin. “Wake me when you go to the airport.” She sighed. “Thank God they’re on my side,” she muttered, and went back to sleep.


Chapter Two

It was almost three the following afternoon before Lily had a free moment to call about the apartment. The debutante reunion luncheon had included frozen peach Bellinis, and since from what she could see none of those women ever ate any actual food, she’d had a very tipsy bunch of aging debs on her hands. They’d wanted to find a strip club and see some “beefcake”, but she’d finally gotten them settled around the pool with the promise that David, the afternoon lifeguard, would be more than adequate for their beefcake needs.

“Thank God David’s a good sport,” she said, and the front desk clerk laughed.

“Jeez, who’d have thought a bunch of rich society babes could throw down like that?” Katie shook her head and sent her pert cap of dark hair swinging. “I bet if you got a few more drinks in them, they’d be swinging from the chandeliers.”

Lily eyed the antique crystal fixture that hung in the hotel lobby. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” She turned to Katie. “Can you handle things for a moment out here? I need to step back into the office and make a quick phone call.”

“Sure.” Katie’s cherubic face went from grinning to curious. “Calling about that apartment?”

Lily nodded. “Do you know where Ivy Lane is?”

“Sure, it’s over on the west side of campus, about a mile past the big bookstore. It’s a cute neighborhood. You’d really like living there.”

“Let’s hope so, because it’s not like I have a lot of choices left,” Lily muttered as she walked around the reception desk toward the office. “If the place has central heat and doesn’t cost a fortune, I’m taking it.”

“Good luck!” Katie called cheerfully, and Lily smiled back at her before shutting the office door.

She went to the desk and picked up the phone, punching in the numbers on the flyer. She let her eyes wander around the office as she listened to the rings, and her eyes settled on the photograph sitting on the bookshelf. Since she shared the office with one other manager and two assistants, there wasn’t a lot of room for personal belongings, but she hadn’t been able to resist that one photograph. Taken in college, the silly shot of her, Bridget and Charles hanging upside down from the great oak tree in front of the main campus building always made her smile.

Today it produced a sentimental tug at her heart as she remembered Bridget had left that morning for Hawaii. She was determined to make the most of her solo honeymoon, as she was calling it, and regain the independence she’d sacrificed during her relationship with Max.

Lily was happy for her friend and proud of her determination to put the disaster of a broken engagement behind her, but she couldn’t help feeling a little lonely. Bridget had been the first friend she’d made when she returned to the United States to attend university. She’d been lonely, homesick, and experiencing more than a little culture shock. A liberal college campus in Colorado was a far cry from the all-girls boarding schools she’d attended in London, and she’d felt painfully isolated from her peers. Then she met Bridget in freshman Humanities class, and everything turned around. She smiled as she recalled that first day—shy and deep in the throes of self-pity, she’d barely noticed when someone sat down next to her. Then Bridget had leaned over and made a joke about their professor, who bore an unfortunate resemblance to Fidel Castro, and Lily had laughed before she remembered to be depressed.

And that was that. They’d been best friends in college, roommates since graduation, and even though she’d been preparing herself for it since Bridget and Max announced their engagement, saying goodbye was proving harder than she’d thought.

She was jerked out of her maudlin thoughts when the phone clicked in her ear. She opened her mouth to speak when she realized an answering machine had picked up.

“It’s Nate, I can’t talk. You know what to do.”

She was caught completely off guard by the beep, and fumbled for words. “Hi. Um…I’m calling about the apartment for rent? I’d really like to come by and see it, maybe this afternoon if possible. You can reach me—”

She broke off with a wince as the machine suddenly screeched in her ear. She heard a clatter, a burst of static, and then as clear as if he were standing beside her, a rough male voice.

“Wait, I’m here.”

“Uh…hi.”

“Yeah?”

Rude, Lily thought, but resolutely plowed ahead. “I’m calling about the apartment.”

“How’d you hear about it?”

“Yes, I’d— What?”

“How did you hear about it?” he asked again, deliberately slowing his words, and she mentally added obnoxious to her assessment of him.

“You put up a flier in the drugstore,” she retorted, not bothering to keep the chill of annoyance from her voice.

He chuckled, the sound coming over the line to dance along her nerve endings like fingers fluttering down her spine. She squirmed before she could stop herself.

“Right, last night.” His voice took on a hollow quality, and she pictured him tucking the phone into his shoulder. “You want the apartment?”

“I—” She floundered for a moment before setting her teeth with a snap. “I’d like to see it first and find out what you want to charge for rent.”

“Sure, we can talk about that,” he said agreeably, and for some reason his easy manner made her want to grind her teeth. “You wanna come by and take a look this afternoon?”

“Yes, I would,” Lily said, her voice going prim as her annoyance escalated. She couldn’t say why, but this guy was getting on her nerves. “Would four thirty be all right?”

“Sure, I’ll be around. Three-fourteen Ivy Lane. If I don’t answer the bell, just go on around the house to the garage. The stairway to the second floor is enclosed, just look for the blue door on the side. Feel free to take a look around. I’ll catch up with you sooner or later.”

“If four thirty isn’t a good time,” Lily began, but he cut her off.

“Four thirty’s fine. You got a name?”

Rude, obnoxious and completely without manners, she decided. “Lily,” she said, forcing her jaw to unclench to form the words. “Lily Michaels.”

“See you at four thirty, Lily Michaels.” And the dial tone sounded in her ear.

“What a jerk,” she muttered.

* * *

“What a tight-ass,” Nate MacIntyre said, and grinned at his companion. “Sounded hot though. That slight hint of an English accent. I couldn’t really hear it until she started to get pissed. The accent comes out with the temper.”

Beau rolled his expressive brown eyes and shook his head.

“Yeah, I know I was a little rude. I couldn’t help it, that prim little tone got under my skin. She sounded a lot more interesting once she got mad.” Nate leaned forward, his hands dangling between his spread knees as he spoke. “I bet she’s the corporate type, proper and strict with sensible shoes. But underneath she’s full of surprises, all soft, sweet-smelling skin and naughty lingerie.”

Beau just grunted and rolled over.

“Well, I guess we’ll find out at four thirty.” Nate got to his feet and stretched, feeling loose and rested. He’d finished the last of the carpentry work in the apartment late last night. Riding on the energy of it, he’d grabbed a piece of bright paper left behind by one of his nieces and drawn up a quick flier. He hadn’t expected any calls on it today; after all, he’d only posted the one flier at the first drugstore he’d come across. But if it rented right away, so much the better.

He rubbed a hand over his jaw, grimacing at the scratch of rough beard. He tended to let the details like grooming get away from him when he was immersed in a project. A quick glance in the mirror over the den fireplace confirmed that he needed a haircut too; the long strands tickled his collar, or would have if he was wearing a collar. He wondered how the proper-sounding Ms. Michaels would react to five days’ growth of beard and a stained Grateful Dead T-shirt.

Maybe he’d shower and shave before she came, just to be on the safe side. No sense in making a bad impression on purpose. But the last week of eighteen-hour days hadn’t left much time for recreation, and since he had a good hour and a half before he had to play landlord, he wanted a game of Frisbee in the park with his best pal.

“Beau,” he whispered, and watched the big brown eyes roll toward him. “Frisbee?”

Beau’s head snapped up, his wrinkled face creased in a wide grin, and Nate found himself pinned to the wall and his face bathed in kisses.

“Okay, okay!” he laughed, and swiped at his face. “Come on, buddy. Let’s roll.”

* * *

At four thirty on the nose, Charles pulled his orange VW Bug to the curb at three-fourteen Ivy Lane, turned off the ignition and looked at the house. “God, it’s so cute!”

Lily was forced to agree. It was gorgeous, a two-story brick colonial with ivy climbing the exterior and cheerful gardens out front. A long driveway snaked past the side of the house, leading, she assumed, to the garage. It was lovely, she realized, and her heart sank.

“It’s gorgeous,” she sighed. “It’s going to be too much rent.”

“Oh, cheer up. Maybe the place is a dump!”

Lily rolled her eyes. “Thank you, Charles, that’s very helpful.”

Charles just grinned and opened his door. “This guy’s meeting us?”

Lily followed suit and stood at the end of the drive. “He said if he didn’t answer the bell to go ahead and take a look.”

Charles arched his neck to peer up the empty driveway. “I don’t see a car, so maybe he’s not home. Want to just go up?”

“Yeah. That way if it’s a dump, I don’t have to talk to the guy. He sounded like a jerk.”

Charles chuckled as he started up the drive with her. “Let me guess, he wasn’t up to your exacting standards of phone etiquette.”

“There’s just no reason to be rude,” she muttered, getting irritated all over again. “He didn’t even say goodbye, he just hung up.”

“Yeah, that’d drive you nuts,” Charles decided as they turned the curve. He stopped short as the building came into view. “I don’t think it’s going to be a dump, sweetie.”

“Probably not,” she agreed, and kissed her hope that this apartment would be at all affordable goodbye.

The garage, if such an elegant old building could be termed such a mundane thing, was built of the same gorgeous brick as the house, and the same ivy climbed the walls. It looked as though it had once been an old carriage house, more at home on some East Coast estate than a small college town in Colorado. The wide bay doors were painted a bright white and covered almost the entire lower front of the building, with small windows across the top. Lily walked up and stood on her toes to peek in, but curtains shielded the view.

She dropped back to her heels and turned to Charles. “You think he actually uses this place as a garage?”

Charles had his hands on his hips, surveying the structure. “Doubt it,” he said absently. He looked up. “Wow, check out those windows.”

Lily tiled her head back and felt her jaw drop. “Wow,” she echoed. Windows took up the entire facing wall of the second floor, sparkling in the late-afternoon sun. “Talk about natural light.”

“No shit.” Charles had walked around the right side of the building. “They wrap all the way around the side.”

“There’s no way I’m going to be able to afford the rent,” Lily muttered, “unless the place is rat infested and drafty.”

“That’s what I love about you, Lil.” Charles wrapped an arm around her shoulder and squeezed. “You’re such an optimist.”

Lily sighed. “I know, think positive.”

“That’s my girl,” he encouraged. “Where’s the door we’re supposed to look for?”

“He said the blue door around the side,” she said, and together they followed the path around the left side of the building.

“Blue door,” she said, and gave the knob a twist. It opened smoothly under her hand, swinging wide to reveal an enclosed stairwell, with another door on the opposite wall.

“That probably goes to the main space,” Charles decided, giving the door a soft thump. “Second floor, right?”

“That’s what the ad said,” Lily replied, and started up the stairs with Charles behind her.

“It’ll be a pain in the ass to walk up these stairs every day,” Charles commented.

“Yeah, but they’re nice and wide,” Lily countered. “And they look brand new. See the sawdust in the corners?” she pointed. “I think he must have just had the staircase added. The exterior wall is original brick, but the inside wall looks like new drywall.”

She stepped up onto a generous landing awash in light from the wide window set in the brick wall. “Nice wide landing, good light.” She looked at Charles. “The landlord said to just go on in.”

“Then let’s go on in,” he replied, and pushed open the door.

They stood for a moment in the doorway then moved as a unit into the space. The wide, light-filled, high-ceilinged, wood-floored space.

“Well.” Lily looked at Charles. “I’m hoping the landlord is insane.”

Charles didn’t look at her, he was too busy gaping. “Why?”

“Because that is the only way the rent is going to be low enough for me to afford. And even if I can’t afford it, I may move in anyway.”

“I may move in with you,” Charles answered. “Will you look at this place?”

“I’m looking, I’m looking.”

The apartment was laid out like a loft, living space flowing into dining space, and dining into kitchen. The main living area was long, almost half the length of the building. The wall of windows they’d noticed outside provided ample light and a view of the park across the street. There was wide ledge under the windows, almost wide enough to do double duty as a window seat, and Lily fairly salivated at the thought.

The room was divided by the kitchen island, a bar-height slab of granite with two high stools tucked under it on the living room side. Lily crossed over to the kitchen side and found more granite, the work surface slightly lower than the counter, with a dishwasher so new it still had plastic wrap on it snug amongst the cabinetry.

“I think these cabinets are cherry,” Charles said, running a hand along the satiny edge of a glass-fronted door. They lined the room, making the most of the space in the small kitchen. More granite stretched beneath them, broken up only by the gas stove with spider burners, the built in microwave, and the stainless steel side-by-side refrigerator.

“This is unreal,” Charles said, his voice hushed with awe.

“Let’s see the rest of it,” Lily said, and led the way down the short hall.

Moving quickly, as though the apartment might evaporate around her if she didn’t, she pushed open what she assumed to be the bathroom door. She heard Charles whimper in delight as they took in the gleaming black-and-white tiled floor, and the soaker tub tucked neatly under a window of glass brick that would let in ample light while still preserving privacy. There was a separate glass-enclosed shower, and when Charles pushed open the door, she wasn’t surprised to see a state-of-the-art shower system, with a rain shower overhead fixture and multiple spray heads coming out of the tiles.

Charles couldn’t even speak, his mouth working as he struggled for words. She left him gaping at the shower and stepped into the bedroom.

Almost as big as the main living room, it stretched the width of the building and had the same multi-paned windows with the wide ledge on two sides, and the exposed brick of the exterior wall along the back. She turned to look at the interior wall and found built-in bookshelves lining the wall and a door, that when opened yielded a walk-in closet. A walk-in cedar closet.

“Of course it is,” she sighed.

Charles walked into the closet behind her and stopped dead, his mouth still hanging open. When he finally found his voice, he said, “If you don’t rent this apartment, I’m going to.”

“You own your house, Charles.”

“I’ll sell it,” he said. “This is a great fucking place, Lil. You gotta take it.”

“I know,” she said. “Do you think he’d let me paint in here?”

“You want to paint the brick?” Charles asked, horrified.

“Don’t be daft, that brick is gorgeous. And I wouldn’t want to paint the built-ins, all that wood is just too stunning to cover up. But the interior walls in the living room, and the bathroom.”

“Probably,” Charles mused. “Most places will let you as long as you paint it back when you move out. What are you thinking?”

“Something strong, like red or an apple green. Maybe periwinkle for the bathroom.”

“It’ll look great with the tile,” Charles agreed.

“It really will.” Lily took one last look around before heading for the door. “Let’s go find the landlord.”

Charles trotted after her as she strode through the living room. “Where is he supposed to be?”

“He lives here, I assume, in the front house.” She trotted down the stairs and pushed out the door. Gravel crunched as she hurried along the path as fast as her three-inch heels would let her. She looked over her shoulder and frowned. “Charles, are you coming?” she called.

“Yes, hold your—” He looked past her, and suddenly his eyes went wide and hands fluttered in useless panic. “Look out!”

Lily whipped her head around and barely had time to squeak in surprise before a great furry mass launched itself at her.

She went down in a heap, her head snapping back to collide with the ground. She managed to swallow the instinctive curse as stars exploded across her vision, but wasn’t so successful when the furry whatever-it-was landed on her chest.

“Fuck!” exploded out of her with the rest of her breath, and when she managed to focus again, she found herself staring into the soulful brown eyes of a very large dog of indeterminate breeding. He apparently thought she wasn’t moving because she was playing dead, and tried to gain her participation in the game by swiping a giant paw at her head.

“Nice doggy,” she managed, and was rewarded with a delighted yip and a slurping kiss.

“Wow,” Charles said, and she looked up to see him standing over her, hands braced on his knees, staring at her new friend. “That’s a big dog.”

“No kidding,” she muttered, dodging more kisses. She wriggled one of her arms out from where it was pinned against her chest and tried to push the dog’s face away from hers. “Little help here?”

Charles merely grinned at her. “You said fuck.”

“I’ll say it again if you don’t help get this monster off me,” she grunted. “He must weigh a hundred and fifty pounds.”

Charles inclined his head toward the end of the driveway. “I’ll let him help,” he decided, and Lily heard running footsteps.

“Beau! Off!”

She thought the command was firmly given in a deep voice that commanded respect, but it didn’t have any discernable effect on the dog, who just grinned and licked Lily’s face again. Despite her increasing discomfort—the ground was hard, and the dog was no Chihuahua—she felt her lips tug into a reluctant grin. “Obviously you’re a highly trained, intelligent animal,” she told him breathlessly, and could’ve sworn he grinned back at her.

“Sorry, he got away from me.” Still hidden behind the sheer mass of his pet, all Lily saw was a masculine hand as it hooked into the dog’s collar. She drew in a shaky breath as the weight was lifted off her chest.

“Thanks,” she wheezed, and got a good look at her rescuer.

Holy Mother Mary, she thought, and mentally apologized to her Italian Catholic grandmother for taking the Blessed Mother’s name in vain. But given the circumstances, she thought Gran would understand.

He was scruffy, but she’d expected that. He’d sounded scruffy over the phone. What she didn’t expect was how good scruffy would look.

He was occupied with trying to wrestle the dog under control, who apparently thought the scolding he was receiving was part of the game, so Lily got to look her fill.

He was wearing ragged cutoff shorts that should’ve made him look like an extra in an episode of Magnum PI, but instead made his legs look long and strong and yummy. The ratty T-shirt had faded lettering stretching across a firm chest and frayed sleeves showing off very nice arms. Spectacular arms, really, muscles flexing and bulging as he struggled with the dog in a way that made her head go slightly fuzzy. She had a weakness for biceps.

She shook off a little shiver and let her gaze drift up. Dark brown hair with hints of red and gold floated around his shoulders in loose waves that lent a roguish air to the beach-bum attire. The organized, logical part of her mind noted that he needed a trim. Every other part of her sighed in feminine longing at the thought of tangling her fingers in that thick silk.

Her mind held on to that image even as she hurried to take in the rest of him. His jaw was strong and shadowed with several days’ growth of beard, his mouth was firm, his eyes a pale, almost translucent green, and his face would have been almost unbearably pretty if it hadn’t been for the nose. Obviously broken at least once before, it technically should’ve made him look…well, ugly. It didn’t. Instead it gave his pretty face character and charm. And let’s face it, she thought, some serious hubba-hubba.

She started when she felt a hand on her wrist, and whipped her gaze back to Charles.

“Need a hand?” he asked with a wink, and hauled her unceremoniously to her feet.

“Thank you,” she gritted out, and smoothed down her skirt. “How do I look?” she whispered.

“You have dog spit on your face,” he whispered back, choking back laughter.

She narrowed her eyes. “I hope those laugh lines turn into wrinkles the size of the Grand Canyon,” she hissed, and turned to face man and dog.

Man had managed to get dog under control, and she jolted as little as she realized he was watching her.

“I’m sorry about Beau,” he said with an easy smile. “I’ve been in the middle of a project the last few days, so he’s been cooped up. He’s just happy to be outside again.”

“It’s no problem.” She looked at Beau, who sat with deceptive calm at his master’s side. “He’s a sweetheart. What breed is he?”

“Mostly St. Bernard, with a few other things thrown in to make it interesting.”

“That would explain his size,” she said. Determined not to swoon under the power of that boyish smile, she held out a hand. “I’m Lily Michaels. We spoke about the apartment?”

“Nate MacIntyre,” he said easily, and folded her hand in his.

The rough, calloused palm slid across hers, long fingers curling to brush against her wrist, and she ruthlessly battled back another shiver. Determined to stick to business, she gave him a small smile and pulled her hand free. It would undoubtedly be easier to think when he wasn’t touching her. “What are you asking for in rent?”

He shrugged, a slight shift of bone and muscle that had Charles moaning softly behind her. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”

She blinked. “You don’t know what you want for it?”

He rubbed a hand over his jaw thoughtfully before breaking into a grin that transformed his face from ruggedly handsome to boyishly charming. “Not really.”

Cute, she thought with a mental sigh, but completely unorganized. She kept the polite smile in place. “Do you think you might be figuring it out anytime soon?”

His eyebrows slid up toward his hairline at her tone, which might not have been as mild as she’d intended. “Probably get around to it,” he drawled, and she felt her blood pressure start to climb.

She opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, Charles slid his arm around her shoulders, gave her a firm squeeze, and stepped into the breach.

“What my friend here means to say,” he said smoothly, “is that she’s very interested in renting the apartment and would like to discuss terms with you.”

Nate’s lips twitched. “Figured that.” He rubbed his jaw again as he took a good look at her, and reflexively, she looked down.

She stifled a groan as she saw the state of her clothes. The encounter with Beau had left her gray pencil skirt smudged and turned to the side, the seam running down the front now instead of down her leg. Her hose were torn, her trim blouse half untucked, and her shoes—darn it, there was a smudge across the toe of her left shoe! Those Jimmy Choos had cost her a small fortune. That better be just mud, she thought, and barely resisted the urge to bend down to check.

She looked back up to see Nate watching her with a grin that managed to charm and irritate at the same time. Why were guys so good at that? “So why are you looking for an apartment?”

She’d been expecting this question, and had formulated her answer carefully. “My roommate is moving out of town, so I thought it was time to get a place of my own.”

He jerked his chin toward the carriage house. “You took a look? What’d you think?”

Be cool, she thought. Don’t let him see how much you want it. “It’s nice,” she said, and watched his grin flash again.

“Thanks,” was his only response. “I use the lower level as a work space, and even though there’s soundproofing, some noise will probably bleed through. How do you feel about music?”

“What sort of music?” she asked, slightly panicked at the thought of a bunch of guys coming over to live out their rock-and-roll dreams with screaming, head-banging rock on a daily basis. The apartment was great, but she wasn’t sure it was that great.

“Piano mostly, the occasional guitar, various other instruments here and there. I’m a composer.”

“Oh,” she said, blinking in surprise. He didn’t seem like the sensitive, artistic type. “What sort of music do you write?”

“Mainly instrumental stuff, musical scores for movies or television.”

“Oh,” she said again, and mentally winced. Nice conversation, Lily.

“I work mainly in the afternoon, so you probably won’t even hear me unless you’re home during the day.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she replied. “I’m on days right now, although I occasionally take the overnight shift when someone’s off.”

“Truck stop waitress?” he asked mildly, and she stifled a spurt of irritation.

“No. I’m a manager at the Pavilion Hotel & Spa.”

“Nice place,” he said, and his grin told her she’d given him exactly the reaction he’d been looking for. “And I imagine those shoes are more practical for a hotel manager than a waitress.”

“Hmmm.”

Nate shifted his weight to scratch Beau behind the ears. Over the dog’s ecstatic moan, he asked, “When do you want to move in?”

“By next Wednesday,” Charles said, and Lily turned to glare at him.

“Fast,” was Nate’s mild response.

Lily mouthed, Shut up to Charles and turned back to face Nate. She summoned up a smile. “My roommate decided to leave sort of on the spur of the moment.”

“Wednesday’s not a problem,” Nate assured her.

“That’s good, but you still haven’t told me what you’re charging in rent.”

He just grinned at her. “How’s six hundred a month strike you?”

Like a flaming steal, she thought, and choked down her instinctive whoop of joy. “Fine,” she said, and drove her elbow into Charles’ midriff when he gasped. “I can take the lease with me now, to look over, and let you know if I have any questions.”

Nate shifted his weight. “Hadn’t put anything like that together yet. Do you need a lease?”

“Oh yes,” she said grimly. “I need a lease.”

His eyebrows went up at her tone, but he just said, “Okay. I imagine I can find a lease form online that’ll suit. You have an email address I can send it to?”

She plucked a card from the narrow pocket of her skirt and held it out. “It’s my work email,” she explained as he took it, “but I can check it from home.”

“I’ll get something together tonight and send it over.” He tucked the card in his hip pocket, chuckling when Beau nudged his hand. “Okay, buddy, we’re going in. We were playing in the park,” he explained, “and now he wants a drink and a treat.”

Beau threw back his massive head and howled at the word “treat”, and Lily laughed. “He knows the word.”

“Tell me about it,” Nate muttered as the dog jumped up and planted massive paws on his shoulders. “I’m going to have to start spelling it like I do v-e-t.”

He pushed the dog off. “I’ll email you tonight, and if you’re okay with the lease, you can pick up keys sometime on Monday.”

“Okay,” she said numbly, and barely resisted the urge to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.

“Nice to meet you, Lily Michaels,” he said, not smiling at all, and her stomach did a fast flip.

“Nice to meet you too,” she managed, and then he was turning back to the leaping dog and the two of them disappeared into the house.

“Whoa.”

Lily spun to look at Charles, who was standing there grinning like a fool. “What?”

He fanned himself with one hand and rolled his eyes. “Guy is HOT.”

She shrugged uncomfortably. “I suppose,” she said, and barely resisted the urge to look over her shoulder at the house as she started down the drive. “He’s not at all my type.”

“Oh, sure,” Charles scoffed. He fell in step beside her. “Handsome, rich, funny…yeah, I can see how that’d be a real turn off.”

“He’s scruffy,” she countered.

He rolled his eyes. “You’re spending too much time in that hotel with pampered businessmen who get manicures and facials.”

“You get manicures and facials.”

He pressed a hand to his chest. “I’m gay, it’s my duty to be fabulously pampered. My point is, darling, that scruffy is sexy. Very sexy.” He frowned. “Did you think he looked familiar?”

“No, why?”

“I just thought I might have seen him somewhere before,” Charles said, glancing over his shoulder at the house. “Although I’d hope I’d remember something that yummy.”

She shook her head at him. “You’re hopeless.”

He sighed as they reached the car. “No, you’re hopeless. Passing up handsome and rich just because of a little five o’clock shadow. Ask the man to shave, for God’s sake.”

“How do you know he’s rich?” Lily opened the car door and slid into the passenger seat.

“Look at this place!” He gestured to the elegant house. “In this neighborhood, that spells rich. And he’s not hurting for cash, only charging you six hundred a month for that apartment when we both know he could get three times that.”

“I know.” She grinned suddenly, giddy with anticipation. “I get to live in that gorgeous place, Chuck, and I don’t have to break the bank to do it.”

“Don’t call me Chuck,” he said automatically, and started the car.

* * *

Nate watched them walk down the drive to the orange Bug parked at the curb through the kitchen window while Beau slurped water behind him. Lily Michaels, he mused, had been a nice surprise. Oh, she’d definitely had some starch in her spine—he grinned when he remembered the look on her pretty face when he’d said he didn’t know what he wanted to charge for rent—but he had a feeling that once he got past the starch, there was plenty of softness underneath.

Not to mention a killer body. It was probably fortunate for all of them that she hadn’t realized just how far her skirt had crept up while she lay sprawled on the ground under Beau. There were some amazing legs there. And, he noted as she leaned over slightly to open the car door, a fine ass.

He imagined she thought she had a good poker face, but when he’d thrown out the rental amount, she’d been as transparent as glass. He knew he could get more for the apartment; the location alone would allow him to double it, and when the layout and workmanship of the space were taken into account, he imagined he could get at least triple what he’d quoted her, maybe more.

But he didn’t need the extra money. He’d done the project first out of boredom then as a personal challenge, to see if he could translate his talent for notes and chords to wood and brick. It had taken months, countless trips to the local home improvement store, and had driven his agent to heart palpitations when he’d seen what Nate had been doing with his Grammy winning hands, but he’d managed to finish it all on his own.

And now, he thought as he watched the VW drive off, it was going to be home to one Lily Michaels. Life just got a little more interesting, he thought, and went to find a lease off the internet.


Chapter Three

Lily checked the computer screen and drummed her fingers in frustration. No new emails. A glance at the clock in the corner of the screen increased the finger drumming. “Four o’clock,” she muttered. “Almost twenty-four hours, which for any normal, organized person would be plenty of time to send an email.”

She drew a deep breath, letting it out slowly as she ordered herself to calm down. Getting angry would accomplish nothing, she reminded herself, and it was certainly possible the man had other things to do today. It was unreasonable of her to expect that her lease would be the only thing on his agenda today. Pep talk delivered, she sat back in her chair, determined to relax a bit. Then looked at the computer screen again.

No new emails.

“Dammit!” She pushed back from the desk. She needed a distraction, something to do instead of staring at her computer and cursing Nate MacIntyre for failing to live up to her expectations. Which, she acknowledged silently, was almost as irritating as MacIntyre’s casual approach to being a landlord.

She smothered her annoyance—both at herself and her potential landlord—she stepped out of the office and smiled at the desk clerk on duty. “Jason. How’re things out here?”

“Just fine, Ms. Michaels.” Jason grinned, his braces glinting at her. “The debutantes have their spa day today.”

“Poor Emilio.” She sighed, feeling a genuine twinge of pity for the spa manager. “They’ll chew him up and spit him out.”

“But they tip well,” Jason said, and she laughed.

“So they do.” She looked around the desk, hoping for something to do. “Are the registrations for tomorrow taken care of?”

“All done.”

“What about the timecards, the vendor invoices?”

“Done and done,” Jason said cheerfully.

“So, I’m superfluous here,” she said dryly, and Jason blushed.

“Sorry, Ms. Michaels,” he said, but she waved him off.

“Not your fault, Jason. I’m just trying to keep my mind off something, and it would have been good to have some busy work.”

“Next time I’ll leave the timecards for you,” he said with a grin.

“Bite your tongue,” she muttered. She hated tabulating the staff hours. She turned to go back into the office. “I’m going to work on next month’s schedule,” she told him. “I’ll be in the office if you need me.”

“Uh, Ms. Michaels?”

She turned back, frowning at the nerves in Jason’s voice. He was young and green, but he wasn’t normally nervous. “What is it?”

He pointed toward the front door. “Don’t point,” she said automatically, but followed the gesture. “Oh, just hell,” she said, and watched Max stroll into the lobby.

“Guess you got something to do now,” Jason said.

“Be careful what you wish for.” She sighed as she watched Max stroll toward her in a thousand-dollar suit and a used-car-salesman’s smile. “Go ahead and take a break, I’ll cover the desk.”

“You sure?” Jason asked, concern stamped on his youthful features, and she patted his hand.

“I’ll be fine,” she told him. She watched him head for the employee break room then fixed a careful smile on her face and turned to face the music.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Carelli,” she said.

“Lily.” His brown eyes warmed as they roamed over her, and she struggled not to shudder. She knew her trim blouse and plain skirt were perfectly respectable, not enticing in any way, but still his gaze made her want to double-check to make sure her buttons were all fastened. “How are you?”

“Just fine,” she said. She kept the professional smile on her face. “How may we at the Pavilion assist you today?”

“So formal, Lily.” Max clucked his tongue, his handsome face reproachful. “Surely we’re past that, with our…personal history.”

It cost her, but she kept the smile in place. “I’d prefer keeping our association on a professional level. What can I do for you?”

The easy charm in his eyes chilled just a little, but like any true hustler, he simply shifted tactics. “How is Bridget?” he asked, his voice dripping with concern. “I know she must be terribly upset.”

“Oh?” Lily asked, allowing the faintest hint of curiosity to color her tone. “Why must she be?”

“Well, with the wedding being cancelled.” He shook his head as if to lament the tragedy of it all. “I know how much she was looking forward to it.”

“Yes, that was very troubling,” Lily agreed, and watched Max’s eyes light up at the thought. “But I have to say, breaking your nose did wonders for her morale.” She let her professional smile turn just a bit feral. “It looks as though most of the swelling’s gone down, but you missed some of the bruising.” She tapped a finger under her own eye. “Try an oil-based concealer next time.” She leaned forward to whisper, “Works wonders.”

Max lost his look of patronizing concern and fury flared in his eyes for a brief moment. It warmed Lily’s heart. She watched with undisguised amusement as he smoothed a hand down the lapel of his silk suit and struggled to find his dignity.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he ground out. “Now, where might I find Bridget?”

Lily frowned inwardly but kept her expression neutral. “Why?”

“I’d say that’s between her and me,” he began, but she just shook her head.

“Sorry. You involved me in this when you decided to have us evicted.”

She watched his face turn to stone. “You were behind on the rent,” he said, and she nearly tossed her professionalism out the window.

“Spin it however you want to for the sheriff,” she told him, holding on to her temper by the barest of threads. “But we both know that charge is bogus.” She tsked at him. “Childish of you.”

“It was childish of her to break my nose,” he protested, and her lip curled in distaste at the hint of whine in his voice.

“Perhaps,” she allowed, “but considering the circumstances, I think she was remarkably restrained. If it’d been me, I’d have cut off your balls and fed them to the pigeons.”

He huffed out a breath. “I can see you’re unwilling to be reasonable.”

She smiled fully for the first time since he’d strolled in. “How very astute of you, Max.”

He glowered at her, his dark good looks turning sinister. “Tell Bridget I’m looking for her,” he growled, and turned on his hand tooled leather heel.

“What an asshole,” she muttered.

“I’ll second that,” said a voice to her right, and she spun around with a shriek.

Nate grinned. “Hi.”

Lily closed her eyes briefly as the breath rushed out of her lungs then opened them to glare at him. “Don’t sneak up on me like that! You almost gave me a heart attack.”

His eyebrow quirked at that, and he eyed the hand she had pressed to her breast. “You look like you’re in pretty good shape to me. I doubt a little startle’s going to do you any harm.”

“It might,” she muttered, and frowned at him. He looked way too good in faded jeans and an old T-shirt. Too good for her peace of mind. He’d shaved too, and her fingertips itched to stroke over the smooth plane of his jaw.

That surprisingly strong urge snapped her back into focus. She straightened and pulled her professionalism around her like a cloak of armor. “Is there something I can do for you, Mr. MacIntyre?”

He grinned, a flash of teeth and dimples that might’ve made a lesser woman’s knees go weak. She locked hers just in case.

“That’s a loaded question if I’ve ever heard one, Ms. Michaels.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out an envelope. “But as it happens, I’m just dropping this off.”

She automatically held out a hand, noting it hadn’t been sealed. “What is it?”

“The lease.”

“The lease.” She blinked at him. “I thought you were going to email it to me.”

He shrugged. “This was easy enough. And now you won’t have to send it back to me.”

“What, you think I’m just going to sign it right now and hand it back?” She choked back the bark of laughter. “I need time to read it, go over the details.”

“Any reason you can’t do that right now?”

“I’m at work.”

He looked around at the deserted lobby. “And you’re so busy.”

She huffed out a breath and pulled the papers out of the envelope. “I hope you don’t think I’m going to rush through this just because you’re waiting.”

“I don’t.”

“I’m going to read every word,” she warned.

“I wouldn’t expect anything less,” he assured her, and leaned against the counter as if he had all the time in the world.

Lily tamped down the spurt of annoyance and turned her attention to the lease.

Reading every word took less than two minutes. “This is it?” she asked, looking up.

“Should there be more?” he asked. “It’s got amount of rent and security deposit, length of lease. What else do we need?”

“A lot,” she retorted. “What about a termination clause?”

He looked thoughtful. “If you need to get out of the lease early, just give me thirty days’ notice.”

She picked up a pen and made a notation in the blank bottom half of page two. “What if you want to terminate the lease early?”

He shook his head and looked absurdly confident. “I won’t.”

“Okay,” she muttered, and made another note. “Utilities.”

“All paid. What?” he asked when her head snapped up.

“All paid?”

He shrugged. “Everything’s tied into the workspace on the first floor, and I didn’t feel like putting in another meter and hassling with the city over it. I did put in a phone line, so if you need a land line you can get that hooked up.”

“I usually just use my cell phone, but I’ll need a land line for internet access,” she began then stopped when he shook his head. “I won’t need a land line for internet access?”

He shrugged again. “Not unless you need a proprietary line or something. I’ve got a secure wireless connection set up, you’re welcome to tap into that.”

“Cable TV?”

“Satellite,” he said. “I’ve already got an extra receiver.”

She put down her pen. “So let me get this straight. You’re including water, electric, internet access and satellite television in the six-hundred-dollar-a-month rent.”

“And gas.”

“Gas.”

He nodded. “The stove is gas, so is the heat, it’s more efficient. And trash removal.”

“Okay, I just have to ask. Are you on some kind of medication?”

“No.”

“Have you recently undergone a frontal lobotomy or are suffering from some incurable disease that robs you of logical thought?”

He chuckled. “No.”

She threw up her hands. “Then what’s the deal? You could get three times that in rent for the apartment, and you know it. Now you’re including utilities? Something’s wrong with the place. It’s haunted, right?”

“Not that I know of. Are you always this suspicious?” he asked curiously.

“It’s been my experience that when something looks too good to be true, it usually is.”

He nodded. “Fair enough. But in this case, it doesn’t apply.”

She picked up the pen again, running it through her fingers as she considered him. “Tell me why.”

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “I built the apartment on a dare.”

“You built it?” she asked. He nodded, and she looked at him with amazement. That gorgeous place, he’d built it himself. Then the second part of his statement hit her.

“What do you mean, on a dare?”

Nate shifted his weight, leaning his elbows on the reception desk as he faced her fully. “Last year I had about a six-month spell where I didn’t have any projects pending, and I was going stir crazy. One of my friends knew I’d always planned to do something with the top half of the carriage house, turn it into an apartment, and in a desperate attempt to get me to stop calling him to do something at midnight, bet me I couldn’t do all the work myself.”

“So technically, you built it on a bet,” she said, and he grinned.

“Yeah. Anyway, somewhere in the middle of it I realized I had no need for the apartment. The studio I get plenty of use out of, but…I could use it as a guest house, but my family all lives in town, and when my agent comes to visit, he actually stays at this hotel. So I don’t have a need for a guest house either.” He shrugged, a move she was coming to think of as his signature gesture. “And since I don’t need the rental income, I figured it would just add resale value to the property and sit empty.”

“But you decided to rent it out for pennies instead?”

He laughed, a low, rough sound that forced her to lock her knees again. “My agent threw such a fit when he found out what I was doing. He was terrified I’d hurt my hands, and in turn, his twenty percent.”

“Sounds charming,” she said dryly.

“Frank’s okay,” he said. “He’s just very focused on business. Anyway, he insisted since I’d jeopardized my livelihood for the sake of a bet, I get something out of it. So I promised him I’d rent it out.”

“For pennies,” she repeated, and shook her head. “Fine by me.” She scribbled on the bottom of the lease for a few moments, the only sound in the hushed lobby the scratch of her pen over the paper. She shoved the pages at him, along with the pen. “Initial each of those,” she said, pointing to the notes she’d made at the bottom, outlining the new provisions. She watched as he added his initials next to hers, took the pages back and added her signature to them.

“Your turn,” she said, and passed them back again. As soon as he’d finished signing, she gathered them up again. “Be right back,” she promised, and turned back into the office.

She picked up the phone, punching in Charles’ number as she fed the pages through the copy machine. “Charles, it’s Lil.”

“What’s up, doll?”

“I’m signing the lease on the apartment on Ivy, but listen to this.” She quickly outlined the provisions they’d just agreed on. “Do you think that’s crazy?”

“Hell yes, it’s crazy. And you’re crazy if you don’t jump all over it with both feet.”

“I just don’t want to wind up screwed on this deal.”

“There’s a double entendre just begging to be played on there, but I’m going to leave it alone,” Charles said. “Look, you’ve got a lease, you’re the one with the out clause, and you won’t find a better deal unless you can time travel back to the seventies. If you don’t take it, I will.”

“I’m taking it,” she assured him. “And you’re helping me move on Wednesday.”

“The price of friendship,” he said easily. “Maybe Tall, Dark and Sexy will be working in the yard without a shirt and it’ll all be worth it.”

“Hope springs,” she said dryly, as though the thought didn’t tingle her toes one bit, and hung up.

When she stepped back out into the desk area, he was lounging against the desk much as she’d left him, his body angled to the side so he could see into the tea room to the left of the lobby. His mouth was quirked in obvious amusement, and curious to see what he found so entertaining, she craned her head to look.

“Ah. I see the debs have returned from their spa day.”

He flicked a glance at her. “Debs?”

“Debutantes,” she elaborated, “from Savannah, Georgia. It’s their fifteen-year reunion.”

“You’re kidding.”

She shook her head and grinned as a round of giggles broke out in the tea room. “Nope. They’ve been here since Wednesday afternoon, flirting with the waiters and driving housekeeping insane.”

He looked a little shell-shocked at the thought. “What are a bunch of Southern-belle debutantes doing at a hotel in the foothills of the Rockies?”

“They said they wanted to be able to cut loose away from their mamas and their husbands.” Lily winced as one particularly enthusiastic redhead took a handful of a waiter’s tush. She looked over at Nate’s chuckle. “Thankfully,” she said dryly, “they’re excellent tippers.”

He turned, still chuckling. He nodded at the papers in her hands. “Are we all set?”

“Yeah, we’re all set.” She handed the papers over, watching him fold them casually and tuck them back into his hip pocket. She resisted the urge to pull them back out and straighten the creases.

He dug into his front pocket and pulled out a key ring. “Keys,” he told her. “The outside door and your front door are keyed differently, but this is a master that will get you into both. Also, there’s a storage area you can use if you need to, the smaller key fits the padlock on that.”

She blinked at the keys in her hand. “This is a Hooters keychain.”

“Yeah. The locksmith gave it to me for free.”

“You’re giving me my keys on a Hooters keychain.”

His mouth began to curve into a grin. “I’ve got a Betty Paige one, if you’d prefer.”

“I would, as a matter of fact,” she muttered. “But I’ll just put them on my plain old silver key chain.”

The grin got bigger. “Whatever works, honey.” He watched her slide the keys off the loop, accepting the offending keychain when she held it out.

“So.” She cleared her throat, suddenly at a loss for conversation. “Moving in Wednesday is okay?”

Nate gave the keychain a little toss. “Wednesday’s fine. Are you moving yourself?”

“Hmm? Oh. No,” she said. “My friend’s going to help me. Charles. You met him the other day.”

“Right, I remember. What kind of car do you drive?”

Lily blinked. “Huh?”

“Charles has the VW Bug, right? He’s the one who drove when you came by to see the apartment, so I just assumed.”

“Yeah, the Bug is his,” she said, confused.

“So what kind of a car do you drive?”

“Why?” she asked, still confused.

She couldn’t say why, but she got the impression he wanted to roll his eyes.

“You’re not going to get a lot of furniture in the Bug, so I just wondered if you drove a truck or something. For moving your furniture.”

“Oh.” She gritted her teeth, feeling inane. “I drive a Civic, actually. Not much more room than the Bug. We’re going to rent a truck.”

“Oh. That’s good.” He jingled the change in his pocket and suddenly looked as uncomfortable as she felt. “Well, I guess I’ll see you Wednesday then.”

“You’ll be there?” she asked before she could stop herself.

“I live there,” he reminded her, and she gritted her teeth again.

“I meant to ask if you’d be there during the day. I assumed you’d have to work or something.”

“I pretty much make my own hours,” he told her. “I’ll be around all day.”

“Oh. Okay then, I guess I’ll see you Wednesday.”

“Wednesday,” he repeated, and with a wink turned to the door.

She held on to her stiff smile until he’d walked out the door. As soon as he was out of sight, her knees went limp as noodles and she let herself drop to a crouch behind the reception desk, covering her face with her hands.

“Oh my God,” she muttered. “I am such a dork.”

“Ms. Michaels?”

She looked up to find Jason hovering over her, looking poised to call for an ambulance. “Hi, Jason.”

“You all right, Ms. Michaels?”

“I’m fine, Jason.” She sent him a wan smile. “I’m just contemplating my life.”

“Oh.” Jason looked as though he didn’t quite know what to do with that information, and shifted uncomfortably. “Is there anything I can do?”

She sighed and pushed herself to her feet. “No, but thanks. I’m going to work in the office for a while. Call me if you need help with the debs.”

“Okay,” he said, looking uncertain, and she escaped into the office before he could ask any more questions.

Lily sat down at the desk with the serious intention of finishing the schedule. But the lines kept blurring, and when she realized she’d scheduled the housekeeping supervisor for a shift in the kitchen, she gave up and simply laid her head on the desk.

When the phone rang, she dragged the receiver over. “Pavilion Hotel, Lily speaking.”

“Lil, hi!” Bridget’s voice rang out, bright and cheerful.

Lily sighed with relief—a distraction! “Hi, honey, how’s Hawaii?”

“Oh God, Lil, it’s just amazing. The weather is gorgeous, the beaches are gorgeous, the men are gorgeous, the hotel is—”

“Gorgeous,” Lily finished dryly, and despite her own irritation found herself smiling at the enthusiasm in her friend’s voice.

“So gorgeous,” Bridget gushed. “I’m calling you from my balcony, which has a Jacuzzi, by the way. And the spa here! I think the Pavilion’s is actually better, but this one gets extra points because it’s in Hawaii.”

“Can’t beat that,” Lily agreed. She sat up and leaned back in the chair. “So, what’s up?”

“Nothing, really. I just wanted to say hi, find out how the apartment hunting is going. Charles said that place in the flier was pretty cool?”

“Yeah, it’s great,” Lily told her. “Beautiful, lots of light, great location.”

“That’s great! Did you sign a lease?”

“Uh, yeah. Today, actually.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“Okay, big fat liar voice.”

Lily blinked. “Huh?”

“Your voice is doing that thing, that thing you do when you lie.”

That was the trouble with best friends, they could always see right through the bullshit. Lily kicked the desk. “Is not,” she muttered.

“Oh, it so is. What’s wrong with the apartment?”

Lily sighed. “There’s nothing wrong with the apartment.”

“Lily Ann…” Bridget began, and Lily had to laugh at the use of her middle name.

“No really, the apartment’s perfect. Hardwood floors, built-in bookshelves, a garden tub.”

“Sounds like a dream,” Bridget agreed. “Okay, so if it isn’t the apartment, what is it?”

“Nothing,” Lily insisted then blinked when her friend made a buzzing noise in her ear.

“So sorry, Big Fat Liar, that was the wrong answer. Try again!”

“Agh! I hate when you do the game-show-buzzer noise!”

“That’s because you have no appreciation for the subtle genius that is the game show. Quit lying and tell me what’s wrong.”

“Jeez.” She gave the desk another kick, then frowned at the new scuff on her shoe. “Dammit.”

“Lily, you either tell me what’s going on, or I’m calling Charles to come over there—”

“Oh Christ, fine,” Lily hissed, and rolled her eyes at the ceiling. “It’s the landlord.”

“The landlord?”

“Yeah.”

“What about the landlord?” Bridget’s voice had gone from threatening to confused. “What, did he make a pass or something?”

“No,” Lily said. Then mumbled, “I wish.”

She should’ve known better.

“What did you say?”

She tried to brazen it out. “Nothing.”

“Big Fat—”

“Liar, I know.” Lily sighed. “I said no, he didn’t make a pass. I wish.”

“Ooh, you like this guy. Is he cute?”

Even though she knew the shrug couldn’t be seen over the phone, she did it anyway. It made her feel convincingly nonchalant. “He’s all right, I guess.”

“Big Fat—”

“Jesus, all right! He’s gorgeous and sexy, and I want to trip him and beat him to the ground and just bite him. All over. Satisfied?”

Bridget’s giggle came over the line loud and clear. “Not as much as you’re going to be, apparently. Is he into you?”

“I have no idea. You know how bad I am at judging that kind of thing.”

“Yeah, you suck at that.”

“Thank you, oh supportive best friend.”

Bridget ignored the sarcasm. “What do you know about him?”

“I know he’s some kind of a musician, and he’s rude and scruffy and unorganized.”

Used to Lily’s somewhat exacting standards when it came to manners and organization, Bridget skipped over the somewhat snarky assessment of Nate’s personality. “What kind of a musician, like a rock star?”

“No, nothing like that. He writes scores for movies and television, that kind of thing.”

“Is he any good at it?”

“How the hell would I know?” Lily asked, doodling absently on the margins of the schedule. “I didn’t ask him to audition before I signed the lease.”

Bridget ignored the sarcasm. “What does he look like?”

“Um…brown hair, green eyes. Tall. Scruffy. Nice smile.”

“Gee, your descriptive powers are painting such a picture.”

“There were dimples, too. Did I mention the dimples?”

“Fine, I’ll just get the juice from Charles, I’m sure he noticed the guy’s butt.”

“No doubt,” Lily muttered.

“What about personality? Aside from rude and unorganized.”

“He’s…funny,” she realized. “Sort of sweet. He’s got a big goofball dog that he’s obviously madly in love with.”

“Ew.”

She rolled her eyes. “Not like that, sicko. And he looks like he’s in pretty good shape.”

“Did you notice his arms?”

“I think he’s a runner. He was hardly out of breath at all after chasing down the dog.”

“You noticed his arms! Good biceps?”

“Well…” she hedged.

“Lily Ann Michaels.”

Lily sighed. “They were spectacular.”

“Excellent,” Bridget purred, and Lily snapped herself out of a biceps haze.

“What are you talking about?”

“What? I’m saying it’s great you have a crush.”

“I do not have a crush.”

“Oh please,” Bridget scoffed. “You just sighed over his biceps.”

“I always sigh over biceps,” Lily reminded her. “It’s my thing. Just like hairy chests are your thing.”

“Ugh, I’m so over that,” Bridget muttered. “After Max, I never want to see another hairy chest again.”

“Max had a hairy chest?”

“Like sasquatch.”

“Yick.”

“To each her own. Anyway, the point is you should go for this guy.”

“Bridget, have we not learned our lesson about getting romantically involved with the landlord?”

“Okay, that’s a good point,” Bridget conceded. “But you signed a lease, right?”

“Yes, but I still think it’s a bad idea. If it didn’t work out I’d still have to see him every day. I live over his studio, for God’s sake, and how awkward would that be?”

Bridget sighed. “I suppose you’re right. What a bummer.”

“It’s not a bummer,” Lily countered. “I get a beautiful apartment in a wonderful neighborhood, a handsome man to look at and a dog that maybe I’ll get to play with sometimes. You know how much I miss having a dog.”

“That would only be a bonus to you.”

“You’re a cat person, how would you understand?” Lily laughed at Bridget’s snort. “Trust me, it’s better all around if Nate MacIntyre and I stay just friends.”

“Wait, who?”

“Nate MacIntyre. My new landlord.”

“Oh my God!”

Lily winced and yanked the phone away from her ringing ear. “Bridge, my eardrums!”

“Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry. But oh, my God!”

“Oh my God, what?” Lily asked, putting the phone on speaker and rubbing her ear. It was still ringing.

“Do you know who that is?”

“Who?”

“Nate MacIntyre!”

“He’s my new landlord,” Lily repeated, exasperated. “Have you been getting too close to the volcanoes? It’s not good to breathe too much of that sulfuric air, you know.”

“Ha freakin’ ha,” Bridget said. “I mean, do you know who Nate MacIntyre is?”

Lily dropped her head back to the desk in despair. “Bridget, I’ve had a really rough week.”

“He’s the lead singer of Boys Will Be Boys!”

“What,” Lily mumbled into her desk blotter, “is Boys Will Be Boys?”

“You have to remember Boys Will Be Boys. They were the boy band!”

“Boy band?” Lily repeated, frowning as something tickled the edge of her memory.

“Cripies, I can’t believe you don’t remember. I think I was in the eighth grade when they had their one big hit, and they were everywhere! All over the music channels, they had a huge tour, they were on all the talk shows.”

“Wait,” Lily said, and sat up. “Did they used to all dress alike in those black leather pants and white pirate shirts? And was their big hit song something to do with rockets?”

“‘Launched by Love’,” Bridget giggled. “I think the lyric went something like ‘Baby light my fuse, send my rocket to the stars, we’ll shake those blues, and make love on Mars. We’ll be launched by love.’”

“High art,” Lily grinned.

“Yeah well, I was thirteen. It wasn’t like I was looking for Shakespeare or something. Besides, they were so cute.”

“I remember,” Lily said, and she did. Now that Bridget had jogged her memory, she recalled the pre-teen craze that had surrounded the band. With five adorable fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds shaking their leather-clad butts onstage and video, they’d pretty much been guaranteed a gaggle of screaming girls wherever they went.

“I can’t believe Nate is that Nate MacIntyre.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t recognize him!”

“Well, it’s not like he was wearing leather pants when I met him,” Lily said dryly. “And he didn’t introduce himself as Nate MacIntyre, former boy band singer.”

“Still. And don’t tell me you weren’t a fan. Everyone was a fan back then.”

“I had their poster on my wall,” Lily admitted, “along with half my eighth-grade class. But he doesn’t much look like a skinny teenager anymore.”

“Oh, I know. He was featured on one of those famous people revisited programs on one of the music channels. You know, where they visit a musician or actor years after their fame fades to see what they’re doing now?”

“I hate those shows,” Lily said with a grimace.

“I know,” Bridget said. “I tried to get you to watch it with me because I’d heard he was going to be featured, but you refused.”

“Well, it always seems so humiliating. They take a child star or burned-out musician and make them talk about their fall from grace. It’s awful.”

“Well, if you’d watched it, you’d have known that he writes music for television and movies now and lives in the area. And whew, did he grow up fine!”

“Tell me about it,” Lily said on a sigh, the image of strong biceps coming back to her in a Technicolor rush.

“You’ve got a crush on a famous musician.” Bridget’s voice vibrated with laughter. “You’re practically a groupie!”

“Oh, just bite me,” Lily muttered.

“Can you get me his autograph?”

“I’m hanging up on you now.”

Bridget just laughed harder. “Okay, okay, I’ll stop. I have to go anyway. I’m going to be late for my surfing lesson.”

“Surfing lessons?” Lily blinked, incredulous. “You can’t surf, you have no balance. You can’t even jog without falling on your face!”

“Yeah, but you should see the instructor. Hubba, hubba.”

“Of course,” Lily said, and shook her head. “Have fun, sweetie. Love you.”

“Love you too. Get me an autograph!” Bridget let out a peal of laughter and hung up before Lily could retort.

She clicked off with a smile then banged her fist on the desk with a mild curse. “Damn, I forgot to tell her about Max,” she muttered. She picked up the phone to dial Bridget’s hotel in Maui, then let the receiver fall back into the cradle. It would only serve to stifle her good time if she knew Max was sniffing around.

“It can wait,” she decided, and spun in her chair to fire up the computer. “But this can’t,” she muttered, and Googled Nate MacIntyre.


Chapter Four

“I can’t believe I didn’t put it together sooner.”

Lily let the box of books in her arms drop with a thump and turned to Charles. “Are you going to let this go?”

“Lil, he’s famous. Famous. How can this not be freaking you out?”

“Because we only have half the truck unloaded and it’s already,” she consulted her watch, “three thirty. We have to have the rental back by six or they’re going to charge me for another day.”

“With what you’re saving in rent, you can afford it,” Charles muttered.

Lily rolled her eyes and snatched the box of bed linens out of his hands. “Will you just go get another load please?”

Charles grumbled something about being used as a pack mule, but he went, clomping down the stairs and making enough noise for a herd of elephants. She shook her head and sighed as she carried the box to the bedroom. She should never have told him about Nate, she mused, although it probably wouldn’t have done her much good to keep it to herself. Sooner or later he’d have figured it out on his own, or Bridget would have told him.

“Still,” she muttered, “it’d be nice if he’d put away the fan boy for a bit.”

She grabbed two bottles of water from her freshly stocked fridge before traipsing down the stairs. Stepping into the bright June sunlight, she slid her sunglasses back onto her nose and headed to the moving truck.

“I brought you some water,” she called out as she stepped up into the back of the rental, and heard an answering grunt from behind the mattress and box spring stacked at the back of the truck. Taking a long pull of her own water, she surveyed what was left.

“We’re actually making pretty good time,” she said. “There’s only a few boxes left, and the bed. Maybe we can get this done today if you’ll stop mooning over my landlord.”

“Who’re you talking to?”

Lily whipped around and stared at Charles, who stood outside with hands on hips, one foot on the step that would take him up into the truck. “What’re you doing back there?”

“I went to my car to plug in my phone,” he explained, and boosted himself inside. He pointed at the extra bottle of water in her left hand. “Is that for me?”

When she only stared at him blankly, he reached out and took it with a shake of his head. “You ought to drink yours,” he said, twisting off the cap. “You look like you might be getting heat stroke.”

Lily blinked. “Wait, if you’re here…” she turned to the back of the truck, her stomach dropping as the possibilities raced through her mind, “then who’s back there?”

Charles lowered the bottle with a sigh and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “What?”

Lily pointed at the mattress. “There’s someone back there,” she whispered.

“Who?” he whispered back.

She slapped at his arm. “How the hell should I know?”

“Hey, maybe it’s the celebrity.”

“Will you shut up?” she hissed.

“What?” Charles held up his hands in a gesture of innocence. “If it’s him, he can help me haul this monstrosity of a mattress into the apartment. Why you need a king-sized bed is beyond me.”

“I like the room,” she retorted. She grabbed his arm as another groan sounded from behind the mattress. “Did you hear that?”

“Yeah.” Charles frowned. “I hope that’s not the celebrity.”

Me too, she thought. “Why?”

“Because by the sound of that groan, he’s either dying back there or getting way too big a thrill out of your mattress.”

“Oh ick, Charles.”

“Hey, don’t look at me like that,” Charles protested. “He’s the sicko, not me.”

She opened her mouth to retort but paused when she heard another noise. She frowned up at Charles. “Was that another groan?”

“Umm. It actually sounded more like…a whimper?”

“Or a yip,” she realized, realization dawning. She nudged a box of kitchen utensils out of the way and peered around the edge of the mattress.

She grinned when she saw Nate’s dog wedged between the mattress and the wall of the truck, his big furry body curled up in a tight little ball, fast asleep.

She looked back at Charles, who hadn’t moved. “It’s the dog,” she whispered. “He’s asleep.”

“Oh, thank God,” Charles sighed, and pressed a big, manicured hand over his heart. “I thought maybe a homeless person had gotten in here. Or a serial killer.”

“You thought there was a serial killer back here and you let me come look by myself?”

Charles sniffed. “You’re a liberated woman, you can handle yourself.”

She snorted. “How very chivalrous of you.”

“Prince Valliant, that’s me. Can we get going with this?”

She sent him a baleful glare. “All of the sudden you’re in a hurry?”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, it’s eighty-five degrees outside,” he pointed out, “and at least ten degrees hotter than that in this big tin box. And I have a date tonight, one that I would prefer not to be sweating like a teamster for.”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’ll wake up Beau or we’ll step on him when we’re moving the mattress out.” She leaned down and reached around the edge of the mattress, but the dog was just out of reach. “Who’s the date with?”

“Phillip.”

“New guy?” She eased into a crouch, wincing as her knees protested. “Where’d you meet him?”

“Coffee shop on Fifth Street. He was reading The Wall Street Journal in these cute little horn-rims.” Charles sighed. “I do love an intellectual man.”

“Don’t we all,” she muttered, and stretched her arm into the gap where the dog slumbered on, blissfully unaware.

Charles stepped forward. “What are you doing back there?”

“Trying to reach him.” She grunted as her fingers met nothing but air. “How’d he get all the way down there?”

“Let me do it, my arms are longer.”

She shook her head. “You’ll never fit back here.”

“Well, then let’s move the mattress out of the way, and he can just scamper on out.”

“If we just move the mattress, we might spook him,” Lily said.

“Gee, how awful.”

She shifted, her back pressed against the wall of the truck, and reached her arm behind the mattress again. “If I can just reach…” She stretched out, pressing her shoulder into the gap, and felt her fingers tickle fur.

Charles leaned around the edge of the mattress to peer over her head. “Almost got him,” he said. “Just another inch or two.”

Lily bit her lip and reached, pressing her cheek into the edge of the mattress, wincing as the muscles in her shoulder sang with the effort. Her fingers met solid dog under the fur this time, and she grunted in triumph. “Beau?” She tapped his flank lightly with her fingers, and got a snore in response.

“Poke him,” Charles said from over her head. “Patting him isn’t going to work, he’s got fur like a grizzly.”

“Beau, wake up,” Lily cajoled, and gave him a gentle poke.

“We should’ve just moved the mattress,” Charles muttered. “You couldn’t spook this dog with a bazooka.”

“Beau, wake up!” Lily said, and jabbed hard mid-snore.

The dog sprang up as though she’d jabbed him with jumper cables, barking his head off and scrambling to get out of the narrow space between mattress and wall. Lily lost her balance and fell back with a shriek. She rapped her head on the side of the truck and watched, helpless, as Beau’s frantic efforts to get out of the truck shoved the mattress right over. On top of Charles.

As soon as the mattress wasn’t in his way anymore, Beau scrambled over it and out the back of the truck. The last image Lily had of him was of his big, bushy tail as he ran for the house, barking all the while. She gave brief though to running after him, but she was laughing too hard to move.

Partially pinned in the corner by the felled mattress, she didn’t even try to get up. Instead she wrapped her arms around her knees and laughed until tears streamed down her face. She kept trying to catch her breath long enough to ask Charles if he was okay, but then she’s remember the look on his face as the mattress was coming down on him, and lose control all over again.

“Keep laughing, bitch.” The muttered words from under the pillow-top California king only made her laugh harder. “I’m going to kill you when I get out of here.”

“I’m…I’m…”

“A complete and utter bitch for laughing at me? Yes, you are!”

“I’m…sorry!” she finally managed, and thought her ribs might crack. She tried to get up, only to get knocked back into the corner when Charles tried to heave the mattress off himself, and that set her off all over again.

“Ah, excuse me.”

Lily looked up to see Nate MacIntyre standing at the truck opening, and sent him a weak wave.

“Yeah, hi.” With the sun behind his head, she couldn’t quite make out his face, but he sounded as though he was smiling. “Need a hand?”

“I’m fine,” she managed then went off again as the mattress twitched violently.

“You’re sure?”

“Hey!” The shout was muffled, but the irritation in it came through loud and clear. “I could use a damn hand!”

Lily simply collapsed with laughter. When she managed to calm down enough to breathe again and wiped her streaming eyes, Nate had lifted the mattress off Charles, helped him to his feet, and both men were watching her with vastly different expressions.

Charles glared. “Are you having fun?”

“I’m really sorry,” Lily said, and fought to keep her lips from twitching. “Really. Are you okay? You didn’t bump your head, did you?”

“No, I didn’t bump my damn head,” he practically snarled. “But I’m considering giving yours a smack.”

Before she could answer, Nate cleared his throat. “I hate to interrupt,” he said dryly, his own lips twitching at Charles’ pithy response to that. “But can someone tell me why my dog is hiding under the sofa?”

“Oh, is he scared?” Lily’s face went soft with concern, and she struggled to gain her feet. “Thanks,” she said, and took Nate’s proffered hand. Charles simply crossed his arms over his chest and glared harder. “Is Beau okay?”

“He’s a little spooked, but he’s fine,” Nate assured her. His eyes twinkled at her with amusement. “Did he fall asleep in here?”

“How’d you know?”

“He panics when you wake him up,” Nate explained.

“Oh, poor puppy,” Lily said. “I should go apologize.”

“Apologize? You’re going to go apologize to the dog?” Charles glared at both of them when they turned to face him. “I’m the one who got smothered, why isn’t anyone apologizing to me?”

“Charles, Beau couldn’t help it,” Lily soothed. “He’s just a dog, and he got scared.”

Charles, sounding as though he had lockjaw, said, “I wasn’t talking about the dog.”

Lily folded her lips to contain the smile. She recognized the snit her friend was working himself into, and knew if she didn’t handle it carefully, there would be some very big groveling in her future. “Charles, I am so sorry. I wasn’t really laughing at you but at the situation. See, the puppy was so cute, scrabbling to get out, and—”

“Stop.” Charles held up a hand. “You were laughing at me. And then you didn’t even get up to help me.”

“I’d fallen,” she explained, eyes as wide and innocent looking as she could make them. She hoped they’d detract from her twitching lips. “When the mattress fell, it knocked me down, and I hit my head. And then I was sort of pinned and couldn’t get up.”

“Oh, you hit your head?” Charles gave her a look of exaggerated sympathy. “Poor baby.”

“Charles, you look like you could use a cool drink,” Nate interjected smoothly, and the only sign of his own mirth were his dancing eyes. “Would you like to come up to the house for a bottle of water, or maybe a strawberry smoothie?”

Charles favored Nate with a genuine smile. “Thank you, Nate, that’s very civilized of you. But I think I’m going to go home. I have a date to get ready for, and I have no desire to make myself late for it by helping out my ungrateful ex-friend here.”

He sniffed triumphantly at Lily’s alarmed expression. “Good luck getting the truck back by six,” he sneered, and turning on his heel with the precision of a five-star general, made his grand exit.

Lily found her voice and dashed to the open end of the truck just as Charles was getting into his car. “If it makes you feel any better, I think I cracked a rib laughing!” she shouted.

She grinned when he gave her a single finger salute then turned back with sigh. “That’s going to cost me.”

“Oh?” Nate asked, and Lily looked up with a grin.

“Oh yeah,” she said. “Charles is nothing if not high maintenance, and I’m sure at the very least I’ll be springing for an ‘I’m Sorry’ spa day.”

“Small price,” he drawled.

“You’re telling me,” she sighed. “I haven’t laughed like that since college, when he fell over backward into the Jell-o wrestling pit.”

“What did that cost you?”

“Front row tickets to see Bette Midler.” She grinned when he laughed. “Thanks for trying to help. I thought you had him with the strawberry smoothie.”

“The situation seemed to call for drastic measures,” he told her.

“I appreciate the gesture, even though it didn’t do me much good.” She surveyed what was left in the truck to move. “I’m never going to get all of this moved in time to get the truck back.”

“I’ve got a free hour. Why don’t I give you a hand?”

“Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do that,” she protested, suddenly uncomfortable. “You must have work.”

“Free as a bird,” he said easily. He tilted his head. “Is there a reason you don’t want my help?”

Lily opened her mouth to protest, then shut it when the words wouldn’t come. She could feel her cheeks flush with embarrassment. “No, of course not,” she finally managed, bravely meeting his knowing look with her own.

He grinned, and Lily could swear he knew how uncomfortable he was making her. What’s more, she’d swear he liked it. “Well then, let’s get started.” He picked up a box of books, hefting it in a way that made his biceps bulge and her mouth water, and headed out.

“Oh God,” she sighed. “It’s going to be a long afternoon.”

* * *

Though it was only an hour, to Lily it seemed as if it lasted all day. And though Nate was a perfect gentlemen, it seemed as though everything he did was fraught with sexual innuendo. She chewed her lower lip as she remembered how awful it had been when they’d moved her bed into the apartment. She knew she’d been stiff and awkward, but she hadn’t been able to help it. And when he’d tested the newly in place mattress by pushing on it with both hands and commented, “Firm,” with a wink—well, her mouth had simply dried up and her brain had gone on hiatus. The fact that his T-shirt was clinging to his slightly sweaty and straining biceps certainly hadn’t helped.

She felt her whole body flush as she remembered the way she’d stammered something about washing her hands and dashed out of the room as though her hair were on fire, and she groaned out loud.

“Something wrong?”

She looked up at the clerk who was preparing her paperwork for the rental truck with a weak smile. “No, nothing.”

She sighed, and because she couldn’t help herself, glanced out the window to where Nate waited for her in his truck. Why, oh why couldn’t she have said something clever, or responded with a wink of her own instead of dashing out? Despite her despair at her own klutzy behavior, her lips curved into a smile at the sight of Beau, his bulk wedged between the bucket seats so he could drape his big head over Nate’s shoulder.

“Cute dog.” The clerk passed over the credit slip and a pen, and sent Lily a wink. “Cuter guy.”

“Yeah.” Lily picked up the pen and scrawled her name.

“They yours?”

Lily looked up from her copy of the receipt. “Oh. No, not mine.”

The clerk snapped her gum. “Bummer.”

“Yeah.” Lily smothered another wistful sigh. “Thanks.”

She pushed out the door and into the parking lot, trying not to notice how both man and dog tracked her movements as she strode toward the truck.

Nate smiled at her as she climbed in. “All done?”

“Yep.” She pulled the door closed behind her and summoned up a smile, even though the air in the vehicle felt too close, too thick. “I really appreciate the help.”

“No problem,” he assured her, and started the truck.

“No, really.” She pulled her seat belt around her as they backed out of the lot. “I would’ve had to pay for another day’s rental without it, and I’m sure you had more important things you could’ve been doing.”

“Actually, I’m in between projects,” he told her. “So me and Beau were happy to help. Weren’t we, pal?”

Lily grinned as Beau whined and tried to climb over the center console and into Nate’s lap. Nate blocked him with a practiced elbow, obviously used to such tricks.

“And do you forgive me, Beau, for waking you up and scaring you?” She reached up to scratch him behind his big floppy ears and grinned when he closed his eyes and leaned into her, moaning in doggy ecstasy.

“In case you’re wondering, that means yes,” Nate said dryly.

She laughed. “I figured.” She gave his head a last scratch, drew a deep breath, and reached for courage. “Golly, I’m starving. Could you go for a pizza?”

“Now that you mention it.”

“If we order it now, by the time we get back and get cleaned up, it’ll probably be there.”

He braked for a stop light and grinned, that dimple winking at her and sending her pulse scrambling. “Your place or mine?”

“Mine,” she decided, and tried to ignore the frantic pounding of her heart. “You and Beau can be my first dinner guests.”

“Ah…I’m not sure you know what you’re asking for. Beau’s not exactly fit for company when there’s food around.”

“I don’t mind if you don’t,” she told him, and he grinned again.

“Then we’d be honored.”

“Great.” The smile she sent back showed only a little bit of nerves around the edges, and she reached for her cell phone. “What do you like on your pizza?”


Chapter Five

Twenty minutes later she was kicking herself as she scrambled around the apartment, naked and dripping with no idea where Charles had put the box with her bath towels.

“Why didn’t I look for the damn towels before I got in the shower?” she muttered as she pawed through the boxes in the kitchen. “Because I thought the jackass had put them in the bathroom, like I’d told him to.”

A quick glance at the clock on the stove had her abandoning the boxes and dashing to the bedroom. The pizza delivery boy would be here any minute, followed by Nate and the dog, and the last thing she needed was for all three of them to catch her in her birthday suit.

She dug a pair of yoga pants and a narrow-strapped tank top in summer sky-blue out of one of the bedroom boxes, then dashed back to the bathroom to rub her hair dry as best she could with a hand towel. A little dollop of gel dragged through the damp curls and her hair was done. She slathered lotion on her arms and legs, smoothing the fragrant cream into the soft skin of her abdomen before tugging on her clothes over damp skin.

In the nick of time too, she realized as she heard the knock on the door. “Just a second,” she called, and concentrated on evening out her breathing as she went to let them in.

“Hi.” She smiled as she opened the door. “Wow, the pizza’s here already?”

Nate lifted the boxes as he stepped over the threshold, Beau on his heels. “I ran into Billy on the walk over.”

“Billy?” she asked, closing the door behind him.

“Billy Jensen,” he explained as he set the pizza boxes on the kitchen counter. He set a six-pack of beer beside them. “He delivers for Mama Gina’s.” He smiled at her, eyes twinkling. “I order from there on occasion.”

“On occasion?” she asked, and felt that funny little belly flip again as his dimples flashed.

“Billy will probably go to college on the delivery tips to this address,” he admitted. “Or backpacking across Europe, if he can talk his mother into it.”

“And would his mother be Mama Gina?” She asked as she dug in the box marked Kitchen, disposable for paper plates and napkins.

“The one and only. And let me just say, he has about as much of a chance of backpacking across Europe as Beau does of winning a Rhodes scholarship.”

Lily laughed. “I don’t know, Beau’s a pretty smart dog. He might be able to pull it off.”

They both looked at the dog, who was staring at the pizza boxes as if he could will the food into his mouth.

“Okay, maybe not.”

“Are you sure you want him here while we eat?” Nate asked. “I warn you, he’ll beg. We can always put him outside.”

“Then I’d have to think about him sitting outside all alone, pining for company.” She shook her head. “Can’t do it.”

“Softie.”

“Guilty,” she agreed. “But that doesn’t mean I’m sharing my pizza.”

He laughed. “Good thing we got two.”

“Well, I couldn’t eat what you wanted.” She handed him a paper plate. “Kitchen sink pizza?”

“As in, everything but the kitchen sink,” he explained, and flipped up the top of the first box. He drew a deep breath. “Mmmmmm, smell that?”

“Yes, I do.”

He chuckled at the grimace on her face as he slid three slices onto his plate. “Hey, to each his own. Personally, I can’t eat that feta and spinach thing you ordered. Sounds more like a salad than pizza.”

“It’s wonderful,” she assured him, and dug two slices out of the other box.

“To each his own,” he repeated. “Want a beer?”

“Love one,” she said. “Since the kitchen table’s covered in boxes, I thought we’d eat in the living room.”

“Sounds great,” he said. “I’ve got the beer, you get the napkins.”

They gathered up provisions and headed for the seating area. She’d arranged her sofa to face the windows, the two club chairs at a right angle to form an L-shaped seating area, her square leather ottoman perched in the middle. Using her shins, she nudged it a little farther away from the sofa, giving herself enough room to sit cross legged on the floor so she could use the ottoman as a coffee table.

He mirrored her actions and settled onto the floor across from her. Beau, not to be left out, planted himself between them and, with a pitiful sigh, rested his face on the ottoman between their plates.

Lily snorted out a laugh. “God, have you ever seen such a pathetic face?”

“You should see him when I order Chinese,” Nate said. “He’s mad for moo shoo pork.”

“I’m a dumplings fan, myself,” she told him, and bit into a slice. “Oh, that’s good.”

“Mama makes a hell of a pie,” he agreed, and tucked into his own. He passed her a beer, and they ate for a moment in companionable silence.

When the first slice was gone and the edge taken off her hunger, she sat back. Girding herself with a sip of beer, she forced herself to jump into the conversational breach. “So. Tell me how long you’ve lived here.”

Nate wiped his fingers on a napkin before reaching for his own beer. “About four years.” He took a sip. “I moved here six years ago, but I wasn’t sure if I was going to stick around, so I spent the first couple years in an apartment. But it was tough to work there.”

“Why’s that?”

“Writing music isn’t just the notes on a page,” he explained. “A lot of what I’m working on these days is scores, for movies and television. So it’s layers of music for different instruments. And I need to hear how the notes sound on those instruments, so I tend to make a lot of noise when I work.” He grinned. “My neighbors, it turned out, weren’t that fond of the tuba.”

“No kidding,” she said dryly. He must have accurately read the look on her face, because he grinned.

“Don’t worry, nothing I’m working on now involves tubas.” He sat back and began absently scratching the dog’s head. “Anyway, by then I’d decided I liked this area enough to stick around, and I’d just gotten the beast here, so I figured it was time to look for a permanent place. This was the first house I saw, and I didn’t see any point in looking further.”

“It’s a great house,” she told him as she reached for more pizza.

“The only thing it didn’t have was a workspace,” he said. “I had all my instruments crammed into the den, I was tripping over drums and clarinets every day. So we converted the carriage house. Plenty of space, great acoustics.”

“And an extra apartment,” she reminded him. “But that came later, right? After the bet.”

He grinned. “Yeah, the bet.” He got up to get more pizza. “Want another slice?”

“Please.”

She waited until he’d brought back pizza for them both before asking, “Did you really do the work up here by yourself?”

“Most of it.” He chewed thoughtfully. “I brought in plumbers and electricians to handle that end of things. But my father was a cabinet maker, and one of my uncles is a general contractor. I grew up around wood, around building things. I wanted to see if I could still do it.”

“It’s really great,” she told him, and then with a sly grin added, “It’s a long way from Boys Will Be Boys.”

Nate tossed his head back and howled with laughter, and Beau took advantage of his distraction to snatch the pizza off his plate.

“How long have you been waiting to say that?” he asked, still chuckling.

“Not that long,” she told him. “I actually didn’t put it together, but when I told Bridget what your name was, she knew right away.”

“Bridget’s your old roommate?” he asked then blinked as he stared at his empty plate. “Where’s my pizza?”

“I must’ve eaten it by mistake.”

“Uh-huh.” He shot Beau a quelling look and rose to get another slice.

“So, what do you want to know?” he called from the kitchen.

“About what?” she asked, and fed her pizza crust to Beau.

“About Boys Will Be Boys.” He sat back down, fixed Beau with a look that had the dog dropping his head with a whimper, and bit into his new slice.

“Well, now that you mention it…” She leaned over the ottoman and lowered her voice to a conspirator’s whisper. “You didn’t write ‘Launched By Love’, did you?”

He grinned and leaned in. “No,” he whispered back, and winked. “But I thought it was really sexy to sing.”

Lily didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. They’d been having such an easy, low-key evening she’d relaxed, forgetting all about the butterflies that showed up in her belly whenever he smiled at her. Well, almost forgot. But they were back now, with jumping, jig-dancing frogs for company, and she suddenly realized how close they were.

He stayed there for a moment, mere inches away with those extraordinary eyes staring into hers. Breathing became an effort, and just when she thought he might make a move—Yes, please Yes God let him make a move—he eased back.

“What can I say, I was young.”

“We all were,” she managed, and took a swig of beer to cover her confusion and cool the sudden heat in her belly.

“Thankfully, my musical ability has evolved since then.”

“Do you miss it?” she asked.

“What, fame and fortune?” He shrugged and sipped his beer. “It had its moments. I was young, it was all fun and girls and parties—”

“What girls?” she demanded, and he grinned again.

“Ah, ah,” he said, wagging his finger. “I never kiss and tell.”

“Spoilsport,” she grumbled, and he laughed.

“It was fun, but it got old after a while. You start to realize everything you’re missing. Simple things like going to football games, homecoming dances. Playing tricks on the math teacher or building a stink bomb in chemistry class. Stuff you can’t do because you’re on a tour bus eight months out of the year, in the studio the other four, with no one but tutors and band mates for company. High school would’ve been a refreshing change.”

She grimaced. “I hated high school. I’d have given anything to be able to skip it.”

“You think that, but it’s tough being out of step with your peers. By the time I was college age, I was ready for it to be over.” He set his empty beer bottle on the ottoman and reached over to scratch Beau behind the ears. “Thankfully, the boy band craze was just about over, so the timing was right to get out.”

“Did you go to college?” she asked. Her pulse was nearly back to normal, but still, she fixed her gaze on his collarbone, just in case he grinned at her again.

“Julliard,” he said.

“Wow, the artistic ivy league.” She looked up, forgetting all about avoiding his dimples. “Did you take a lot of flack for the pop-star thing?”

“In the beginning,” he said. “Almost everyone who studies there is classically trained, and here I was, fresh off the cover of Teen Beat.” He chuckled. “It was pretty ugly for a while.”

“I bet,” she muttered.

“But it got better. I can hold my own in a concert hall, and that’s where I discovered my talent for composing.”

Intrigued, she started to ask how he got started composing for movies and television, but a jaw-cracking yawn caught her by surprise.

Nate chuckled, and she peered at him with watering eyes. “You’re exhausted,” he said. He stood and started gathering up plates and empty beer bottles. “Beau and I should let you get to sleep.”

She opened her mouth to protest only to be taken over by another yawn, and he laughed.

“Okay, I’m beat,” she admitted, and started to lever herself to her feet. Nate reached out a helping hand and without thinking, she took it.

Sparks, she thought, and shivered as he pulled her up. She had tingles on her fingertips, on her palm, racing up her arm to dance across her chest. She resisted the urge to cross her arms across her suddenly very awake nipples as she followed him to the kitchen.

She watched him tidy up, brushing aside her protests as he put the trash in the bin under the sink and gathered up the leftover pizza. “You’ve got half a pie left here,” he told her. “Want to keep it?”

“Sure,” she said. “You can just pop it in the fridge in the box, and I’ll have it for breakfast tomorrow.”

“A woman after my own heart,” he said, and slid the box into the Sub Zero. He put the beer in beside it, telling her to when she protested to consider it a housewarming gift.

“Thanks for dinner,” she said as she walked him to the door with Beau dancing on their heels, eyes trained on the pizza box in Nate’s hand. “I just realized you paid, and I was supposed to treat you.”

“The company more than made up for it,” he told her, and started the frogs to jumping again.

“Still,” she said after a steadying breath, “next time I’ll buy.”

“It’s a date.” He said it with a slow smile, barely a hint of dimple, but her heart thudded heavy in her chest anyway. “Good night, Lily Michaels.”

“Night,” she managed, and closed the door behind them with a sigh.

“Well,” she told herself as she turned off the lights and headed down the hall to the bedroom, “at least I know what I’ll be dreaming about tonight.”


Chapter Six

Over the next few days, Lily settled into her new apartment. She bought sweeping, gauzy curtains for the windows, fabric designed to allow the natural light to burst through while still keeping a measure of privacy. She stocked the kitchen with goodies from her favorite gourmet grocery and pork rinds and beef jerky from the gas station on the corner. She found the perfect knotted rag rug for the small dining area, and began prepping the bathroom to be painted a happy periwinkle.

What she didn’t do was see her landlord. She heard him, occasionally, calling to the dog outside as they went on their daily runs or plinking away on the piano downstairs when she came in from work. But their paths didn’t cross, and she’d all but convinced herself that the interest and sexual tension she’d felt the day she’d moved in was a figment of her imagination.

“You’re an idiot,” Bridget told her during one of her check-in calls from Hawaii. “What, you don’t see the guys for a few days and you figure that’s it?”

“It’s been a week, Bridge.” Lily shifted her cell phone to her left hand as the clerk at Paints ’N’ Moore rang up her freshly mixed gallon of Periwinkle Dream. “If he was interested, don’t you think he’d have asked me out by now? Or at least stopped by to say hi.”

“You know, it’s not 1957,” Bridget drawled, her voice partially obscured by the tiki bar music playing in the background. “Women are allowed to ask men out in these modern times.”

Lily grimaced as she dug out her wallet. “Don’t start with me on that again. You know I’m weird about that.”

“Yeah, well, you need to get over it. Borrow a cup of sugar from the guy, for God’s sake. Take him a plant, tell him it’s a housewarming present.”

Lily rolled her eyes. “I’m the one who just moved in, why would I be bringing him a housewarming gift?” She shifted the phone, signed the credit slip, and gathered up her paint with a mouthed Thank you to the clerk.

“So? It’d be cute.”

“It’d be obvious.”

“Cutely obvious,” Bridget countered.

“I’m not taking him a plant.”

Bridget’s heavy sign came over the line loud and clear. “Fine, be a stubborn git,” she muttered.

Lily laughed as she dashed through a light rain to her car. “I miss you. When are you coming home?”

“Not for a while yet,” Bridget said, and even though her voice was easy, the words light, something in the tone made Lily pause.

“Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine,” Bridget assured her. “I’m just so relaxed here, so at peace. I don’t really want to come back to all that mess.”

Lily frowned, juggling phone and paint as she climbed into the car. “All what mess? There’s no mess.”

“Oh, you know what I mean,” Bridget said, and the odd tone was back in her voice. “What with cancelling the wedding and everything…”

“Honey, nobody blames you for that,” Lily slid the key into the ignition but didn’t turn it. “They understand why you did what you did.”

“I know,” Bridget said, and Lily could picture her shuffling her feet as she spoke. “It’s just so humiliating, you know? Such a cliché, the groom running off with someone else. The wedding planner, and I never saw it. I feel so dumb.”

“Nobody thinks you’re dumb,” Lily said firmly. “No one who knows you, anyway. And if anyone does, they’re not worth the spit it takes to lick a stamp.”

“You don’t lick stamps anymore, Lily.” There was laughter in Bridget’s voice now, and the tightness in Lily’s chest eased slightly. “You peel and stick, or buy postage on the internet.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I know. And I love you for being so loyal. But with the talk about the wedding, I’d just as soon stay away for a while. And now with Max—”

Lily straightened in her seat. “Max? What about him?”

“Nothing,” Bridget said. “I just meant the talk about Max and the wedding.”

“Bullshit. He’s been calling you, hasn’t he?”

Bridget sighed. “He’s left a few messages on my mobile.”

“Asshole,” Lily muttered. “What’d he say?”

“Some crap about needing to talk to me, wanting to get together to talk things out. He wasn’t making a lot of sense, really, just kept saying we needed to talk.”

“Did you call him back?”

“Hell, no.” The derision in her voice practically crackled over the line. “I’ve got luaus to go to and surfing lessons to take, I’ve got no time for cheating assholes.”

“Good for you,” Lily told her. The rain was getting worse, pounding on the roof of the car, but she ignored it as she waged a brief internal debate.

“He came by to see me.”

“What? Max did? Where, when?”

“About a week and a half ago, at the hotel. He told me he needed to speak with you, that the two of you had things to work out.”

“Asshole. What’d you tell him?”

“That he was an asshole,” Lily said, and listened to Bridget’s trilling laugh with relief.

“He really is. God, I never thought I’d be so happy that my fiancé was cheating on me.”

That startled a laugh out of Lily. “What?”

“Well, if he hadn’t, I’d have married him. Then I’d be married to an asshole, and nobody needs that.”

Lily rested her head back on the seat. “I love you, Bridget.”

“I love you, too. Now will you go home and borrow a damn cup of sugar?”

Lily laughed and straightened up to turn the key in the ignition. “No.”

“Stubborn,” Bridget muttered, and clicked off.

The rain was coming down hard now, and the storm had knocked out a few traffic lights, snarling traffic and stretching the normal ten-minute drive into nearly twenty. Lily let her mind wander as she made her way around the campus toward Ivy Lane.

She knew she was hopelessly old-fashioned about some things, but she really just couldn’t bring herself to seek Nate out. She kept hoping to run into him randomly, in some fashion that wouldn’t feel too awkward or feel forced. After a week, she’d pretty much accepted that wasn’t going to happen.

“Maybe I could steal his mail,” she muttered as she pulled up the drive and around the back of the carriage house to the small carport Nate had built back there. She continued muttering to herself, running through possibilities as she gathered her paint and purse. “Then I could knock on his door, and say, ‘Hey, I got some of your mail by mistake, how weird is that?’”

She paused in the act of opening the car door then shook her head. “No, that’s lame.”

She climbed out of the car and nudged the door shut. She walked to the edge of the carport, and judging the rain to be of the cats-and-dogs variety, took a firm grip on her packages and made a mad dash for the door.

The sprint from carport to door took only seconds, but by the time she managed to fit the key into the lock and lurch inside, she was soaked to the skin.

She nudged the door shut with her foot and dripped her way up the stairs. Inside the apartment, she dropped purse and paint onto the granite countertop and walked down the hall to the bathroom. There she stripped off the sodden tank top and yoga pants she’d worn to the gym that morning and turned on the shower.

She didn’t want the room to fill up with steam since she couldn’t paint if it was too humid, so she rushed through the process of washing and conditioning her hair.

She twisted off the taps and reached for one of the fluffy soft cotton towels she’d treated herself to as a housewarming present. She rubbed her hair mostly dry and patted the water from her skin, then slathered on the vitamin E oil her mother swore by. “A man likes soft, supple skin, Lillian Ann” she used to say as she’d smooth it into her own skin after a milk-and-rose-petal bath. “No man wants to make love to a lumberjack.”

Lily grinned as she thought of her mother. Dorine Michaels might have some antiquated ideas of how the sexes should relate, but she could always be counted on for a hug or a smack on the head, whichever was needed most.

Thinking she ought to call her mother while the first coat of paint was drying, she capped the oil and draped her towel over the shower rod. She padded naked into the bedroom and dug out the cutoff jean shorts and tube top she’d designated as painting clothes.

She could hear the rain beating on the roof, and a glance out the window confirmed that the storm had gotten worse. She crossed the room to open the window, and breathed in the fresh scent of wet earth and wind as damp air pushed into the room.

She smiled as she looked over the lush green of the lawn, to the trees in the park across the street. She had a wonderful apartment, a job she loved and good friends. And, if she could work up the nerve to borrow a cup of sugar, an attractive man who might just be willing to take her out on a date. Life was good, she decided, and would be even better when her bathroom was purple.

She strolled without haste to the kitchen, and dug out one of the squares of gourmet dark chocolate she kept in the cupboard as a pre-work treat. She let it melt on her tongue, enjoying the bite of seventy-percent cocoa while she gathered the paint, along with the drop cloth, paint pan and roller she’d picked up at the hardware store earlier in the week. On impulse, she crossed to the front door, opening it to the small landing, and opened the window there as well so she could enjoy the breeze created by the cross ventilation. Satisfied, she carried her supplies back down the hall and began to prep for work.

Moments later her iPod was hooked into its speaker system, pumping out Aretha Franklin as she stood on the drop cloth and dipped her roller into the freshly poured pan of paint.

* * *

Nate cursed the weather and the dog in equal measure.

“Come on, you furry jackass!” He shook the rain-soaked hair out of his eyes and yanked on the leash. Beau dug his ass even further into the puddle he was sitting in and gave a pitiful whine.

Nate bit down on exasperation. Force wasn’t working, perhaps cajoling would. “Come on, Beau, don’t you want a cookie? Let’s go home and get some cookies, okay?”

The dog’s ears perked up and he gave a hopeful woof. Encouraged, Nate tugged again and was rewarded with two cautious steps. “Yeah, that’s it, boy! Let’s go home and get a cookie!”

Beau woofed again and took two more steps forward, but before Nate could even finish the mental Yes!, lightning split the sky over their heads and thunder boomed. Nate swore ripely as Beau’s forward movement halted immediately, but even as he braced himself for the dog to pull back, lightning struck again and instead of burrowing in, Beau leapt forward.

The leash flew out of his hand as the dog flew past him. Caught flat footed, Nate cursed as he ran to catch up. “Beau! Beau, heel!”

He stopped cursing because it was costing him breath. He chased the dog through the park, past the swing sets and the merry-go-round, the softball fields and the picnic area. He felt a burst of relief when he realized Beau was headed for home, but his heart all but stopped in his chest as he watched him run across the street in front of a pickup. It started again with a painful thump as the truck swerved, missing the dog by inches, and Beau ran on with barely a hitch in his stride.

Nate ignored the shouted curses of the driver and ran across the street, eyes straining to catch a glimpse of the dog. It was getting darker, and he could hardly make out the wet mass of panicked canine as he raced across the lawn. He put on a burst of speed when he realized Beau was racing past the house without even a pause, but by the time he made it up the hill, there was no sign of him.

His head whipped around as he scanned the yard, calling Beau’s name at the top of his lungs. It was only on his second scan of the yard he noticed the bottom door to the carriage house apartment was ajar.

He leapt forward, spanning the distance in two strides, and immediately noticed the huge muddy footprints on the front of the door. He was pushing the door open when he heard the crash and the scream.

Fearing the worst—though what the worst was he had no idea—he flew up the stairs and through the open apartment door. Part of his brain made note of the muddy footprints and puddles of dirty water on the floor, and used them as a trail. He flew down the hall and, noting the lights on and music coming from the bathroom, bolted through the door at top speed.

He had a glimpse of Beau, muddy and wet and scrambling for purchase on the plastic-draped floor, and of Lily, arms pinwheeling, paint flying off the roller in her hand as she fought for balance. He stepped forward, arms outstretched to catch her, steady her, but the heel of his worn and muddy sneaker caught a puddle of spilled paint. His legs shot out, his arms shot up and he went skidding into both of them like a bowling ball aiming for the last two pins on the lane.

Beau yipped, Lily screeched, and they all went down in a pile of arms and legs and paint roller and fur.

“Fuck.” Nate’s head bounced off the tile and had him seeing stars. Beau whined and tried to get up, pushing the bulk of his considerable weight into Nate’s lower abdomen. He cursed again, groaning as the dog slipped and fell back into his lap, and in self-defense curled a hand into his collar.

“Are you all right?” he heard Lily ask from the vicinity of his knees, and looked down.

She was lying half under the dog and half over him, her neck arched over his shin and the top of her head resting on the floor. She had paint on her face. “Ah…fine,” he managed, and struggled up onto his elbows while keeping a vise grip on the dog. “How’re you?”

“Oh, fine. Just hanging around.”

For a second neither of them said anything, the silence only broken by Aretha’s soulful voice crooning about Dr. Feelgood, then they both burst out laughing at the same time. Beau whined and tried to lick both their faces. Lily laughed harder, her whole body shaking with it.

Nate finally managed to sit up and lever Beau off his lap. “Sit!” he commanded, pulling up with the hand on his collar, pushing his rump down with the other, and with an oddly human groan, Beau complied.

Nate turned back to find Lily pushing herself up and quickly grasped her elbow, easing her into a sitting position.

“Thanks,” she said, laughter warming her voice. Her brown eyes danced, sparkling in the light as she pushed her hair off her forehead. Her full lips were unpainted and curved in a smile he was sure she had no idea was as sexy as it was silly.

It was the first and only time he could recall getting an erection with the smell of wet dog in his nostrils.

Think of something else, he ordered himself, and sat up. “What happened?”

She shrugged, a lock of paint-streaked hair falling over her forehead into her eyes. It made his fingers twitch to stroke it aside.

“I don’t know,” she said, and held up her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “One minute I’m grooving along with Aretha and painting, the next I’ve got a hundred and fifty pounds of wet dog trying to climb into my lap.”

He grimaced and eyed Beau, who had the grace to look sheepish. Jackass, he thought. Out loud he said, “I’m sorry, the storm spooked him and he got away from me in the park.”

“Oh, poor baby,” she crooned, and reached out to scratch Beau behind the ears. “Were you afraid the thunder would get you?”

“He’s lucky a Ford pickup didn’t get him,” Nate muttered. “I’m not sure how he got in the door downstairs, though.”

“Oh, that might be my fault,” she said, still petting the dog. “I came in with my arms full earlier and kicked it shut. It might not have been closed all the way.”

“And the apartment door?”

She grinned at him. “I left it open, so I could get the cross breeze from the window on the landing.”

“Ah.” He grinned at her all of the sudden. “You know, you’re wearing a lot of paint.”

She grinned back. “Yeah? So are you.” She reached out and stroked her fingers down the side of his neck, holding them out for him to see the streaks of purple on them.

“Nice color,” he said, and glanced up at the wall she had half done. “It’ll look nice in here when it’s finished.”

“I think so,” she said then laughed. “I didn’t get as far as I wanted with it.”

He chuckled. “I guess not.” He got to his feet and held out a hand. “I could give you a hand with it tomorrow, if you like.”

“I’d like that,” she said, and put her hand in his. She shivered as he pulled her to her feet.

“Cold?” he asked with a frown. It was a warm night, even with the rain.

“No.” She laughed, the sound strained, and he noted with interest the blush that crept up into her cheeks.

Nate ignored the nudge Beau gave his hand. “You’re shivering,” he murmured, and glided his hands down her bare arms. The shorts and tube top left little to his imagination, praise be. Her nipples were clearly outlined against the thin fabric. “You certainly look cold.”

She looked up at him through the long sweep of her lashes, a half smile curing her lips. “Trust me,” she said, laying her hands on his chest. “I’m not cold.”

“Really?” he murmured, sliding his hands to her hips. His fingers flexed, digging in to her soft flesh for a brief moment. She gave a little lurch forward, a shifting, seeking motion of her hips that made his fingers tighten even more. His nostrils flared, picking up the fine and subtle scent of her under the sharp tang of spilled paint and the stench of wet dog.

“Really,” she sighed, a breathless little catch in her voice. He could all but feel his inner beast sit up and howl.

Testing, he lowered his mouth slowly, deliberately, until it was a mere breath from hers. “If you’re not cold,” he breathed, delighting in the way her eyes darkened and the shiver that ran over her skin as his breath washed over her, “then what could be making you shiver like that?”

Her breath came out in a rush, and he had a moment to savor the sweet feel of it over his face before she said, “Oh, fuck this,” and grabbed the back of his head.

Her lips crashed into his with enough force to make him stagger. He dug his fingers into her hips to steady himself and, making a mental note to buy Beau the biggest soup bone the butcher could find, poured everything he had into kissing her back.

God, she packed a punch. Her lips were soft, and she tasted like fine dark chocolate and warm, spicy woman. The soft, whimpering moan that escaped her parted lips to vibrate against his had his libido growing fangs, and with a strangled moan of his own, he took control of the kiss.

Oh my God, was all she could think as he all but swallowed her whole. She didn’t know what came over her, she’d never initiated a move like that in her life, but if this was what she got when she made the first move, she was absolutely going to do it more often.

Her breath snarled in her throat when he pulled her to her toes by his grip on her hips. She knew she’d wear fingertip-sized bruises for days but couldn’t bring herself to care. Never in her life had a man kissed her like this, as though he’d starve without a taste of her. Her own fingers tightened on the back of his head, tangling in the wet strands of his hair as she gave as good as she got.

They ate at each other, tongues plundering, teeth nipping, lips sucking until Lily felt as though the top of her head were floating somewhere on the ceiling and her pulse had centered itself on the damp, needy flesh between her legs. Her hands clenched convulsively in his hair as he bit into her lower lip, then soothed the tiny hurt with a swipe of his tongue.

His own hands were far from still. He released his death grip on her hips when it became apparent she wasn’t going anywhere, and now they roamed restlessly over her body. Stroking down her back, the curve of her hips, the taut and heated flesh of her bare thighs, leaving little firebolts of sensation in their wake.

Restless, eager, his mouth drifted from hers to trail kisses across her jaw to her ear. Lily’s head fell back on ragged moan as his lips worried her earlobe, sending a fresh burst of shivers down her spine. Earlobe nibbles made her crazy.

“This is insane,” she breathed, her fingers clenched in his hair to hold his head in place.

“Nuts,” he agreed, and swirled his tongue in her ear.

“I never do stuff like this,” she told him. She hooked one leg over his hip and tilted her pelvis to cradle the happy-to-see-her bulge in his wet jeans.

He groaned, the sound vibrating against her neck. “Me neither,” he assured her, and set his mouth on her skin.

“Oh, wow.” She shifted her grip from his head to his shoulders, and from there down to his upper arms where his triceps stood out in sharp relief and made her dizzy with lust.

His hands clamped onto her ass and pulled her more fully into him. Their groans mingled to bounce off the walls as hard met soft through the barrier of their clothes, and Lily knew if her shorts and his jeans weren’t in the way they’d be fucking, standing up, with paint splattered everywhere and the dog watching.

She jerked in his arms as that thought crossed her mind, and he picked up his head. “What? What’s wrong?”

“Beau,” she panted.

Nate’s head swung around until he caught sight of his pet, lying in a puddle of spilled paint with his head between his paws, his eyes half closed and already starting to snore.

“He’s fine,” Nate said, peppering her lips, her jaw, her neck with kisses. “He’s not even watching.”

“He’s covered in paint, Nate,” she protested, even as her eyes drifted shut again.

“It’s latex, right?”

“What?” She blinked at him. “Oh, the paint. Yeah.”

“He’ll wash,” he assured her. “Later. Much, much later.” Before she could protest he sealed his mouth to hers once again.

She was breathless and aching when he lifted his head, and every instinct she had was screaming at her to trip him to the floor and have at it. But…

“There’s paint everywhere,” she told him, even as she nibbled kisses along his jaw. “If it dries on the tiles, on the sink or tub…”

“Latex,” he reminded her, and boosted her up so she had no choice but to wrap both legs around his waist. His eyes all but rolled back in his head as the heat of her pussy settled directly over his rigid erection. “It’ll scrape right off,” he managed, and started walking them both out of the room.

Lily swallowed hard and told herself it would be extremely bad form to come in her pants. Every step bounced her engorged clit right against the hard ridge of him through his jeans, and she could feel herself slipping past the point of no return. Valiantly, she tried one more time for rational and responsible.

“It would just take a minute to clean up…” she began then let out a faint squeak as he stopped just inside her bedroom door and fisted a hand in her hair.

“Lily, I promise you,” he said, his brilliant gaze burning into hers with an intensity that would have frightened her if she hadn’t been so aroused herself, “I will personally go in there and clean every last spec of paint, mud, dog hair and water. I’ll scrub on my hands and knees if I have to. But please, in the name of all that is holy, let me have you first.”

“Oh,” she sighed. “Well, as long as you promise…”

“My hand to God,” he swore, and strode into the bedroom.


Chapter Seven

Lily couldn’t believe the heat. It threatened to burn her alive, little fires he set off with his hands, his mouth, the press of his body into hers on the big, wide bed. He was everywhere, surrounding her with it, smothering her, and she happily burned.

She blinked her eyes open as he sat up. She couldn’t see his features clearly; the light was going, and they hadn’t bothered to turn on the bedroom light. But she could feel his eyes on her as sure as she could feel his hands when they reached for the button fly on her cutoffs.

She expected, after the urgency in the bathroom, for him to tear them open and shuck them off. And she was fine with that, primed for it. So when he laid his hand over the button closure and thumbed open the first circle of brass with all the haste of molasses in January, she felt the first hitch in her stride.

“I thought we were in a hurry,” she managed.

He sent her one of those slow smiles that made her belly flip. “We were,” he told her. He thumbed open another button and smiled wider when her hips jerked. “But now I think I’d like to take my time. You don’t have a problem with that, do you?”

Oh, my. “No. If I get bored, I’ll just recite the ‘Magna Carta’ in my head.”

His lips twitched as he popped button number three. “I’ll do my best to keep you entertained,” he said, and delved a hand into her open fly.

Her hips shot off the bed, the breath strangling in her throat as his fingers unerringly found her clit. He stroked over it once, twice, before sliding down to her opening. The muscles there fluttered and clenched, eager to be invaded, but all he did was circle and tease. He drove her crazy with that one rough fingertip until finally, in self-defense, she reached for his belt buckle.

Nate didn’t help or hinder her mad fumbling at his belt. He kept his hand tucked in the notch of her thighs, teasing and stroking and occasionally making her whimper in delight by flicking her clit with his thumb. He used his other hand to drag her tube top down around her waist, letting out a rumble of appreciation as her breasts bounced free. He spared her one brief smile that did nothing to reassure her and bent his head.

Lily stopped trying to fight her way through his wet jeans and simply hung on for dear life. His tongue was swirling around her nipple, soothing and inciting at the same time. Between that and the finger that continued to tease and stroke between her legs she felt as though she might go up in flames any second.

She let out a vibrating moan as his mouth clamped down. “Nate, for God’s sake.”

His head popped up, concern stamped on his features. “What? Too much?”

“Not enough,” she gritted out, and clamped both hands on his face to ensure he paid attention. “If you don’t get us both naked right now, I swear to God I’ll break every bone in your body.”

He choked out a laugh. “I do love an aggressive woman.”

He had her out of her shorts in three seconds and solved the issue of her panties by simply tearing them off her. The sound of ripping cotton had never sounded so good.

“Those were my good panties,” she managed when he sat up to fight with wet denim. Unable to lie still, she sat up and tugged at his shirt.

“I’ll buy you a dozen more,” he promised. He fought to push his jeans past his hips, swearing when she tried to push his shirt over his head at the same time.

“Sorry,” she panted, sighing in approval when he whipped it over his head and tossed it aside. She all but drooled as she got her first good look at his shirtless chest.

Just hairy enough to be interesting, firmly muscled without being bulky, he had a swimmer’s build that made her want to rub herself against him and purr. So she did.

She plastered herself against him, his skin cool against hers, still damp from the rain-soaked shirt. She shivered in dark delight and rubbed, dragging her breasts against the springy hair that fanned out from his breastbone. Her moan was nearly drowned out by his.

“You’re killing me here,” he managed.

“Serves you right,” she said, the words muffled against his skin as she nibbled on his collarbone.

“Do you want me to get my pants off or not?” he demanded, desperation ringing in the words.

“God yes,” she said, but didn’t relinquish her hold on him. She laved her tongue across one nipple, and delighted in the way he jerked against her. “Hurry.”

Nate struggled to shove the denim down his legs while she clung to him like a limpet. His curses rang in her ears, and she started giggling against his rib cage.

“Laughing. You’re laughing?” he rumbled.

She tilted her head back to do so in his face. “Frustrated?” she asked with mock concern. “Poor baby.”

She only laughed harder when he covered her face with one broad palm and pushed, tumbling her onto her back. She propped herself up on her elbows, still giggling as he fought his way clear of his jeans. His boxer briefs followed the T-shirt across the room. Then he was coming down on top of her in all his naked glory.

Breathless from the giggles, and from the brief glimpse she’d had of his erect cock—Christ, was the man part horse?—she reached up to rest her hands on his shoulders. “I’m still wearing my tube top,” she pointed out, gesturing to the fabric still bunched around her waist.

He grinned at her now, a feral baring of teeth that managed to convey both humor and predatory intent. “It’s not going to get in my way,” he assured her, and set about destroying her.

The laughter dried up in her throat when he slanted his mouth over hers. His tongue swept into her mouth, plundering like a midnight raider, demanding surrender. She gave it without hesitation, and let the sensations carry her away.

Time drifted as his hands moved over her, broad palms and calloused fingertips stroking and teasing until she thought she’d go mad. His mouth slid to her breast to suckle and destroy, and the fog of desire that clouded her mind left little room for thought. All she could think was give me more.

Her breath escaped on a hiss when those clever, nimble fingers danced over her belly, dipping briefly into the shallow pool of her belly button and making the muscles there jump in response. They continued to quiver in reaction as his fingers glided once again through slick and heat to delve into the core of her.

Lily moaned in relief as his flingers slid into her without hesitation this time, plunging smoothly so she felt full and stretched. Yearning, straining, she tangled one hand in the damp hair at his nape and blindly dragged his mouth back to hers.

Her mouth was voracious, desperately seeking as her hips pumped madly against his hand. The pressure was building insider her, coiling tighter with every push and twist of his fingers. Her free hand flew down to clamp on his wrist, holding him there, keeping the pressure where she wanted it.

And suddenly it was gone because he dragged his hand free with hers still clinging to his wrist.

“No,” she moaned, and blinked the pre-orgasmic haze from her eyes.

He was fumbling with his one free hand—she still had a death grip on the other—in the pocket of his discarded pants.

“You’re not having this party without me, babe,” he panted, holding up the liberated condom. He tore into it with his teeth, rolled it on one handed, and with a speed that had her eyebrows shooting up in surprise.

She caught her breath as he slid over her, his large frame dwarfing her slighter one. She automatically lifted her knees to slide them along his hips, and they both stilled at the first nudge of his cock against her pussy.

“Ready?” he murmured, and she couldn’t look away from his eyes. They burned, saw into her in a way that made her want to close her eyes and hide, but she couldn’t look away.

“Don’t make me hurt you,” she whispered, and on a chuckle, he gave her what she wanted.

Dual moans echoed around the room as he slid home.

“Oh…my,” she managed, her fingers biting into his shoulders. Her breath stuttered in her throat as her body struggled to adapt to the invasion of his. As ready as she was, as eager as she was, the reality of him deep inside her was almost overwhelming.

His head dropped to her shoulder with a groan. Lily could feel him holding back, his muscles all but vibrated with the effort of remaining still. More than ready for him to start moving, she thought about telling him that. But then she thought of a better way to let him know.

His head popped up like a puppet on a string when he felt the clenching of her sheath around him, cautious hope in his eyes. It flared to intent purpose when she did it again, slowly and deliberately, and a feral grin curled his lips.

“Oh, hell yeah,” he rumbled, and started to move.

Lily gasped when he moved back, dragging the broad shaft of his cock along sensitive tissues, whimpered when he plunged back in to the hilt. Then she simply hung on for the ride.

She lost track of time, of where they were, of her own name. All she knew was the steady plunge of his body into hers, the way the muscles of his back bunched and stretched under her clinging hands. She felt as though she were in the middle of a tornado, and he was the only solid thing.

It was spinning out of control so fast. Her hips pumped up to meet his without conscious thought, her mouth sought his skin. The salty taste of him as she pressed her lips to his chest exploded on her tongue. She whimpered and pushed harder, clung tighter, and his thrusts grew heavier in response.

“Fuck,” he groaned. “Fuck, Lily, tell me you’re close.”

There was a buzzing in her ears. She heard the words, but the meaning refused to sink in. “What?” she gasped.

His head dropped to rest on hers, his breath rough and uneven against her skin. “Are you close, baby?”

She shook her head, her hair sticking to her damp cheeks. “I don’t… I can’t…”

“You have to,” he groaned, “because I can’t hold on much longer.”

He wrapped one hand around her left thigh and pulled it high, propping her ankle on his shoulder as he continued to plunge between her thighs. Her hands slipped from his shoulders to his chest as she whimpered at the stretch, at the way that simple shift changed the angle of him inside her. Then he laid a hand against her belly, found her clit with his thumb and stroked it once, ever so lightly.

She flew apart in his arms. Her head went back, her hips bucked up and her nails sank into his chest. She heard a low growl and realized with a dim sort of astonishment that the sound had come from her. Then she didn’t think at all because he flicked her clit again and she exploded.

She heard him groan, saw him throw his head back through the haze of her own pleasure as his hips hammered her into the mattress once, twice, before he followed her into oblivion.


Chapter Eight

Nate lay with his head in the curve of Lily’s shoulder and waited for his heart rate to return to normal. He figured it might take a year or two, and he was perfectly content to lie there until it did. “Lily?”

“Hmmm…?”

He felt more than heard her, and with what he considered to be heroic effort, lifted his head. “Who was king of England when the Magna Carta was drafted?”

Her eyes were closed, and she didn’t bother to open them at his rumbled question. But her lips did curve into a smile of pure female satisfaction. “I don’t care.”

“That’s what I thought,” he said, smug with satisfaction, and dropped his head back down to her shoulder.

She chuckled weakly. “You’re not going to go to sleep on me, are you?” she asked, her words slightly slurred, as though speaking was an effort.

“No,” he lied, and closed his eyes.

“Good,” she murmured. Her hands were on his back, drifting in lazy circles that made him want to sink into her and never get up. “Because you promised to clean my bathroom.”

He frowned. “I made that promise under duress. You can’t hold me to it.” His head shot up. “Hey!”

She patted his ass where she’d just pinched it. “I guess you’re right. You don’t have to clean the bathroom.”

Her face had lost the dreamy serenity of post coital bliss, and held instead a definite hint of cunning. “Really?” he asked warily.

“Sure. Instead, you can do one of your Boys Will Be Boys dance routines for me.”

“What.”

She smiled. “Naked.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “You’ve got a mean streak.”

She reached her arms over her head in a long, toe-curling stretch then linked her arms behind his neck. “A clean bathroom is very important to me,” she told him, the somber tone completely spoiled by the twinkle in her eye.

“Apparently,” he muttered, and sighed heavily as he levered himself off her. He dealt with the condom and pulled on his jeans while she watched from the bed.

He leaned down to press a kiss to her smirking mouth. “You’re not going to help me, are you?”

A giggle slipped out as she shook her head. “No. But I’ll make dinner while you’re slaving away.”

He grinned at her, oddly cheered for a guy who had to clean the bathroom. “I’ll take what I can get.” He pressed another kiss to her lips, lingering until he felt her go soft and pliant under him. He nipped her lower lip before lifting his head. “Save my place,” he whispered then strolled out.

His good mood lasted until he got to the bathroom door and saw Beau, lying on his back with all four feet in the air, snoring with his head in the pan of purple paint.

* * *

Lily let the laugh bubble out as she heard Nate’s exclaimed curse, and the scramble of doggie toenails on the tile floor. She heard footsteps coming back down the hall, and looked up to see Nate’s head pop in the bedroom door.

“Um…do you have any old towels?” he asked.

She grinned and pointed toward the closet. “On the back shelf. Thanks for not using my new pretty fluffy ones.”

“You’re welcome.” He disappeared into the closet.

Lily stretched, enjoying the lengthening of sore muscles as she listened to him rummage around. More giggles bubbled up when he walked out of the closet with a resigned expression on his face and his arms piled high with her old towels. Feeling energized, she sat up and slid off the bed, snagging her robe from where it had gotten kicked to the floor. She started to pull it on, then realized her tube top was still bunched around her waist. Chuckling, she shimmied out of it, tossing it into the laundry basket in the closet before bundling herself up. The air had taken on a chill from the rainstorm, so she crossed to the window to close it partway.

She poked her head into the bathroom. “How about a beer?”

He looked up from his cross-legged position on the floor, struggling to hold on to a wriggling, wet, paint-spattered Beau. “Yes,” he said with fervent need then cursed, sputtering as Beau’s frantic licking of his face resulted in a mouthful of dog slobber.

Lily managed to get halfway down the hall before the laughter bubbled out, and she only laughed harder when she heard his indignant, “I heard that!”

She padded into the kitchen and, feeling more relaxed then she could remember being in weeks, opened the refrigerator to contemplate its contents.

“Pasta,” she decided, thinking that if the gleam in Nate’s eye was anything to go by, they were both going to need some energy later. Listening to the splashes and curses drifting down the hall from the bathroom, she pulled out half a bottle of chardonnay and a lemon for the sauce, then grabbed the shrimp and bay scallops she’d bought just that morning. She’d intended them for the grill, but decided they’d be wonderful sautéed in a little garlic and olive oil, and tossed with the pasta.

She set water to boil, then got out a skillet and a clove of garlic. She had the shrimp peeled and deveined and garlic browning in olive when she heard footsteps—canine and human—coming down the hall.

She grinned at the two of them as they emerged into the kitchen. Beau pranced up to rub his now paint-free head against her knee. Charmed, she bent to scratch behind his ears. “Did you get a bath, Beau?” she asked, and looked up with dancing eyes at Nate, who looked every bit as damp as the dog.

“Yes, he did,” he told her, his words muffled as he vigorously rubbed his hair dry with a towel.

“You could’ve used one of the good towels for yourself,” she told him, wincing when she saw he was using a souvenir beach towel of Fort Lauderdale left over from her college days that she’d kept purely out of sentiment, and to occasionally mop up plumbing mishaps.

“I smell more like dog than he does,” he told her, and draped the towel around his shoulders. “This works fine.”

“Did you get a bath too?” she asked, noticing the water still clinging to his chest. She sternly reminded herself that if she started licking it off, they probably wouldn’t get to eat.

“Just about,” he admitted as he patted his chest dry and made her mouth water.

To give herself something to do, Lily picked up the plate with the scallops and shrimp on it and slid them into the sizzling oil. “Well, your pants look only a little damp,” she commented, and nodded toward his jeans. “Except at the cuff. How’d you manage that?”

“I took them off,” he admitted, and she laughed.

“You gave the dog a bath naked?”

“It was easier,” he said, and she shook her head.

“I’m sorry I missed that.”

“Well, maybe later I’ll give you a bath naked,” he murmured, coming up behind her to circle her waist with one strong arm and pressed a kiss to the back of her neck.

She tilted her head back to smile into his eyes. “I’ll look forward to that,” she purred.

He dropped a kiss on her upturned mouth, lingering for a brief moment before moving to the fridge to get his beer. “I owe you a tarp,” he told her as he twisted the cap off the bottle.

She frowned as she shook the pan to stir the seafood. “Did it rip or something?”

“No,” he said. He leaned on the counter next to the stove to watch her cook. “But it was covered with paint and dog hair, so I figured it was a goner.”

“Ah.” She slid the cooked shrimp and scallops to a plate, covering them with the skillet lid to keep warm while she made the sauce. She added a little more oil and more minced garlic to sizzle and checked the water. It was just about boiling, so she pulled a package of angel hair pasta from the cabinet.

“Will you grab that bottle of wine for me?” she asked, and he reached back for the chardonnay she’d gotten out of the fridge.

“Thanks.” She uncorked it and splashed a little into the skillet with the olive oil. Snagging a knife from the block on the counter, she sliced the lemon in half and squeezed the juice into the skillet to mix with the wine and garlic.

“How do you know how to do that?” he asked.

She turned the heat down to a simmer. “What?”

He gestured with his beer bottle to the pan. “Just…toss the ingredients in like that, without measuring or anything.”

“Well, I’d like to be able to say because I’m a secret gourmet and a fantastic cook, but that’d be a big fat lie, which you will eventually discover.” She moved to the fridge and pulled out her own beer, along with a bunch of fresh basil. “The truth is I know how to cook two things—this pasta and meatloaf, and I’ve been doing both the same way since college. If I tried to change anything about either dish, I’d completely screw it up.”

“I can make macaroni and cheese,” he told her, and she grinned as she got out a cutting board and chopped the herb.

“So between us we have three dishes.”

“Four!” He held up a triumphant finger. “I can do omelets.”

She laughed, delighted with him. “Oh good, we needed a breakfast food.”

“The lack of dessert is troubling.”

She carried the cutting board with the chopped basil over to the stove and set it on the counter before tearing open the package of pasta. “That’s why God invented bakeries,” she told him.

He watched her slide the pasta into the water. “Is there anything I can do?”

“You can set the table,” she said. “Plates in that cabinet, forks to the right of the dishwasher.

While he laid out plates and forks, she got out a serving bowl. The delicate angel hair pasta cooked quickly, so in no time she was scooping it out of the pot with a pair of tongs and putting it into the skillet with the wine and lemon juice sauce. She stirred it around, tossing it with the tongs and sliding the shrimp and scallops in with it before pouring the mixture into the serving bowl. She scraped in the chopped basil, gave the whole thing one more toss and carried it to the table.

“This is great,” he decided after one bite. “You probably could’ve gotten away with the gourmet cook story for a while.”

“Thank you,” she mumbled around a mouthful of pasta.

“So, I have a question for you,” he said when he came up for air long enough to take a sip of beer.

Suddenly remembering that she had half a loaf of French bread in the cupboard, she sprang up to fetch it. “What’s that?” she called back over her shoulder.

“Why is there a wedding dress in your closet?”

She laughed as she carried the bread and a dish of butter back to the table, stepping over Beau, who had planted himself by her chair in hopes of dropped food. “Worried I might try to drag you to the altar?”

“My evasive skills are well honed,” he assured her with a wink.

“I bet.” She settled back into her seat, tearing off a hunk of bread and slathering it with butter. “You can relax though, it’s not my dress. It belongs to my best friend.”

“Your old roommate who left town?” He frowned when she nodded. “Did I hear something about this?”

“Probably,” she muttered. “It’s a big town, but you’d never know it the way gossip flies around.”

He forked up more pasta. “Want to tell me about it?”

She shrugged. “Bridget—that’s my friend—called off her wedding at the last minute because the groom is a total asshole.”

“Good reason to call off a wedding,” he said. “What happened?”

She tore off another hunk of bread. “I caught her fiancé having sex with the wedding planner.”

“Ouch.”

“In the church rectory, twenty minutes before the ceremony was supposed to start.”

Nate’s hand went slack and his fork clattered to the table as he stared at her in disbelief. “Are you kidding?”

She shook her head. “Nope.”

“Unbelievable.” He shook his head in disgust, reaching across the table for the bread and butter. “You told her, of course.”

“Oh yeah, I told her.”

“What’d she do?”

“I thought she was going to go through with it.” She sat back and sipped her beer. “I mean, I told her moments before I was supposed to go down the aisle, so we had no time to talk. And then the music was starting and they were shoving me down the aisle. So I’m up there thinking Bridget’s on her way out the back of the church, but she walked down the aisle on her father’s arm, right on cue.”

She shook her head, a smile tickling the corners of her lips as she remembered. “She let him hand her off to Max, let the priest do his thing, and just before they got to the vows—you know they do that bit about if anyone has any reason why they shouldn’t be married, speak now or forever hold your peace?” He nodded. “Well, she waited ’til they got to that part then she tossed back the veil and said, loud as life, ‘I object because the groom is a lying, cheating, scum-sucking asshole,’ and punched him in the face.”

Nate was grinning now. “Nice.”

“It really was,” Lily said, satisfaction rich in her tone. “She busted his nose, so blood went flying everywhere, all over the front of his tux—which I loved, because it was Armani and not rented, so I’m sure that pissed him off. But it got on her dress too. She wanted to throw it away, but I wouldn’t let her.”

“Why not? I doubt she’d want to wear it again.”

“Because it’s Vera Wang,” she told him, “and I don’t care that it’s tainted, you don’t throw away Vera Wang.”

“What are you going to do with it?” he asked, and she shrugged.

“There has to be a way to get the blood out,” she said. “I’ve tried everything I can think of, but there has to be a way. It’s become a personal challenge now. Once I get it clean, I’ll probably give it to a consignment shop, or maybe the university drama department.”

“I like the drama department idea,” he told her, and sat back from his empty plate with a satisfied sigh. “That was great.”

Lily smiled at him and rose to clear. “Thanks.”

He handed her his plate. “Of course, now I want dessert and neither one of us knows how to make any.”

She laughed as she slid the plates into the dishwasher. “I have fudge in my purse,” she told him, gesturing to the leather bag that sat on the counter, and laughed again when he leapt up as though he had springs in his shoes.

“May I?” he asked, and she nodded her assent. He dug into her bag while she tidied the kitchen.

“Where did you find fudge?” he asked, pulling out her cell phone and wallet before unearthing the glossy white box.

She handed him a knife. “Charles makes it. Baking is sort of his hobby.”

“Does that mean he’s speaking to you again?” He opened the box and peeled back the wax paper, inhaling appreciatively as the chocolate aroma wafted from the box.

“Barely,” she muttered. “I had to promise to take him to see the American Idol tour when it comes through town next month.” Her mouth twisted in distaste. “He knows I hate that stuff.”

Nate’s lips were twitching as he fed her a piece of fudge. “It’s your fault for laughing at him.”

She rolled her eyes as the rich chocolate melted on her tongue. “Oh, come on,” she mumbled. “It was funny. You laughed.”

“Yes, but I had the courtesy to do it internally, and not in his face.”

“Bully for you,” she muttered, and snatched another piece of fudge.

“You’re a sore loser,” he said with the air of someone making a grand discovery.

“Pretty much,” she agreed. She opened her mouth to say something else then noticed her cell phone was blinking on the counter.

“When did I miss a call?” She scooped it up, saw she had a new voicemail. “Do you mind if I check this?”

“Go ahead.”

She hit the button to ring voicemail and waited for the automated system to do its thing. She looked up when she heard Nate grunt. Beau had apparently decided they weren’t coming back to the table and had come over to ram his head into the back of Nate’s leg in a bid for attention and fudge.

“Don’t give him any of that,” she warned. “Chocolate isn’t good for dogs.”

“I know.” He tore off a piece of the French bread and tossed it to the dog. “Why is that, anyway? It’s just sugar and fat, right?”

“Theobromine,” she replied absently, listening to her voicemail options while she watched the play of muscles on his chest with interest. Now that she had some fuel in her system…

The beep of her phone brought her back to the moment, and she hit the key to listen to new messages.

“What’s theobromine?” he asked.

“It’s a chemical in the cocoa bean, it messes up their nervous systems.”

“Really?” He tossed another hunk of bread to Beau. “How do you know that?”

She didn’t answer, she was too busy listening to the message on her phone with a growing sense of unease.

“Lily?”

She looked up as Nate stepped in front of her, concern stamped on his features.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure.” At a loss, she looked at the phone. “That was Max.”

“Max, your friend’s ex-fiancé?” She nodded. “What did he want?”

“He wants to talk to Bridget,” she said, frowning. “He sounds weird.”

“Weird how?”

“Pissed off,” she realized, looking up from her phone. “Not at me, not really, but ticked that he hasn’t been able to reach her.”

“He’s been trying to call her?”

“Yeah, she said he’s been trying to reach her on her cell. He doesn’t know where she is, or I’m sure he’d be trying her at the hotel in Hawaii.”

“What did the message say?”

“That he wants to talk to Bridget, and it’s urgent, and he’ll call me back later.” She shook her head as though to clear it. “It’s really nothing, but it doesn’t feel right.”

He held out a hand. “Can I listen?”

She handed him the phone. “Sure. Just hit the pound key to replay the message.”

He did so, watching her as he listened. “He’s not threatening you outright, but I don’t really like his tone.”

She shrugged. “Neither do I, but he’s a jerk. He always sounds like that. He knows I’ll never tell him where Bridget is.”

“Was he ever violent with her?”

“Oh, no,” she said, surprised. “I mean, he’s got a temper, and the two of them used to get into these crazy screaming matches, but he never crossed the line to abuse. Bridget would never put up with that, and she’d have told me if he ever did.”

She frowned. “Why?”

He handed back the phone. “You should save the message, just in case.”

She blinked. “In case what?”

“It establishes a pattern, in case he becomes threatening.”

She laughed at that. “Oh, he won’t,” she assured him. “No, he’s never done anything without his father tugging on his leash, and as big a jerk as Mr. Carelli is, he’s old world. He’s got some pretty firm ideas on how to treat women, and he’d never put up with his son being violent that way.”

“Humor me,” he said, his voice as implacable as his expression, and she shrugged again.

“It’s a waste of voicemail space,” she told him, but hit the key sequence to save the message.

“Thanks.” He dropped a kiss on her mouth. “Do me another favor?”

“Sure.” She reached up to hook her hands behind his head where she could toy with his hair.

“If he calls you again, will you tell me?”

“He probably won’t,” she assured him.

“If he does, I want you to let me know.”

She smiled quizzically. “Why?”

“It’s a good idea for someone else to know what’s going on,” he told her. “And since we’re dating now—”

“Is that what we’re doing?” she asked, amused.

He quirked a brow. “We had dinner and sex. What else would you call it?”

She chuckled. “Usually the dinner comes before the sex.”

“It did,” he told her. “We had pizza a week ago, remember?”

“So we did.” She smiled up at him. “Well, since we’re dating and I’m going to let you know if Max ever calls me again—”

“Thank you.”

“Would it be appropriate of me to ask you for a favor?”

“Of course.” he whispered. His hands slid around her to glide down her back. He cupped her ass, lifting her to her toes to push his pelvis into hers, and she realized she wasn’t the only one who’d caught a second wind.

She dipped her tongue in the corners of his mouth, delicately, before taking his lower lip between her teeth. “Take me back to bed,” she whispered.

“I still smell like wet dog,” he murmured, his tongue coming out to tangle with hers.

“So take me to shower, then to bed.”

He grinned, dimples flashing in that way that made her want to jump his bones. “Done,” he said, and they practically ran down the hall to the bathroom.


Chapter Nine

“So, what, you’re dating now?” Charles slurped his Quervo Gold margarita and reached for her chips and guacamole.

Lily slapped his hand away. “Apparently. We had food and sex. According to him, that’s dating.”

“Ah.” Charles held up a finger. “Only if you do it more than once. Otherwise, it’s a one-night stand.”

“Well, he asked me to have dinner with him tonight while we were in the shower this morning.”

Charles sighed. “I miss shower sex. Gary isn’t into it.”

“Who’s Gary?”

“My new boyfriend.”

Lily scooped up guacamole. “When did this happen?”

“Sunday. He’s the new Pilates instructor at my gym.” He snuck a chip while she was sipping her beer. “He likes pasta with pesto, oaky chardonnay and watching Sex and the City on DVD.”

“True love,” she remarked dryly.

“Hey,” he pointed a finger at her. “I don’t make fun of you boffing the pop star.”

“Former pop star,” she corrected.

“Still.” He polished off his margarita and signaled the waiter for another. “I could probably sell this to the tabloids.”

Lily snorted. “Sure. I think Charlie Sheen lost custody of his kids again, and word is Princess Kate is having triplets. I’m sure the former boy bander and I will make the front page.”

“I’m holding it in reserve for a slow news week.” He sent the waiter a flirty smile when he delivered the fresh drink. “Thank you, darling.”

The waiter sniffed. “Pig,” he spat, and turned on his heel to stalk off.

Charles turned back to Lily with wounded eyes. “Well, that seemed overly harsh.”

Lily grinned. “You dated that guy three months ago for a week and a half then stopped returning his phone calls.”

“Oh.” Charles narrowed his eyes at the waiter’s back. “Oh, yeah.” He looked back at his drink. “I probably shouldn’t drink this, should I?”

“I wouldn’t.”

He pushed the drink aside. “Waste of perfectly good Quervo. So where are you and Mr. Gorgeous going for dinner?”

“Mr. Gorgeous?” She grinned at him. “I’m telling him you called him that.”

“Hey, if you think it would make him swing my way, go for it.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s straight.”

“The good ones always are,” he mourned.

“What about Gary?”

“He likes pesto and oakey chardonnay.”

She chuckled. “Yeah, that’s not going to last long. How come all your relationships come with predetermined expiration dates?”

“Because the gay scene in this town is dullsville, that’s why.”

“I thought it was because you’re a man whore.”

“That, too.” He reached for her chips again. “So. Where are you going for dinner?”

“We’re not.” She drained the rest of her ice tea. “He’s cooking for me.”

“He cooks?” Charles swallowed and shook his head. “You have all the luck.”

“He cooks one dish, and he says he’s going to cook it for me now so my expectations of him will be realistic for the rest of our relationship.”

Charles opened his mouth to reply but stopped as his cell phone chirped. He pulled it out of his pocket to frown at the screen. “This is getting old.”

Lily leaned forward, curious. “What is?”

He turned the phone so she could see the caller ID display. “Carelli Property Management,” she read, and frowned. “Why would my old apartment complex be calling you?”

“They’re not,” he told her, and silenced the ringer before putting the phone away. “Max is.”

“What?”

“He started calling last week, gave me some line of bullshit about how he’s worried for Bridget, he needs to talk to her.” He shook his head.

“Did you tell him where she is?”

“I didn’t have to, he already knows.” He caught the look on her face. “I mean, he knows she went to Hawaii—hell, that wouldn’t be hard to figure out, Lil.”

“No, I guess not. What’d he say?”

“That she moved hotels, she’s not answering her cell phone, and could I please tell him where she is because he’s very worried about her.”

“He’s so full of shit,” she muttered.

“No kidding. I told him I didn’t know anything, and if she wasn’t answering her cell it might be a good indication that she didn’t want to talk to his dumb ass.”

Despite her concern, Lily laughed at that. “Did you really? I bet he hated that.”

Charles grinned. “Oh, he did. He tried to cover it, because he was still trying to sweet talk me into spilling something. He got a lot snarkier when he realized it wasn’t working.”

“He’s called me a couple of times too, singing the same song.” She shook her head. “I wonder what he’s after?”

“Whatever it is, he’s not going to get it.” Charles tossed his napkin on his plate. “I have to get back to work.”

“Hey, you’re sticking me with the check?”

“You’re buying, to make up for laughing at me last week.”

“I thought I was getting you tickets to that stupid concert for that!”

“You’re doing both,” he told her as he got up, and pointed a finger. “And if you call it stupid again, I’ll make you get backstage passes and take pictures of me with all the singers.”

She forced a grim smile. “Have a wretched day, dear.”

He laughed, tossing her a wave over his shoulder as he walked away.

She got the check, noting that she hadn’t been charged for the second margarita. “He must have spit in it,” she murmured, and added a generous tip for the jilted waiter.

The restaurant was only a short walk from the hotel, and she took her time getting back, enjoying the summer sun. The heat felt good after the overly conditioned air in the restaurant, seeping into her skin through the thin silk of her blouse. She idly thought that if it was a few degrees cooler it would be perfect picnic weather, and wondered if she could tempt Nate into joining her in the park on her next afternoon off.

She was smiling as she strolled into the hotel. “Hi, Katie. How’s it going?”

The clerk had her head bent to the reservations computer. “Just fine, Ms. Michaels,” she said. She looked up absently, still clicking away on the keyboard, then did a double take.

“What?” Lily asked, checking her blouse for signs of spilled guacamole.

“You look great.” Katie leaned in and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Who is he?”

Lily looked around, wondering who the heck Katie was talking about. “Who is who?”

“Whoever put that look on your face.” If possible, Katie’s voice went even lower. “You look really good today, Ms. Michaels.”

“Um…thanks?”

“I mean, really good. And really relaxed, if you get me.”

The light dawned, and Lily started to laugh. “What, am I wearing a sign?”

“Nah. You just look really, really relaxed.” Katie grinned, and waggled her eyebrows. “Besides, a courier just dropped off a package for you. A present, with a big red bow on it.”

“Really?”

“I put it in your office.” Katie trailed behind Lily as she darted behind the check-in desk to her office. “So, is he cute or what?”

Lily saw the package on her desk and grinned. “He’s adorable,” she said, crossing to the desk. She plucked the card from under the red velvet bow and tore it open. “In case dinner is a disaster,” she read. She looked at Katie. “I wonder what that means?”

“Open it,” Katie encouraged, practically bouncing in her penny loafers.

Since it was what she wanted to do anyway, Lily slipped off the bow and peeled away the wrapping. Flipping open the top of the box, she started into it for a moment then burst out laughing.

“What?” Katie asked, trying to peer into the box.

Lily pulled out the pink bottle, holding it up with a grin.

Katie frowned. “What kind of present is a bottle of Pepto Bismol?”

“It’s kind of an inside joke,” Lily explained, grinning like a fool at the economy-sized bottle.

“If you say so,” Katie said doubtfully. She turned to go back to the front desk, mumbling, “I’d rather have flowers.”

Lily set the bottle of Pepto on the corner of her desk, reaching for the phone as it rang.

“Hello?”

“Lily?”

“Bridget.” Lily sat down, swiveling the desk chair around so her back was to the door. “Are you okay?”

“Sure, why wouldn’t I be?”

Lily frowned at the strained tone. “Now who’s the big fat liar?”

Bridget laughed. “Okay, okay. I’m a little blue.”

“Is it because Max has been bothering you?”

“What?”

“He’s been calling Charles,” Lily explained hurriedly at the shrill tone of her friend’s voice. “And me, a couple of times. Charles said he couldn’t find you, that you’d checked out of the hotel.”

“I had to,” Bridget explained, irritation plain. “He kept calling day and night, and sending flowers to my room. He even bribed a desk clerk to ignore the Do Not Disturb I had on my phone and put him through in the middle of the night.”

“Honey, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. He called you again?”

“Last night,” Lily explained. “I missed the call, but he left a message. He says he just wants to get in touch with you, but he sounds to me like he wants something. What does he say when he calls you?”

“His messages say the same thing, that he wants to get together to talk, all calm and reasonable. But the one time I answered the phone—you know how I am about phones that ring in the middle of the night.”

“Yeah, it’s always bad news.”

“Right. So even though I knew I’d put the Do Not Disturb on, I answered it. And he wasn’t so calm and reasonable. He started yelling at me, some bullshit about how I owe him.”

“Owe him what?”

“I don’t know, I hung up on him.”

Lily grinned. “Doesn’t he hate that?”

“Oh, like the plague.” Satisfaction was ripe in her voice. “I unplugged the phone and the next morning I checked out of the hotel.”

“So which hotel are you in now?” Lily grabbed a pencil.

“I’m not sure I should tell you.”

“What? Why?”

“If I don’t tell you, and Max asks, you won’t have to lie.”

Lily dropped the pencil. “You think I’m afraid of lying to Max?”

“No, it’s just—”

The mild concern she was feeling earlier suddenly coalesced into something much sharper, more urgent. “Bridget, what’s going on? Is he threatening you?”

Bridget sighed heavily. “Not really. I just don’t like the tone of his messages. The only time he was ever sweet was when he wanted something from me.”

“And he’s being sweet?”

“Except for last night, he’s acting like spun sugar,” Bridget said dryly. “Look, I just want to stay gone for a while.”

“You can’t avoid him forever.”

“I know. I just want to avoid him for the time being.”

“I can understand that. But you have to tell me where you’re staying.”

“Lil.”

“Bridge,” Lily countered, her voice as implacable as Bridget’s was wheedling. “I swear, I’ll only tell Charles, and neither one of us will tell Max. Trust me.”

Her friend’s sigh came across the line as both resigned and exasperated. “Fine. I’m at the Hawaii Prince on Waikiki.”

Lily grabbed the pencil and jotted down the number Bridget rattled off. “Fancy,” she commented.

“I’m spending every last bit I got from the jewelry I sold,” Bridget told her.

“That’ll learn him,” Lily said dryly, and Bridget laughed.

“I miss you,” she said. “Why don’t you take some of that vacation time you’ve got coming to you and fly down here for a busman’s holiday? You could take a surfing lesson.”

“Are you kidding?” Lily tore off the page with the hotel information on it and tucked it into her purse for safekeeping. “I can’t even run outside without tripping over a crack in the sidewalk. I’d kill myself if I tried to learn how to surf.”

“Trust me, it’s so worth it. It’s an amazing workout, you know?”

“That is not a selling point,” Lily pointed out dryly.

“Okay, then how about the instructors are all crazy hot and put their hands all the hell over you while they’re showing what to do? Aaaaaand…if you’re clumsy—”

“Which I am.”

“Which you are…they put their hands on you even more. For safety.”

Lily laughed. “I can almost hear your eyebrows wiggling as you say that.”

“Hey, I’m very serious about safety.”

“I bet you are.”

“So what do you say? Come down and hang with me, and we can drink and flirt and be single girls together again.”

“I’d love to, Bridge,” Lily sighed regretfully. “But I can’t. There’s too much going on here right now.”

“At the hotel?”

“Ah…yeah.”

“Oh no, I heard that.”

“Heard what?”

“That hesitation in your voice. Things aren’t busy at the hotel, so that means they’re busy at home. Which means…you’re sleeping with the musician!”

Lily shook her head, not really surprised. “At least you didn’t call him the boy bander, like Charles does.”

“He’s just jealous. How was he?”

“Who, Charles?” Lily asked, deliberately misunderstanding.

“No, silly! Nate, how was Nate?”

“He’s fine,” Lily said, lips twitching as she pictured her friend dancing in place with frustration. “He’s probably working today, I think he’s got a new project coming up.”

“That’s great, how fabulous for him, I don’t give a shit. How is he in bed?”

Lily laughed. “Bridge, come on. You know I don’t kiss and tell.”

Bridget huffed out a breath. “I know, I hate that about you.”

“Sorry,” Lily said, clearly not.

“Well, if you’re not going to spill—”

“I’m really not.”

“Bitch. Give me something at least.”

“Like what?” Lily was enjoying herself now.

“I don’t know! Something you’d normally never tell me but that I’d love to hear.”

Lily snorted. “You really think that’s going to work?”

“Come on, Lily. I just got dumped by my fiancé—”

“You dumped him!”

“After he cheated on me! With trash! I need something to restore my faith in romance.”

“I don’t know if I’ve got romance, yet.”

“Then restore my faith in sex.”

Lily sighed. “Fine. I had some.”

There was a moment of silence before Bridget burst out laughing. “You’re a bitch,” she managed between giggles.

Lily grinned. “I know. Okay, I’ll tell you what I told Charles—shower sex is every bit as fabulous as I thought it would be.”

“Yeah?”

“And…”

“Ooh, and what?”

“He cleaned up the bathroom after.”

“Well, that makes him perfect for you.”

Lily laughed. “We’ll see.”

“Are you sure you won’t come down here?”

“Yeah. I miss you, though.”

“I miss you too. I’ll call you in a few days, okay?”

“Yeah. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Bye.”

Lily hung up with a sigh, feeling suddenly blue. She missed her friend. And now that it looked like she might actually be starting something resembling a relationship with Nate, she missed having someone to talk to. Well, she had Charles, but his attention span lasted about as long as it took to drink a champagne cocktail.

She frowned, tapping the pencil against her desk blotter. This business with Max was troublesome, and getting more mysterious, but it was hard to believe he was actually dangerous. Max was not a fighter. He could usually cajole or seduce what he wanted out of someone, and failing those things, he’d harass and annoy, but fighting just wasn’t part of his repertoire. He wouldn’t want to get his hands dirty.

“Weird,” she decided, “but hardly dangerous.”

She shook her head and put Max out of her mind. She had more important things than petty, childish men to think about. Like what the heck she was going to wear tonight.


Chapter Ten

At seven thirty that night, Lily walked across the lawn to Nate’s house, a bottle of white wine in one hand and a DVD in the other. She wore a sweater in the softest pale blue cashmere over her favorite jeans, narrow-strapped sandals showing off the pedicure she’d wheedled the salon manager for that afternoon, and a new scent that the sales girl at Macy’s swore was the perfect blend of sweet and spicy.

Her lips twitched when she saw Beau on his back in the middle of the lawn, all four feet in the air. He wasn’t sleeping, but was writhing around, rubbing his back against the fresh-cut grass in a display of canine hedonism. Lily could only hope he hadn’t found something dead and disgusting to revel in, or the plan of dinner and a DVD was going to need revising.

The dog leapt up and shook himself vigorously before burying his snout in a nearby bucket. The loud slurping told her he was getting a drink, and thinking to make it to the kitchen door Nate had instructed her to use before he spotted her, Lily picked up her pace.

Unfortunately, her heels clicked when she stepped from lawn to driveway, and she watched in dismay as Beau’s head snapped up at the sound, water streaming out of his mouth. He gave a joyful woof and bounded toward her, drool and clumps of grass and dirt flying as he ran.

“Oh, shit,” she muttered, and dove for the door.

She got there just in time to throw it open, and ducked inside to plaster herself against the wall. She saw Nate turn from the stove, saw his smile bloom in greeting. She opened her mouth to warn him, but all that came out was a squeak as Beau came flying through the door.

She tried, she really did, but the look at Nate’s face just before he went down in a heap of arms, legs and fur was just too much. A combination of surprise and resignation, as though he’d been in this pickle before and expected to be in it again, just tickled her funny bone.

She did wince in sympathy through the giggles as Beau’s enthusiastic pouncing landed him on a very sensitive area, though she had to choke back more laughter at Nate’s response. She wasn’t sure his muttered suggestion was physically possible for a human to carry out, and surely a creature without opposable thumbs would never be able to pull it off.

Putting on her best concerned citizen face, she kicked off her heels, set down the wine and DVD and waded into the fray to get a good grip on Beau’s collar.

“Beau, off!” she commanded, and followed it up with a healthy tug that only served to hurt her shoulders. He didn’t budge.

Lily turned to look at Nate, who was turning a very interesting shade of red under his dog. “This isn’t working.”

Nate drew a shallow breath and wheezed, “On the counter…in the box…”

Lily swung her head around to scan the counter. The box of dog biscuits sat just out of her reach, so she let go of Beau’s collar to grab it. She turned back on Nate’s ripe curse and saw the fresh paw print on his forehead.

“Beau!” She pitched her voice high and light as she shook the box. “D’you want a treat?”

He answered her with a deep woof and bounded off Nate to perch politely at her feet.

“Good boy,” she praised him, and fed him a cookie. He wolfed it down without chewing and looked up so expectantly, she couldn’t resist giving him another.

“Good dog,” she told him again, and scratched behind his ears. He rewarded her with a swipe of his tongue across her hand and trotted out of the kitchen.

Lily set the biscuits on the counter and turned to Nate. He’d managed to sit up and was slouched against the cabinets, his jeans and white shirt bearing the marks of his lost battle. “Are you all right?”

He stared at her balefully. “Oh, don’t even bother with the sweet concern,” he advised, his tone wry. “I heard you laughing.”

“I didn’t laugh loud,” she protested. “And I lured him off you with a biscuit. Thought ought to count for something.”

He took the hand she offered and hauled himself to his feet. She didn’t back up, so he stood practically on her toes with her hand tucked in his. One eyebrow went up. “You just want me healthy and…un-trampled…for later.”

She breathed him in, the spicy scent of his cologne mixed in with the darker, warmer scent of male, and smiled slowly as her stomach went through its now familiar routine of flips and dips. “Got me there,” she murmured, and tilted her face up to his.

He dropped her hand, both of his going to her shoulders. “Welcome,” he murmured as he lowered his mouth to hers. She sighed into him, flowing like warm wax as the heat from his touch curled through her.

It was slow, and it was sweet. She let herself sink into it, into him until her bones felt liquid and her limbs heavy. The kiss went deeper, mouths widening and tongues tangling until slow and sweet became urgent and dark, and his hands went from her shoulders to her waist. He drew her up on her toes, pulling the curve of her into the hard planes of him and sending her pulse racing.

She blinked her eyes open when he lifted his head. “Whoa,” she managed. “If that’s how you welcome visitors, I’m surprised they aren’t lined up three deep at the front door.”

He chuckled, his dimples winking at her. “I knew you were coming, so I had them all carted off.

“So thoughtful,” she mocked, and nipped at his lip.

“Hey, I cooked dinner.”

“So I smell.” She drew in a deep, appreciative sniff. “That’s not your average, run-of-the-mill mac and cheese.”

“I fancy it up a bit,” he told her. He stepped away to peek in the oven. “It’ll be ready in about fifteen minutes.”

“Plenty of time for a glass of wine,” she decided, and retrieved the bottle. “Glasses?”

He opened a cupboard and pulled down a pair. “Here, trade me.”

She handed him the bottle, watched him uncork it with a deft hand. She held out the glasses to be filled, handing him his and clinking hers against it in a toast.

“Nice,” he said after his first sip.

“Mmmm,” she agreed, letting the mellow flavor simmer on her tongue before swallowing. Feeling suddenly awkward, she let her gaze wander through the kitchen.

“This place is gorgeous,” she realized, taking in the stainless steel appliances and granite countertops. “It’s even fancier than my kitchen.”

“I used this one as the model for yours,” he admitted. “I had a decorator giving me samples of this and that—different kinds of granite, appliances, flooring. It gave me a headache, so I just picked the same things that I had in here.”

“Who picked all this out?” she asked. “Or was it already here when you bought the house?”

“No, I pretty much had to gut it.” He sipped his wine. “It was a little scary in here when I bought the place, avocado appliances and brown wallpaper.”

“Yikes.”

“No kidding. Picking out appliances and granite once was okay, and I had my sister helping me. She’s a decorator,” he explained. “But a second time…” He shook his head.

“Too much, huh?” she said, amused. “Why didn’t your sister help you this time?”

“She said I was enough trouble for six clients and flat out refused to step in. Instead she foisted me off on some junior decorator in her office who used to run out crying at least once a week.” He frowned. “I didn’t think I was that bad.”

Lily chuckled into her wineglass. “Well, the kitchens look amazing. It’s a bit of a waste, though. We both have gourmet kitchens that we’ll largely use to heat up soup and leftover Chinese food.”

“Which is fine with me.”

“Me too.” She set down her wine and reached for his hand. “Why don’t you give me a tour of the house while dinner finishes up?” she said, thrilling at the little charge she got when his fingers automatically twined with hers.

“Sure,” he said easily. “But I have to warn you, I’m a bachelor.”

“I hope so, otherwise dating you is a big mistake,” she quipped.

“Ha.” He gave her backside a little tap as she walked past him. “Just remember, I warned you.”

* * *

Ten minutes later they were strolling back into the kitchen.

“I don’t know what you were worried about,” she told him, and picked up her wine again. “You’re very tidy.”

“I’m tidy today,” he corrected as he walked to the oven. “You should see me when I’m working. I get so wrapped up in the music, everything else just falls by the wayside.”

“Is that the reason you decided to move your music studio out of the house?”

“No, but it’s a handy side benefit.” He slid his hands into oven mitts shaped like fish and pulled a casserole dish from the oven.

“That looks great,” Lily said, watching the cheese bubble on the top. “What can I do to help?”

“Not a thing,” he told her with an easy smile. “Why don’t you take the wine into the living room? I’ll be right there.”

“Okay.”

She tucked the bottle under her arm so she could carry both their glasses, and strolled into the living room. It was what she thought of as a typical guy’s living room, with leather couches, a coffee table scuffed and scarred by the feet that often got propped on it, and a big flat screen television that dominated one wall.

She set the wine and glasses on the coffee table and curled up in a corner of the sofa.

“I love this room,” she told him when he came in bearing a tray.

“I thought you said it was a guy room.” He set the tray down, and she saw he had two plates laden with servings of macaroni and cheese, steamed asparagus and thick slices of French bread slathered in butter.

“It is,” she told him. “I like it anyway. It’s comfortable. And that,” she said, gesturing with her wineglass, “is a hell of a TV.”

“Isn’t it?” He pulled a napkin off the tray, laying it with some ceremony over her lap before handing her a plate.

“I’ve been wanting one myself,” she told him. “I’m trying to justify spending the money.”

“It was more expensive than my first car, but completely worth it.” He sat on the sofa next to her and picked up his fork. “Dig in.”

She did, forking up a mouthful of pasta and cheese. She closed her eyes on a happy moan as the taste hit her tongue. “This is not from Kraft,” she mumbled.

“Hell no,” he said, his own mouth as full as hers. “This is gourmet shit, babe.”

“Tell me,” she agreed, and then she didn’t say anything at all because she was too busy shoveling food into her face.

She devoured it all, pasta and vegetable and bread, and practically licked the plate clean. “God, that was great.”

“You want seconds?” he asked, and topped off her wine. His own plate was as clean as hers. “There’s more in the kitchen.”

“No, that was just perfect,” she sighed, and finally caught sight of the way he was watching her, with something approaching awe. “What?”

“You don’t quibble much about food, do you?” he asked, his eyes glittering with good humor. “I mean, a lot of women try to eat small portions, be dainty about it. You don’t. I don’t mean that as an insult,” he hurried to say, but she waved him off.

“It’s not taken as one,” she assured him, and lay back against the couch with her wine, relaxed and replete. “I have a healthy appetite. I’m not ashamed of it.”

“It’s nice,” he told her, mirroring her position on the couch and propping his feet on the coffee table. “I get a little tired of dating women who always order salads and pick at them like birds.”

“I’d much rather eat what I want, when I want.” She flashed him a smile as she sipped her wine. “I just run five miles a day and practice yoga so my ass doesn’t show it.”

“It works,” he told her.

“Aww, you noticed.”

“Are you kidding? I have dreams about your ass.”

She laughed and snuggled deeper into the couch. “So what’s next on your agenda this evening? I brought a movie, in case you felt like watching a flick.”

“I saw that,” he said, and shifted close enough to have her breath hitch in her throat. “What is it, Terms of Endearment? The Princess Bride?”

“The Bourne Supremacy,” she informed him soberly, and laughed when he reared back in surprise.

“Action flick?” He eyed her with obvious admiration. “You eat, you drink and you like action movies. Why aren’t you married?”

“I can’t cook, remember?” she said, amused.

“Yeah, but you can order in like a champ,” he said as he got up. “How about some ice cream with the movie?”

“I’m fine right now,” she replied.

He was back in moments with the DVD in hand. He loaded it into the sleek little player tucked into a bookshelf under the television, and snagged a complicated-looking remote control from another shelf. She watched, amused, as he pressed a series of buttons that had the machines humming to life and the menu popping up on the screen. He fiddled with the settings for color and sharpness, for viewing size, for just about everything until she had to fight the urge to laugh out loud.

Finally satisfied the movie would start as he wanted it to, he tossed the remote onto the coffee table. “Scoot over,” he told her, so she slid toward the middle of the couch to make room for him on the end.

He sat down, put his feet on the coffee table and tugged her close so she lay against his side. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Comfy?”

She laid her head on his chest, the soothing thump of his heart under her ear. “Yeah,” she sighed, and settled in to watch Matt Damon get the bad guys.

* * *

“Lily?”

Lily sighed and snuggled deeper into the warmth under her cheek. It was so soft, and felt so good…

“Lily, the movie’s over. Wake up.”

“Hmmm?” She blinked open her eyes to see the credits rolling by on the screen. “I fell asleep?”

“Out like a light before the first bad guy bought it,” he told her, and she tilted her head to look up at him.

“I’m sorry,” she began, but he shook his head.

“S’okay,” he told her, stroking her hair off her face with a feathery touch. “I liked watching you sleep.”

She managed a sleepy grin as she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “I guess that means I didn’t snore.”

He shook his head, eyes dark and intense as they roamed her face. “No snoring.”

“Well, at least I didn’t disturb you.” She laid a hand on his chest, intending to push herself out of his arms.

“I wouldn’t say that,” he murmured.

“You wouldn’t?” she asked. Her head was still thick from sleep, her mind struggling to adjust, and her body didn’t seem to want to move away from the warmth of his.

He shook his head. “Do you have any idea how distracting it is to have a beautiful, sexy, sweet-smelling woman lying next to you?”

Perfume works, she thought. Her head might be fuzzy still, but it was clearing fast. “Actually, I’ve never had that particular problem.”

“It’s damn distracting,” he told her solemnly. “I could barely pay attention to Matt Damon’s amnesia-fueled angst.”

“We can watch it again, if you like,” she offered.

He shook his head. “I have another activity in mind.”

“What about dessert?” she whispered, her eyes locked on his as he tangled a hand in her hair.

“We’ll have it later,” he promised, and kissed her.

Lily was braced for speed, but he was in no rush. There was heat, but it wasn’t the searing, burning flame of the night before. Instead it was a stealthy warmth that snuck into her limbs to weigh them down. Her pulse beat slow and heavy, and her head went light.

She let her head fall back with a sigh as he trailed his lips over her face, brushing featherlight kisses over her cheeks, her eyelids. She shivered when his lips caressed the sensitive spot behind her left ear. Her hands, which had been lying limp and passive against his chest, curled into fists as she began giving back.

His mouth came back to hers with a growl as he felt her respond, his hands sliding over her with increased intent. They tangled in her hair again, holding her head steady as his mouth devoured hers.

Still, the speed didn’t come. Even when she pushed at his shoulders and climbed into his lap, he kept the pace ruthlessly controlled until she wanted to beg for more.

“Please,” she sighed, her hands roaming restlessly over his shoulders and down his chest. She went after the buttons on his shirt, but her fingers felt thick and clumsy, and her concentration was too shattered, too fragmented for her to focus on the task.

“Too fast,” he murmured, and drew her hands away from his chest. He tucked them behind her, cuffing both of them loosely in one large hand. “I want to go slow this time.”

Lily tugged at her hands, but his grip was implacable. “You’re trying to kill me, is that it? I snored and you’ve decided to murder me for ruining the movie.”

He buried his face in the curve of her neck and shook with laughter. “I’m not trying to kill you,” he murmured, and sent her into convulsive shivers with a flick of his tongue against her neck. “I’m trying to give you pleasure.”

“Oh, right there,” she breathed.

“See?” he murmured. “Pleasure is good.”

“Yes, but you’re moving too slow,” she moaned, and tilted her head to give him more room.

He chuckled and took advantage, sliding his lips—his clever, wonderful, marvelous lips—across her collarbone. When he bumped into the V-neck of her sweater, he simply shifted it aside and continued the trail of kisses to her shoulder.

“It’s not a race, you know,” he murmured.

She barely heard him over the pounding of her own heart. Her entire body felt heavy, her movements languorous, as though she were swimming through molasses. Her mind felt thick as well, her thoughts suspended in the fog of pleasure he was weaving around her.

She gave her hands a tug, whimpering when she met the firm resistance of his grip. “I need to touch you,” she moaned, and he released her.

She sighed happily, and would’ve raced her hands over his body, but somehow the signal to rush wouldn’t go from brain to muscle. Instead they drifted, her fingers skimming over heated flesh and rumpled clothes with a sort of tingling pleasure that made her breath catch in her throat.

“Oh, my,” she breathed, and dragged her fingers down his back. She saw the flesh under his shirt shift, the muscles rippling in response, and had the sudden urge to watch it without the barrier of clothing.

This time when she reached for the buttons on his shirt her fingers obeyed, slipping the discs through their holes with ease. He made no move to stop her, but leaned back to give her better access. She made quick work of the task, tugging the tails of the shirt out of his waistband to finish the job before spreading the shirt wide to indulge herself in the textures of bare flesh.

Hard muscle, smooth skin, the soft tickle of the hair that swirled around his nipples. It all fascinated her, and she spread her fingers into wide fans, eager to touch as much of him as she could all at once.

His own hands were far from idle. They stroked over her legs where they straddled his, his fingers tracing imaginary circles over the worn denim of her jeans, leaving tingling trails in his wake.

Her whole body tingled, she realized. Her skin felt hypersensitive, primed for the slightest touch. Her fingertips even tingled where they caressed his skin. Wondering if the delightful sensation would transfer to her lips, she lowered her mouth to his chest.

She heard his breath hiss out of his lungs when she made contact, felt his hands slide up her back to tangle in her hair, but she was so absorbed in what she was doing she barely felt it. He felt wonderful, warm and vital and male with a dark, spicy scent that made her just want to sink inside his skin.

She was doing her best to do just that when suddenly the universe shifted. She squealed, grabbing his shoulders for balance as her head came up to see what was going on.

“You’re carrying me?”

“I have to,” he muttered, and boosted her up a little higher. He grunted when her legs came up around his waist automatically.

Lily wrapped one arm around his neck and decided since he was going to do all the heavy lifting, she might as well go back to work. “Why?” she murmured, nuzzling one flat male nipple.

“Because,” he ground out, “if I don’t, we’re going to end up making love on the couch.”

“I wouldn’t mind,” she murmured. She flicked her tongue out to taste the nipple, sighing in delight when it puckered in reaction.

“I mind,” he said, and picked up his pace until he was practically jogging up the stairs. She giggled and held on tighter, bouncing against him as they ran.

“Why?” she asked. She could feel his erection prodding her gently whenever her pelvis bounced into his, and since she had a hand free and they didn’t appear to be anywhere near their destination, she decided to amuse herself.

“Jesus Christ, are you trying to kill me?”

Lily smiled against his chest and worked her hand farther into his pants. She cupped her hand under his balls, cuddling them in her palm and giving the gentlest of squeezes. A small squeak escaped her as his hands clenched on her ass hard enough to leave bruises.

The squeak became a full-fledged squeal as he shifted her in his arms, tipping her back to land on the bed. She laughed in delight when she realized her hand in his pants left him no choice but to follow.

He grasped her wrist, tugging until she released the warm weight of his balls and allowed her hand to be drawn free. He drew it up, pressing it into the pillow next to her head as he twined his fingers with hers. He did the same with her other hand then came down on top of her.

She sighed with pleasure as he pressed her into the mattress, her legs automatically parting to make room for him. Her hands flexed within the confines of his and she took a deep breath to push her chest up into his.

“You like this,” he murmured, and eased more of his weight onto her.

“Yes.” She shivered in delight. The press of his body into hers awakened every dark, submissive fantasy that lurked in her mind. She felt small, dainty and vulnerable under him, and oddly the feeling didn’t make her uneasy.

Instead she wanted to revel in the differences between them. His hard strength against her yielding softness, his male to her female. The contrast made her want to stretch and purr, like a cat with a belly full of rich cream. So she did.

He rumbled his approval as she rubbed against him. “This is why we had to get up from the sofa.”

“Why?” she breathed, enthralled in the textures and friction of her body against his.

“There’s no room for this on the sofa,” he explained.

She laughed softly. “I feel drugged,” she admitted, and arched her back to press her breasts into his chest. “Did you slip something into that mac and cheese?”

He shook his head, the stubble of his beard rasping against the tender skin of her neck. “Nope.”

“No?” She sighed, lifting one foot to lazily rub her arch against the curve of his calf. Even that simple, innocent touch sent tingles racing through her blood.

“Not a thing,” he assured her, and took a gentle nip out of her shoulder. “You’re not drunk, are you?”

“I only had two glasses of wine,” she reminded him.

“Probably not enough to make you drunk,” he decided.

“It must be you, then.”

“Me?”

“Hmmm.” She lifted her other foot to join the first, curling her toes into the muscles of his leg. “Making me feel all tingly and achy and…”

“Horny?” he supplied, and she laughed again.

“Horny,” she agreed. “You’ll have to do something about it.”

“Really?” he asked, humor and lust tangled together in his voice. He picked up his head to regard her with dancing eyes.

“I can’t go to work like this tomorrow,” she explained, and arched into him again so she could watch his eyes go cloudy.

“I’ll do my best,” he promised.

Her clothes seemed to simply melt away under his clever hands. She was aware of him pulling her sweater over her head, cognoscente of him unclasping her bra and sliding her jeans and panties down her legs, but it was lost in a haze of lust and longing, in the fog of desire that seemed to cover their entwined bodies.

His own clothes disappeared just as quickly, and Lily sighed with pleasure as her hands made contact with bare skin. She couldn’t get enough, touching and tasting whatever bits of skin she could reach, reveling in his moans of pleasure. Knowing she could give as much pleasure as she received was a heady feeling, an aphrodisiac added to the already potent mix of shared longing.

Needing to give more, to share more, she pushed at his shoulders until he rolled to his back. She paused for a moment, enthralled by the sight of him sprawled on the bed, hers to do with what she pleased. That incredible, amazing thought propelled her into action, and she slid over him.

They both moaned in delight at the slide of skin on skin, the gentle friction making Lily’s nipples pucker with need and Nate’s cock twitch against her thigh. She felt her own response in the sudden flood of moisture between her legs, in the pulse that beat heavily there. But her own needs were taking a back seat to the sheer delight of his body. The urge to lose herself in the scents and textures of him was overpowering, so with a sigh she gave in to it.

She reveled in the sighs and moans, the murmured endearments and incoherent pleas that spilled from his lips as she explored. She learned that a firm touch on his nipples made him groan, and the delicate dip of her tongue in his navel made his hands clench almost painfully in her hair. The slight sting only added to the dark sensuality of the moment, and spurred her on.

She acquainted herself with the strip of skin where leg joined torso, first simply breathing in the warm spice of his scent then testing it with her tongue. His taste was darker here, more potent, going to her head like the finest whiskey and making her yearn for another sip.

She worked her way inward from his hip, little kisses and licks that fed both their desires. His hands were clenched in her hair, but he wasn’t directing her movements. He simply held on and let her go where she wanted, and the heady sense of control, of being in charge of his pleasure as well as hers, emboldened her.

She ignored the thrust of his penis, though she knew she wouldn’t be able to do so for long. Her own needs were becoming more urgent, the desire to have him deep inside her again rising up and demanding attention, but she wasn’t nearly finished exploring him.

She slid farther down on the bed, wedging her shoulders between his thighs so she had an up close and very personal view of his balls. They were already drawn up, snug against the base of his shaft. Curious, she reached out with one finger to trace circles around the sensitive flesh.

He groaned, the sound loud and guttural in the quiet of the darkened bedroom, his thighs automatically shifting farther apart. She took that as an invitation to repeat the caress, then simply leaned forward and put her mouth on him.

It was darkly exciting. She could feel the springy tickle of coarse hair against her lips, smell the musk of his need, taste the salt on his skin as she swirled her tongue over and around his sac. Moving carefully, she gently tugged his sack slightly downward and sucked one heavy, swollen testicle into her mouth.

He gave a hoarse shout, his hands clenching so hard in her hair she saw stars. He used his grip to tug her off him, and she let go immediately.

“Did I hurt you?” Worried, she pushed herself up so she could see his face.

He was gasping for air, panting as though he’d run a marathon-or just had his balls sucked. “You’re killing me,” he told her, “but it doesn’t hurt.”

“Oh. Good.” She sent him a sunny smile then ducked her head back down between his legs.

By the time she picked her head up again they were both breathing raggedly, and Lily’s own needs were making themselves known.

“Condom,” she gasped.

He twisted to reach the bedside table, digging a condom out of the drawer and ripping the wrapping with his teeth. She reached out a hand for it, and he gave her an incredulous look.

“What?”

He simply shook his head and rolled on the latex sheath himself. “No way in hell,” he told her, and snagged her arm to drag her closer, tucking her under him and spreading her legs with his knees.

“I wanted to do it,” she pouted.

“Next time,” he promised, reaching a hand down to line up the head of his cock with her pussy.

“I also wanted to be on top,” she gasped. The broad head of his cock was pushing into her, stretching her wide, and her back arched as sensation streamed through her.

“Next time,” he repeated, and pushed forward.

He felt huge as he moved inside her, impossibly large, and she felt a real moment of panic as the sensation bordered on pain. He pulled out halfway then pushed forward again, seating himself to the hilt. Her senses went riot as she struggled to adjust to the invasion, to accommodate the length and breadth of him tunneling inside her.

“God.”

She opened her eyes at his tortured groan. He hung above her, still as stone except for the fine quiver that occasionally shook his body. He was sweating, she realized, with the effort of holding back.

Her lips were dry, so she wet them, feeling a burst of heat as his eyes tracked the movement. She opened her mouth to speak, but the words couldn’t squeeze past the sudden lump of emotion in her throat. So she decided to communicate with her body.

Her legs came up, her pelvis tilting to meet his as they wrapped around his hips. Her hands clung to his rib cage, her breath came in pants as she arched into him.

His face spasmed, a brief flash of exquisite agony, then he began to move.

Time seemed to stand still as they moved together on the bed, in the dark. Flesh slid over flesh, tongues tangled until Lily lost track of where she ended and he began. Each surge of his hips brought fresh sensation, each brush of his hands and caress of his lips dark new delights until her entire focus, her entire being was centered on the thrust and glide of his body into hers.

Her head tossed on the pillow, hands grasping for purchase on his sweaty flesh as the tension began to build. “Faster,” she murmured, whimpering as a flash of sensation tore through her, a fluttering precursor to the greater pleasure that remained just out of reach. “Faster.”

“Don’t want to,” he breathed, his breath puffing hot against her cheek. His hips continued to roll, advancing and retreating at the same steady pace. “You feel so amazing, I don’t want it to end yet.”

“Too much,” she moaned.

“Not enough,” he countered, and kept going.

He refused to speed up, no matter how she begged and pleaded. They were both damp with sweat; it dripped from his forehead to splash against her chest, it beaded on her temples to run in rivulets into her hair. The slick friction of skin on skin was driving her crazy, holding her climax just out of reach. She needed more, harder, heavier faster, and he didn’t look as though he was willing to give it to her.

She pulled her hands from his back, but before she could slide them between their damp bodies, he grabbed for them, twining their fingers and pressing the backs of her hands into the pillow beside her head.

“Hold on,” he told her, eyes dark and intense and screaming with lust. “Just a little longer, baby, just a little more.”

“You’re killing me,” she cried. She tried to push her hips up, to force him to move, to drive, to finish it for them both goddammit! But he simply pushed his weight into her, controlling her effortlessly and making her sob with frustration.

“I hate you,” she groaned.

“No, you don’t,” he panted. “Stay with me, Lily. Be with me, I need you with me.”

“I can’t…” Her head was tossing mindlessly now, her hair tangling on the pillow.

“Yes, you can. Look at me.” He squeezed her hands. “Look at me, baby.”

Her eyes flew open, brown eyes locking onto green with the desperation of the damned.

“That’s it,” he murmured, and ever so slightly picked up the pace. “Stay with me, keeping looking at me. I want to see you go over, I want to watch.”

It was so intimate, she thought, intimate and intense and crazy to be looking into his eyes at such a moment, when the pressure and the pleasure came together in the pit of her belly in a big ball of fire that threatened to swallow her whole.

But he wouldn’t let her look away, wouldn’t let her close her eyes or turn her head to ease the knot under her heart. So she was staring into his eyes, brown drowning in green when the spasms took her, when her body convulsed, unable to hold the tension any longer and the orgasm poured through her like fire.

And he was staring into hers when he followed.


Chapter Eleven

“When I get my strength back, I’m going to kill you for that.”

His weak chuckle tickled her ear. “I think you already did.”

“Serves you right,” she murmured, and sighed, content. The firm weight of him was pressing her into the mattress, so breathing was a bit more of an effort than normal. Her thighs were beginning to ache from their position around his waist, and she was pretty sure a button on the coverlet was permanently embedded in her back. But none of that seemed important enough to actually move.

“I don’t think we should ever move from this spot,” he muttered, echoing her thoughts and making her smile.

“Okay,” she agreed. “Although eventually, I am going to have to pee.”

He grunted in her ear. “Give me at least a two-minute warning.”

She chuckled and let her legs slide off his hips, wincing a bit as her thighs protested the movement. He may have sensed her discomfort, or perhaps he just felt the tremble of strained muscles, his hands slide down her sides to her legs and began massaging in gentle circles.

“Oh,” she sighed.

“Good?”

“Yeah.” She stretched under his hands, her toes curling a bit as the last bit of tension left her body.

“I’m too heavy for you.”

“Maybe a little.” She turned to look at him, his face so close to hers they bumped noses. “But this is nice.”

He nudged her nose with his. “It’s perfect. Except…”

“Except?”

“There’s vanilla bean ice cream in the freezer.”

“Really?”

“With hot fudge and whipped cream.”

“Hot fudge sundaes? Oh, go get it.” She landed a playful smack on his ass. “Make mine with extra fudge.”

“Hey.” He reached back to rub his butt. “I cooked dinner.”

“And it was delicious,” she assured him.

“I thought whoever made dinner didn’t have to get dessert.”

“No, you’re thinking whoever makes dinner doesn’t have to clear the dishes.”

“But I already cleared the dishes.”

“Whoops.” She laughed when he frowned.

“Next time, you cook and clear,” he told her, and pushed off her to sit on the side of the bed.

“I think next time we’re ordering in.”

“Well, then you’ll have to take out the garbage.” He glanced back over his shoulder as he dealt with the condom. “You want to eat in bed, or come downstairs?”

“I’ll come downstairs if I can borrow your shirt.”

“What’s wrong with naked?” he asked.

“I can’t be in the kitchen naked,” she told him, and suppressed a shudder. “It would just be unsanitary.”

“Girls are weird,” he decided, but snagged his shirt off the floor and held it out for her.

He chuckled when her hands disappeared in the sleeves, and deftly rolled them up to her wrists. “On second thought, that looks great,” he told her. He tugged on the open lapel. “Just like that.”

She rolled her eyes and brushed his hands away to button it up. “Ice cream,” she reminded him.

“Spoilsport,” he muttered, and snagged a pair of boxers out of the dresser as he followed her out.

They padded down to the kitchen, tiptoeing past the living room where Beau snored away.

“How does he wedge himself under the coffee table like that?” she whispered.

“I have no idea,” he said, and flipped on the kitchen light.

She followed his directions and found bowls and spoons while he dug out the carton of ice cream and toppings.

“Sprinkles?” she said, delighted.

“How can you have hot fudge sundaes without sprinkles?” He pried the lid off the carton and dug the scoop into the frozen treat.

She started to hitch herself up on one of the kitchen stools to watch him work then frowned. “Nuts.”

“Yeah, I got nuts.” He shook the can of salted peanuts at her.

“No.” She laughed. “I meant—nuts, I forgot my cell phone at home.”

“You can use my phone if you need to make a call.”

She shook her head. “No, I don’t need to call anyone, I just want to have my phone with me in case anyone calls.”

He scooped ice cream into a bowl. “Like who?”

“Bridget, mainly. She had to change hotels, and I’d like her to be able to get in touch with me if she needs to.”

He frowned. “Why’d she change hotels?”

“Max has been harassing her a bit.” She read the look on his face and held out a placating hand. “He hasn’t done anything threatening, he’s just calling and bugging her. Since he knew what hotel she was staying in, she switched. And she’s keeping her cell phone off because he was blowing that up, so if she happens to call, I don’t want to miss her.”

She slid back off the stool and headed for the kitchen door. “I’m just going to run back home and get it.”

He frowned and paused in mid-scoop. “It’s dark.”

She blinked. “It’s fifty feet across the lawn.”

“Still.” He put the scoop down and wiped his hands on a dishtowel. “I’ll walk you over.”

She laughed. “Are you kidding?” She saw that he wasn’t. “Nate, come on. That’s silly. I’ll be gone two minutes, tops. I’ll probably be back before you finish making the sundaes.”

“Okay,” he said with obvious reluctance. “But if you’re not back in two and a half minutes, I’m coming after you.”

“Aw.” She leaned over to press a kiss to his chin. “Don’t forget,” she said as she moved toward the door. “I want nuts on mine.”

“Right, nuts.”

“And extra whipped cream,” she called over her shoulder.

Lily shut the door behind her and started across the drive, breaking into a trot when she hit the grass. It was damp beneath her bare feet, cool and soft, and she barely resisted the urge to curl her toes into it. She knew if she wasn’t back in the prescribed two and a half minutes, he’d be chasing her down.

It was kind of cute, actually, the way he was just a little overprotective of her. Misguided, of course—she could take care of herself—but it was nice to be worried about.

She smiled a little as she let herself into the stairwell and padded up the stairs. This relationship was moving faster than she’d expected, but it was hard to regret it when it made her feel this good.

She was grinning when she opened the door to her apartment, eager to grab her cell phone and get back to her hot man and hot fudge sundae. Then she was screaming.

* * *

Nate was out the door and running across the lawn before the sound from that first scream had fully faded away. He hit the outside door at full speed, taking the stairs two at a time. He burst through the open door of the apartment and almost slammed into Lily. She was standing stock still in the doorway, facing the room.

“Lily, what’s wrong?” He stepped in front of her, taking her by the shoulders and giving her a small shake. “Baby?”

She blinked up at him. “Nate.”

“What, what’s wrong?” He looked her over, every inch, but aside from the shell-shocked expression on her face, he couldn’t see anything wrong with her. “The way you screamed I thought you were being attacked.”

“Not me.” She pointed behind him. “The apartment.”

Nate turned around and swore under his breath. The place was ransacked—drawers pulled out and emptied, stuffing spilling out of slashed cushions, books pulled off the shelves and tossed hither and yon. The kitchen cabinets had been emptied, their contents strewn all over the counters and floor.

“Fuck.”

She laughed, the sound hollow and strained. “Yeah.”

She took a step forward, and his hand shot out to grasp her arm. “Where are you going?”

“I want to see if the bedroom’s okay, the bathroom.”

“Let me go first,” he told her. “In case whoever did this is still here.” He saw the hesitation on her face, the need to inspect her property herself. “Please. It’d make me feel better.”

She sighed and wrapped her arms around her shoulders in an unconscious hug. “Okay. Hurry though?”

He squeezed her arms reassuringly. “I’ll be back in thirty seconds,” he assured her, and stepped down the hall.

It only took half that long for him to see the rest of the apartment had suffered the same fate. The shower curtain in the bath had been slashed, and the floor was littered with debris, all the little pots and tubes, what he often thought of as the tools of being female, were spilled or smashed or smeared all over the floor. In the bedroom, the bed had been stripped, pillows ripped open and tossed in the corners, the drawers ripped from the dresser and emptied.

The closet showed signs of more destruction. All the clothes had been stripped off the hangers and pulled from the shelves to be left in a pile in the middle of the floor.

Face grim, he strode back to the living room. Lily was right where he left her, standing by the door with her arms wrapped around herself.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” He reached out to fold her into his arms, rubbing her back in gentle circles when she simply sank into him. “We need to call the cops.”

“I know.” She moved back, her hand pressed to her forehead as she looked around the room. “I have no idea where my phone is.”

He kept his hand on her shoulder, his voice soothing. “Do you remember where you had it last?”

“In my purse,” she said, voice still blank with shock. “I put it on my dresser when I got home from work.”

He barely controlled a wince at when he remembered the state of the closet. “I’ll go look for it.”

“No, I’ll go.” She patted his arm absently and started to move past him.

He almost stopped her then reconsidered and let her go. “Try not to touch anything you don’t have to,” he told her, and she nodded as she walked down the hall.

She’d have to see it at some point, he told himself, though he wished he could put it off a little longer. The blank look on her face was a little unsettling. It was shock, of course—any sane person would be shocked to find their home had been broken into—but he was more than a little worried at the depth of it.

He raked a hand though his hair, feeling helpless. He knew he shouldn’t do anything until the police came to take a report—disturbing the crime scene was always the biggest mistake made by victims on TV cop shows, and he had no reason to believe they weren’t accurate as far as that went. But he knew when she snapped out of the haze she was in she’d be appalled at the state of her living space. Someone as organized and controlled as Lily was bound to go buggy over a kitchen covered in Cheerios.

He looked up when he heard her footsteps coming back down the hall, and despite the seriousness of the situation had to fight to keep the grin off his face. Her eyes were lit up, her cheeks blazing with color, and her hand was fisted around the rescued cell phone so tightly he wondered the plastic didn’t crack.

“Did you see what they did to my bedroom?”

Guess the shock is wearing off, he thought. Out loud he said, “Yeah.”

“And the bathroom, all my makeup?” She started punching at the screen of her phone with barely restrained savagery. “That wasn’t cheap drugstore crap, that was high-quality, department-store crap.”

He reached out to rescue the phone. “I saw, honey. I’m sorry.”

“Bastards,” she muttered, and clenched her hands into fists. “I’ll cost me a fortune to replace all that.”

Nate reached out to squeeze her shoulder reassuringly. He spoke quickly to the police dispatcher when she answered, reciting the address. “No, no one’s hurt,” he told her when she asked if they needed emergency medical services. “We just need to file a robbery report.”

He hung up the phone and turned back to find her watching him with anxious doe eyes. “They’re sending someone over, but since no one is hurt, it might be a while.”

Those doe eyes narrowed dangerously. “If I’d gotten here any earlier, somebody’d be hurt.”

“What?” he asked quietly.

“Did you see my pillows? I bought them new last week!”

“So…what? You’re going to confront an intruder because you’re worried about replacing the damn pillows? I’ll buy you some more pillows, for Christ’s sake. Don’t be stupid.”

She sucked in a breath. “Did you just call me stupid?”

“No, I said don’t be stupid. You’re talking about putting yourself in danger for things, Lily. Things can be replaced.”

“My things are important to me,” she said, and crossed her arms over her chest. “The sanctity of my home is important to me—”

“Sanctity?” he asked, and rolled his eyes. “It’s not a church, Lil.”

“Don’t call me that,” she ground out. “And yes, sanctity. This is my home, my space, my personal things. And somebody came through here and turned it into garbage. Forgive me if I’m a little pissed off!”

He sighed and dragged a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.”

“But confronting an intruder would be a very bad idea, and as important as your things are to you, I’d rather replace them a thousand times than have you in danger for one moment.” He reached out for her hands, sighing with relief when she allowed him to take them. “I can buy more pillows and makeup and hire a truckload of people to come in here and clean all of this up—”

She wrinkled her nose. “Ew, no.”

He blinked. “Why no?”

“Strangers going through my things?”

“An intruder went through all your things, the cleaning people put them back the way they were. It’s a good thing.”

“Not really. First the intruder then the cleaning people. It’s all strangers in my stuff.” She shuddered. “It’s a double violation.”

He simply stared at her. “I’m not going to understand this, am I?”

She shook her head. “Probably not.”

“Girl thing?”

“Mostly just a me thing.”

“Right.” He drew a breath. “I had a point, I think.”

“Replaceable things,” she prompted.

“Right. Things are replaceable. You’re not. Please don’t do something stupid.”

“You know, I really hate the word stupid,” she said, and held up a hand when he opened his mouth to speak. “But I get it. Don’t put myself in unnecessary danger.”

“What danger would be necessary?” he wondered.

“It’s just… I’m so pissed, Nate. Pissed.” She drew a steadying breath, letting it out slowly before speaking again. “So pissed that if I had caught whoever did this in the act—” She shook her head. “I don’t know what I would have done.”

“I’m glad you weren’t here to find out.”

“Probably for the best,” she muttered, and sighed. “I guess I should put something on.”

He looked down at her bare legs under his shirt. “Good idea,” he agreed. “Come on back to the house, we’ll get your jeans.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to leave here, not until the cops come. I’ll get something out of my closet.”

“Honey,” he said gently, “I don’t think you have anything left in your closet that’s fit to wear.”

Her eyes went wide. “What did they do to my closet?”

He sighed. “Walk with me back to the house, and I’ll tell you.”


Chapter Twelve

By the time the police showed up to take a report, Lily had calmed down enough to start thinking again. While the baby-faced officer in his crisp blue uniform went through taking pictures of the destruction and Nate gave his statement to the plain-clothes cop who’d come with him, she sat at her kitchen table and thought.

As much as she’d like to pretend otherwise, the idea that this had been a random robbery wasn’t making much sense. Though plenty had been destroyed, nothing had been stolen. The television was still in its nook, her iPod and laptop still on the shelf. She hadn’t had a chance to search through the bedroom, but she’d spotted several pieces of jewelry scattered about the room—the pearls her mother had given her when she graduated from college, a pair of small gold hoops she’d treated herself to when she got her first job. Easily fenced, worth a few hundred each, so why weren’t they taken?

Because, she thought, taking hadn’t been the point. Destroying had been the point, and as pissed off as she was, she was just as scared.

“Lily?”

She blinked up at Nate. “Sorry,” she said, forcing a smile for the cop standing next to him as she pushed to her feet. She realized that while she’d been brooding, the uniformed officer had apparently finished his tour of the destruction and was waiting by the front door.

“No problem,” he said easily, a handsome man with silver hair and dark eyes. “I just wanted you to know we’ve got everything we need, so you can go ahead and start cleaning thing up if you like.”

“Oh, good,” she sighed with relief.

“I’m having a cleaning service come in tomorrow,” Nate interjected, watching her steadily as she looked at him with surprise.

She stifled her instinctive Over my dead body and forced another smile. “Thank you.”

His lips twitched. “You’re welcome.”

“Anyway, I’ll be in touch,” the detective said, and laid a business card on the table. “Feel free to call me if you have any questions.”

“Thank you, we will,” Nate told him.

They shook hands, and Nate walked him to the door. Lily ignored the low murmur of voices and picked up the card on the table.

“Lieutenant Michael Graham,” she read out loud as Nate walked back to the table. “They sent a detective out here for a simple burglary?”

A ruddy flush bloomed on his cheeks, and he muttered something unintelligible.

“What?” she asked, intrigued by the blush.

“I said, they sent a detective because I’m a celebrity.”

“Ah,” she said, and felt the welcome flood of humor. “Well, you did once sing at the Hollywood Bowl with Barbara Streisand.”

“Oh, shut up,” he said irritably, and she laughed.

“So what did Lieutenant Graham have to say?”

Nate shrugged, apologetic. “He didn’t offer much hope of finding the guys who did this,” he told her, and reached out to link his fingers with hers.

“Figures.”

“He said to give him a call when you get around to figuring out what’s missing, and if anything else happens.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “He also said it might not be a bad idea to install a security system. I’m sorry.”

She frowned. “What? Why are you sorry?”

“Because I didn’t think to have a security system installed before you moved in.”

“Oh Lord,” Lily sighed, and rolled her eyes. “It’s not your fault my apartment got robbed,” she told him firmly. “I’m a big girl, I can take care of myself, and if I thought I needed a security system, I damn well would’ve installed one myself.”

He blinked. “You would’ve?”

“Well, I’d have hired someone to install it,” she amended, and made him smile. “This isn’t your fault, okay? Or,” she said, her voice going firm, “is it your responsibility to hire someone to clean it all up.”

“I knew you didn’t like that.”

“I really don’t. But,” she said, looking around the room with a sigh, “I really don’t want to clean all this up by myself either.”

“Smart girl,” he said with approval.

“But I want to go through the bedroom.”

“Lily,” he began, and she held up a hand to forestall him.

“I don’t like the idea of strangers going through my clothes, my personal things,” she told him. “I’ll leave the kitchen, the living room, even the bathroom for the cleaning service to handle, but the bedroom is mine. Anyway, I still have to go through and see if anything’s missing.”

“You can do that after the crew is done. I don’t want you to have to deal with it,” he told her, and she softened in spite of herself.

“I’m a big girl,” she reminded him. “I’m not going to crumble at your feet, I promise. What time did you tell the cleaning company to be here tomorrow?”

“Eight—thirty.”

She nodded. “That’ll work. I’m off tomorrow, so while they’re working in the rest of the apartment, I’ll tackle the bedroom.”

He frowned. “I have a conference call with the studio tomorrow morning about the movie score.”

“That’s okay,” she said, biting her cheek to prevent the grin.

“But I won’t be able to be here with you.”

“I’m a big girl,” she said again, and rose on her toes to kiss his cheek. “But thanks for wanting to help.”

His face took on a mutinous expression. “I don’t like it.”

“I know.” She patted his arm and started walking toward the door. “Do you have an extra toothbrush I can borrow?”

His expression didn’t change. “Why?”

“Because I think mine is floating in the toilet,” she said, “and I don’t want to use it.”

His face cleared a bit when he realized she was planning on staying the night with him. “Sure, I bet I can dig one up.”

“Great,” she said. “But I want my hot fudge sundae first. No two-bit burglar is going to keep me from my ice cream.”

“Atta girl,” he said, and draped his arm around her shoulders as they walked companionably back to the house.

* * *

The cleaning service showed up at eight fifteen the next morning while Lily was still in the shower. As a result, by the time she got to the apartment they already had the kitchen halfway cleaned and were scrubbing the mascara stains off the bathroom floor.

Per Nate’s instructions, they’d left the bedroom alone, so the destruction of the night before was largely undisturbed. Lily merely sighed, rolled up her mental sleeves, and waded in.

She tried to block the sense of violation from her mind as she gathered up clothes and jewelry. To her relief, she realized that most of her clothes weren’t ruined, just very, very wrinkled. Some of them had come into contact with nail polish that had spilled out of a broken bottle of “Trailer Trash Red”, but that looked to be accidental damage, and was limited to a few t-shirts that could be easily replaced.

In fact, as she worked her way through the room, she realized that aside from the slashed pillows, almost nothing had been deliberately damaged. As happy as she was about not having to replace her entire wardrobe—some of her work clothes were damn expensive—she was growing increasingly confused.

“Why wreck the place if you’re not going to really wreck anything?” she muttered, shaking out a very wrinkled Donna Karen blouse.

Nothing had been taken either, as far as she could tell. All of her jewelry had been dumped, scattered around the room, but it was all there, even the expensive stuff. Her electronics hadn’t even been touched, and if the motive had been robbery, they would have been the first things out the door.

“Even easier to fence than the pearls,” she muttered. “It’s just weird.”

She moved to the closet, determined to finish putting the bedroom back in order. She could hear the cleaning crew moving through the rest of the house, efficiently putting the kitchen back in order, scrubbing the spilled makeup from the bathroom floor.

She blocked it out and opened the closet door. “Fuck.”

Everything—shoes, purses, clothes, everything had been pulled off the shelves and piled in the middle of the floor.

Her organizer’s heart ached, but she sat cross-legged on the floor and reached into the pile.

More of the same, she realized as she sorted through the pile. Lots of chaos, no destruction. She let her mind wander as she worked methodically, folding slacks and stacking shoes. She couldn’t come up with a motive for the intrusion. It obviously wasn’t robbery, as nothing was stolen. She might have subscribed to the theory that they’d been interrupted before they could take anything, but since they had time to completely destroy the place, that didn’t wash.

It certainly felt like a personal attack. “Threw my panties all over the room,” she muttered, and unearthed a pair of Jimmy Choos from the pile. It didn’t get much more personal than that in her book. Still, if someone had really set out to hurt her, they would’ve done more than just make a mess.

“That’s what they did,” she decided, her voice bouncing off the empty walls of the small room. “They just made a mess, and damned if I can figure out why.”

She pulled another pair of slacks out of the pile of clothes, frowning at the swath of white silk that clung to them. “Bridget’s wedding dress!” she realized, and tossed the slacks aside to pull the dress out of the pile.

She pulled it up by the bodice and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it looked intact. She got to her feet, intending to shake it out and hang it back up, but when she pulled it completely free of the rest of the clothes, she gasped.

The skirt had been slashed to ribbons. It hung in tattered strips from waist to hem, hundreds of them, making the gown look like…

“Like a ten-thousand-dollar designer hula skirt,” she realized, and sat back on the floor with a thump.

“Lily?”

Her head whipped around, a scream lodged in her throat. “Jesus, you scared me half to death.”

Charles stepped into the closet. “I scared you? I come to see if you want to grab lunch on your day off and find your house looking like a tornado tore through it. What the hell is going on around here?”

Lily had a hand pressed to her still racing heart. “I was…sort of robbed.”

Charles looked away from the pile of clothes on the floor to eye her curiously. “You were sort of robbed. How does one get ‘sort of’ robbed?” he asked, using his fingers to make quotation marks in the air. “You either get robbed or you don’t.”

She shrugged. “They ransacked the house but didn’t take anything.”

He crouched next to her on the floor. “You weren’t here when this happened, were you?”

She shook her head. “I was at Nate’s house, and realized I forgot my cell phone. When I came back to get it, I found it like this.”

He winced. “I’m sorry, honey.”

She gave the comforting hand on her shoulder a squeeze. “Thanks.”

“What’d the cops say? You did call the cops, right?”

“We called them, but they don’t hold out a lot of hope for finding whoever did it.”

“Bummer. But at least they didn’t take anything.” He frowned. “Wait, that’s weird. If they weren’t going to steal anything, why’d they break in?”

“I don’t know, but it gets weirder.” She scooted around on the floor so she could look at him without twisting her neck around. “They ransacked the place, right? I mean, completely destroyed it.”

“I figured that’s why you had a team of cleaners in there working, you usually hate hiring people to do that kind of stuff. Must have been pretty bad.”

“It was.” She grimaced now just thinking about it. “Everything out of the cupboards and shelves, every drawer pulled out and emptied. All the bookshelves in the living room. They smashed all my makeup and toiletries.”

He grabbed her arm. “That eye shadow you just picked up at Nordies?”

“Ground into dust.”

“Fuckers.”

“Tell me.” She sighed. “Nate hired the cleaners so I wouldn’t have to deal with it.”

“That was sweet.”

“Yeah, but I told him I wanted to clean the bedroom. You know, strangers touching my clothes…”

“Right.” A private person himself, Charles was in complete accord with her.

“It was the same,” she said with a sweep of her arm. “Everything pulled out, shoved over. But get this, except for slashing the feather pillows…”

He grinned. “Bet that was a hell of a mess.”

She rolled her eyes. “Feathers fucking everywhere. But except for that, they didn’t actually destroy anything. I mean, it was a mess, but as soon as I send everything to the cleaners it’ll be good as new again. Except for this.”

He looked down at the dress in her hands. “Is that Bridget’s Vera Wang?”

“Yeah, remember I wouldn’t let her throw it out? I took it to see if I could get the blood out of it.”

“I remember. I still say you should’ve let her trash it. It’s not like anyone can wear it to get married in again, it’s got bad mojo.”

“Moot point now,” she told him, and held up the dress.

“Holy shit!” Charles gaped at the tattered skirt. “Oh my God, they did that to a Vera Wang?”

She frowned at him. “You told Bridget she should burn it.”

He waved a hand, eyes still on the dress. “That was like, a ritual, to get rid of the bad ex-fiancé vibes. But this…” he shook his head, reaching out a hand to brush it against the skirt. “This is just inhumane.”

“Funny you should mention ex-fiancés.”

“What?” Charles was focused on the ruined dress. “What about it?” He looked up at her, and his expression cleared. “Wait, you think Max did this?”

“Charles, this was the only thing—the only thing in this entire apartment that was purposefully, irrevocably destroyed.”

“What about the makeup?” he asked.

She waved that off. “It probably smashed when they dumped it out of the cabinet. I’m telling you, it had to be him.”

Charles shook his head. “Lil, with anyone else you might have a point. I mean, it’s certainly crazy enough to have been Max—”

“More than,” she agreed.

“But breaking and entering?” He shook his head again. “So completely not his style.”

“Hmm.” Lily chewed her lip thoughtfully. “I agree, it’s a little too hands-on. But it’s sneaky and cowardly enough for him.”

“You’re getting paranoid in your old age,” he told her.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Try to follow me, here. I figure Max wants something from Bridget, which is why he’s calling her, and calling us to try to find her.”

“Okay, that tracks for me.”

“Up until now I assumed that what he wanted was some kind of a reconciliation, to get back together with her.”

Charles snorted. “Fat fucking chance.”

“But what if I’m wrong? What if he doesn’t actually want her back but wants something from her? Something he thinks she might have given to me before she left town?”

Charles frowned. “Like what?”

Lily shrugged. “That’s where I get stuck.”

“Well, did she give you anything before she left?”

“Just the dress, and I think it’s obvious he didn’t want that.”

Charles eyed the tattered pile of silk and lace. “Or he thought it was hidden in the skirt. Either way, he’s nutso.”

Lily chewed on her lip thoughtfully. “Bridge put all her stuff in storage before she left, right?”

“Yeah, at that place just down the road from your old apartment.” He waved a hand. “One of those climate-controlled warehouse places.”

“You helped her move, right? Did she give you a key?”

He shook his head. “The unit has a combination lock on it.”

“Do you know it?”

He shrugged. “Sure, why? Oh, no,” he said, and scrambled to his feet.

“Come on.” She got to her feet and hurried out, still clutching the dress. She dodged one of the cleaners mopping the hallway floor to catch up to him in the kitchen. “We have to go look.”

“No, you have to go look,” he corrected. “I have to go get a facial.”

“Come on, Charles.” She put a hand on his arm when he turned to go. “Whatever Max is looking for could be in the storage unit.”

“You don’t know that Max is looking for anything,” he argued. “For all you know, a couple of college kids could’ve broken in here.”

“Would a couple of college kids leave an iPod and a brand new laptop completely untouched?” She pointed to the bookshelf.

“Probably not,” he muttered. “Why don’t you just call Bridget and ask her?”

“She’s not answering her phone, remember?” She saw him wavering and lowered her voice. “Come on, just a few hours.”

“Why don’t you call the cops and tell them what you think?”

“Because right now it’s just a theory,” she told him. “I’d feel like an idiot telling the cops and having them question Max if it’s nothing.”

“But you don’t feel like an idiot telling me.”

She grinned. “Two hours, tops. If I don’t find anything by then, I’ll give up.”

He sighed and headed for the front door. “Fine.”

She grabbed her purse, pausing to stuff the ruined dress in the large garbage can the cleaners were using in the kitchen, and followed him down the stairs. “Thanks, Chuckie.”

“Don’t call me Chuckie,” he said automatically. He jerked his head toward the house as they stepped outside. “Aren’t you going to tell Nate where you’re going?”

Lily glanced guiltily toward the house. “No. I don’t want to bother him while he’s working.”

“Right,” Charles said knowingly.

“Just get in the car, Chuckie.”

“Don’t call me Chuckie.”


Chapter Thirteen

“God, this place is disgusting.”

Charles rolled his eyes. “It’s perfectly clean. Just because it’s not as ordered as you like it—”

“It’s not ordered at all!” Lily stood with hands on hips and surveyed Bridget’s rented storage unit. Boxes were piled high, furniture placed here and there, loose items tucked in around them with no discernable rhyme or reason.

“How’s anyone supposed to find anything in here?” she asked.

“Well, we didn’t exactly think we’d be coming treasure hunting,” Charles told her dryly. “We just thought we were storing stuff.”

“I despair of you,” she told him, and sighed. “Okay, let’s get started. You take those boxes over there,” she pointed to the far side of the unit, “and I’ll take the ones on this side.”

“I hate you for making me do this,” he said, and picked his way across the unit.

“You’re getting a free spa day out of it, so quit your complaining.”

“What are we supposed to be looking for anyway?”

“Something that looks as though Max would want it badly enough to break into my apartment for it.” She caught Charles’ incredulous look and threw up her hands. “I don’t know! Just start looking.”

He grumbled and opened a box. “So how come you didn’t want to tell Nate where we were going?”

“He was working, some big conference call with the movie studio on his current project,” she said, and popped the lid on a plastic storage bin full of winter sweaters. “I just didn’t want to bother him.”

“I’m calling bullshit on that one,” Charles said, and shot her a speaking look. “We practically snuck out of there. I’m surprised you didn’t try to push the car down the driveway so he wouldn’t hear the engine and become suspicious.”

“Don’t be stupid,” she said. “Hey, this is mine!”

Charles looked over to see her holding up a purple cowl-necked sweater. “You gave it to Bridget last November because you said it made you look like a big blonde grape.”

“Oh right.” She frowned. “She looked amazing in it, as I recall.”

“She’s got the tits for it,” Charles agreed.

“Shut up.” Lily folded the sweater, resealed the box and went on to the next.

“So are you going to tell me what’s up with Nate, or am I going to have to guess?”

“He’s a little…overprotective,” she said.

“Because of the break-in?”

“No. Well, yeah, because of that. But about Max too. I told him about the phone calls, that he was bugging Bridget in Hawaii. He asked me to tell him if Max called me again, he thinks he might be dangerous.”

“And you think…”

“That he’s being silly and overprotective.” She closed the second box and started going through the drawers of a desk. “Max is a weasel, but he’s spineless. He’s not dangerous.”

“But you think he broke into your apartment.”

“While I wasn’t home,” she pointed out. “He’d never break in when I was there.”

“So you haven’t told Nate you think it was Max who broke in?”

She shook her head and set aside a pile of ATM receipts from 2009. “No.”

“You’re an idiot,” he muttered.

“Just keep looking,” she told him. She held up a lab book from freshman chemistry. “That woman never throws out anything.”

Charles held up a plastic container, a look of extreme distaste on his face. “Tell me about it. I think this is her retainer.”

“Ew.”

They worked in silence for a while, going through boxes and papers and piles of leftover childhood memorabilia in search of…something.

After an hour, Lily sat back with a sigh. “Okay, I give. I have no idea what we’re looking for.”

“Finally,” Charles muttered. He slapped the lid on the box of books he was searching through and stood up. “Can we get out of here?”

“Yeah, sure.” She trudged to her feet with a sigh of disappointment. “You didn’t find anything that looked like something important?”

“Not unless you think Max would be desperate to get his hands on Bridget’s ninth grade health class term paper on acne.”

“Probably not.” She leaned against the wall while Charles relocked the storage unit.

“You look very disappointed,” Charles said, and curled an arm around her shoulders as they walked to the car.

“I was sure we’d find something.”

“You can always come back and look again. Without me,” he clarified.

“Fat lot of help you are,” she muttered.

Her phone buzzed in the pocket of her jeans. “Maybe that’s Bridget. Hello?”

“Where’d you take off to, beautiful?”

“Nate.” She held a finger to her lips, signaling Charles to be quiet, and ignored his look of exasperation. “Charles stopped by to take me to lunch.”

“Ah. I wondered. The cleaning crew said some incredibly handsome man came and spirited you away.”

She grinned as she climbed into the car. “Were you worried?”

“Nah,” he said. “You’re addicted to my macaroni and cheese and hot fudge sundaes.”

“They don’t hurt, but I don’t think that’s what I’m becoming addicted to,” she purred, and smacked Charles as he made gagging noises beside her in the driver’s seat.

“Really?” he said, his voice rumbling in her ear and causing goose bumps to pop out along her skin. “Maybe you should come home and we can discuss that.”

“I’d love to,” she said then caught Charles’ eye. “But I promised Charles a day at the spa, and we’re already running late for our first appointment.”

“Spa, huh? Well, that’s okay. I’ve got a new direction on the score after this morning’s meeting, so I can use the time in the studio.”

“How about I bring home dinner, and we’ll talk addictions,” she offered. “Chinese food?”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

She clicked off, smiling, then looked up when Charles cleared his throat. “What? Okay, why are you giving me the stink eye?”

“You lied to that man.”

“I did not,” she retorted.

“You did too. We did not have lunch.”

She held up a finger. “Aha. I said you stopped by to take me to lunch, I didn’t say we actually had it.”

He rolled his eyes. “Semantics, sweetie. You lied by omission.”

“Nuh-uh.”

“Yes-huh. But don’t worry,” he said smoothly, smiling in a way that reminded her of a used car salesman. “I’ll let you treat me to one of those fabulous salads at the spa, and that way you won’t be a liar.”

“You’re all heart.”

* * *

Nate hung up the phone and tucked it into his pocket. “She’s fine.”

Detective Graham nodded. “I really don’t think she’s in any serious danger, Mr. MacIntyre. But the wedding dress is interesting.”

“Please, call me Nate.” He frowned down at the tattered remains of the dress he’d pulled out of the kitchen garbage. “She thinks I’m being overly protective, but with the phone calls and now this…”

“I understand,” Graham said. “But we recovered no fingerprints from the apartment other than yours, those of Ms. Michaels and a gentleman named…” he flipped open his notebook, “Charles Bouvier.”

“Her best friend,” Nate supplied. “He helped her move in.”

Graham made a notation in the book before closing it and slipping it back into his pocket. “Without anything else, we can’t even pull Mr. Carelli in to question him. However,” he continued, “if you’re truly concerned, I do have a friend in the private security business. He might be able to give you some peace of mind in the situation.”

Nate took the card Graham held out. “Keller Investigations,” he read. “They’re reputable?”

“Jonah Keller is the best in the business,” Graham assured him as he got to his feet.

“Great.” Nate held on to the card as he walked Graham to the door. “Thank you for all your help, Detective, I really appreciate it.”

Graham smiled. “Just part of the service. Please let me know if you think of anything else. And if you decide to hire Keller, let him know I referred you. He’ll keep me informed.”

“I’ll do that,” Nate promised. “Thanks again.”

He closed the door behind the detective and looked down at the card in his hand. He knew if he called in a private investigator without talking to Lily first, she’d be furious. The question was, was he concerned enough about her safety to deal with her anger if and when she found out?

“Yep,” he decided, and dug his phone back out of his pocket.


Chapter Fourteen

Lily knocked on Nate’s kitchen door that night with her hands full of Chinese takeout and a twinge of guilt in her heart. She ruthlessly squashed it and summoned a sunny smile when the door opened.

“Hi,” she chirped, and tilted her face up for his kiss.

“Hi, yourself.” He stepped back to let her in, relieving her of one of the bags of food as she passed. “How much food did you get?”

“I couldn’t decide what I wanted,” she explained, “so I got a little of everything.”

He’d opened one of the cartons and was breathing in the fragrant steam. “It smells great.” He started to unpack the cartons.

“Wait, don’t unpack it yet.”

“You’re not hungry?”

She laughed. “I’m starved, but I thought we could take it outside. It’s a gorgeous night for a picnic.”

He dropped another kiss on her smiling mouth. “I’ll grab a blanket. Why don’t you head out, pick a spot?”

He headed off to dig up a blanket, so she gathered the food and slipped back out the door. She wandered around the side of the house to the backyard in search of the perfect picnic spot.

She was trying to decide where to set down when Nate emerged from the house, blanket in one hand and a six-pack of beer in the other.

“What do you think?” she called. “Under the oak tree or out in the open?”

“Out in the open,” he decided. “That way when it gets dark, we can see the stars.”

“I had no idea you were so romantic,” she chided gently as he spread the blanket.

“I’m a musician,” he reminded her. “A song writer. It goes with the territory.”

“Right.” She knelt on the blanket and started unpacking the first bag of food. “You know, I haven’t heard you play yet.”

“You haven’t?”

She shrugged and handed him a set of chopsticks. “Well, the occasional stray note drifts up from the studio when you’re working, but that doesn’t count.”

“No?” He passed her a beer.

She shook her head. “Nope. Since we’re dating, I think I rate a special, private performance.”

“I’ll give you a private performance,” he leered, and she laughed.

“Smooth talker. I want a private concert.”

“Now?” He stretched out on the blanket and reached for a carton of rice.

“No, of course not. But sometime.”

“I can do that,” he told her, and peered into the now empty bags. “Did you get any dumplings?”

She handed him a carton. “Pass me the moo goo gai pan?”

He slid a glossy white carton her way and fished out a dumpling, dipping it in ginger sauce before popping it in his mouth. “I didn’t think to grab plates.”

“Don’t bother,” she said, and dug into her own carton. “This is how takeout Chinese is supposed to be eaten.” She paused with the chopsticks halfway to her mouth. “Uh, where’s Beau?”

“Sleeping off his day,” he told her. “With the cleaners all over the place today and my conference call earlier, I didn’t want him to get in the way. My sister came and picked him up this morning. He spent the day at her house.”

“That was nice of her.”

He nodded. “Her kids love him, and they’ve got a huge fenced-in yard with a pool. He’s exhausted.”

“I bet.” She washed down chicken and vegetables with a swig of beer.

“So how was your spa day?”

Ignoring the renewed twinge of guilt, she smiled. “It was good. A massage always leaves me feeling like a limp noodle, all loose and relaxed. And Charles loves the seaweed wrap.”

An odd expression crossed his face. “That’s an interesting image.”

She grinned. “It’s better in real life, trust me. Anyway, it was a nice day. And since if it wasn’t for your cleaning crew I’d have spent the entire day shoveling out my apartment…” She leaned over to kiss his sticky lips. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He held out a dumpling for her to sample.

“Mmm. Those are good.”

“My favorites,” he told her, and popped another one in his mouth. When he’d swallowed, he said, “The cops were by today.”

“Yeah?” She stretched out on her side and reached for the carton of moo shoo pork. “Did they say anything?”

He shrugged. “Just that they didn’t have anything, really. The only fingerprints in the place were yours, mine and Charles’.”

“Figures.”

“So unless something else happens, they’ll probably never figure out who did it. Oh, he told me to have you call him, give him the list of what was taken.”

She nodded, the twinge of guilt morphing into a full-blown spasm. “I’ll call him tomorrow.”

Before he could ask her what had been taken—and she was forced to lie outright—she said, “How does the apartment look?”

“Like nothing ever happened,” he assured her. “Except you don’t really have any clothes because I sent them all to the cleaners. They’ll be ready first thing tomorrow morning.”

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

“I know,” he told her. “I wanted to.”

The expression on his face brooked no argument, and she was loathe to disrupt the quiet peace of the evening, so she just sighed. “Thank you.”

He smiled. “You’re welcome.”

“I replaced most of my makeup with samples from the spa today,” she told him. “They’ll at least get me through the next several days.”

“You’ll need new pillows too,” he reminded her.

She swallowed the mouthful of pork before replying. “I bought some on the way home, and new sheets. They’re in the car.”

He frowned, and she paused with her beer halfway to her lips. “What?”

“Are you planning on sleeping there tonight?”

“Yes.” She put down the beer with a sigh. “I have to sometime, Nate.”

He shook his head. “Sure, but I was hoping you’d wait until I had the security system installed.”

“What security system?”

“The one I ordered today.” Her face must have looked as mutinous as she suddenly felt because he held up a hand. “I know you said you didn’t want one—”

“I don’t need one,” she muttered.

“But I’m the landlord and I can put in a security system if I want to.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. But I’m still sleeping there tonight.”

“Fine. I’m sleeping with you.”

“Why, because you think I need protecting?”

“No, because it’s going to be hard to have sex with you if you’re in your house and I’m in mine.”

Grumpy and annoyed, she pushed food away. “Maybe I don’t want to have sex with you.”

He dropped a carton, scattering rice all across the blanket. “Excuse me?”

She sniffed. “Maybe I don’t want to have sex with you. You don’t think I can take care of myself or make sensible decisions.”

“I never said that.”

“You implied it.”

He shook his head, a baffled look on his face. “What’s wrong with my trying to make you a little safer?”

“Nothing, except I don’t need you to. You’re overreacting to this break-in.”

“You’re under-reacting to it,” he countered, and sat up. “It was probably a random home invasion, but why take the chance? If they broke in once, they might do it again, and any sensible person would take reasonable precautions against that.”

“See?” She pointed a finger at him. “You just said I wasn’t sensible.”

He rolled his eyes. “I didn’t say that. I don’t know why you’re being so stubborn about this.”

“Stubborn?” She drew a deep breath and tried to slow her mounting temper. “I’m stubborn?”

“Stubborn,” he confirmed. “All I’m trying to do it take a few simple precautions, and you’re flying off the handle.”

“I don’t want your precautions!”

“Tough,” he said, and folded his arms across his chest. He narrowed his eyes at her. “Let me ask you a question.”

“What?” she ground out.

“If this had happened to anyone else, would you think that adding a simple home alarm system would be overreacting?”

She opened her mouth, a retort ready to spill out, then bit it back. “Probably not.”

“Okay then. Why is it overreacting when I want to do it?”

She didn’t say anything, trapped by her own deception. She couldn’t say, Because I already know who broke in and why, because then he’d want to know who. Which would lead to a much larger degree of protectiveness on his part since he already had his suspicions about Max. And the truth was, a security system wasn’t an overreaction to a simple home invasion, but she was overreacting to his protective urges.

She sighed, her gaze down on the blanket. “It’s not. I just don’t like the idea of living in fear.” There, that sounds credible.

“It’s not living in fear, it’s taking appropriate safety precautions,” he told her.

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “I still don’t like it.”

“At the risk of repeating myself—tough.” He softened the words with a smile. “I’m the landlord, and if I want to put in a security system—”

“You’ll put in a security system,” she finished, a grin tickling her lips in spite of herself.

“You’re cute when you’re mad,” he told her, and the rest of her anger washed away with the laughter.

“You’re a jackass,” she told him, and flopped back to lie on the blanket.

“But charming, right?” he said, leaning over her.

“Maybe mildly charming,” she allowed, and had to fight back the laugh at the affronted look on his face.

“Mildly? Mildly? You stay here,” he told her, and got to his feet. He pointed a finger at her. “Stay right here, I’ll be right back.”

She watched him stalk away, tall and strong and willing put himself between her and danger. She sighed and turned her gaze to the sky. The stars were just beginning to wink to life, sparkling in the darkened sky like jewels.

She frowned as the thought of diamonds made her think of her earrings that hadn’t been stolen, and guilt swamped her again.

She shook it off deliberately. She wasn’t being deceitful, she reasoned, by not sharing her suspicions about Max with Nate. They were just suspicions at this point, there was nothing concrete to link Max to the break-in at her house. If she told him, it wouldn’t help anything, and it would just make his protective instincts kick into high gear.

“And they’re already in as high a gear as they need to be,” she muttered.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to talk to him about it. It had been on the tip of her lips half a dozen times during the meal, ready to spill out, but she always pulled it back. She wanted to be sure, wanted to have something solid to link Max to the break-in before mentioning it to Nate.

She was a little surprised by how much she actually wanted to share it with him. She was used to doing for herself, handling all the problems and situations that cropped up in her life on her own without input from anyone else. Oh sure, her friends weighed in with their opinions, just as she did when one of them had problems, but they didn’t actually have a vote. Ultimately what she did was her decision alone, and she wasn’t used to sharing that with someone.

She frowned, uncomfortable with the idea that she was so set in her ways that she couldn’t make room for anyone else. It was hard, sure, but she could do it. She was pretty sure she was falling in love with Nate, and knew she’d have to get used to sharing with him. Love was nothing without honesty, it couldn’t survive with secrets. And she would tell him her suspicions about Max, as soon as she had something besides gut instinct to go on.

The irony of that wasn’t lost on her, but before she could explore it further, Nate was back, dropping onto the blanket next to her with a triumphant look on his face. And a guitar in his hands.

She blinked. “What’s that for?”

“Mildly charming, huh?” He shot her a look as he settled cross-legged on the blanket, the acoustic instrument across his knees. “I’ll show you charming.”

Amused, Lily turned on her side and propped her head on her fist so she could watch him. He gave the strings a couple of testing strokes, frowned and gave the tuners a half turn then strummed the strings again.

Apparently satisfied, he cleared his throat and shot her a look. “Get a load of this,” he said, and started to play.

The laugh that had risen up in her throat at his arrogance faded away as the music streamed out from his fingertips. She didn’t recognize the piece, but was immediately caught up in it. The haunting melody washed over her like a caress, soothing and inciting at the same time so that by the time the last strains faded away on the night air, she was well and truly seduced.

“Play something else,” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. She felt warm and soft inside, as though the music had snuck in through her pores and worked its magic.

“What would you like to hear?” he murmured, his fierce eyes a direct contrast to the mellow quiet of his voice.

“Something with words,” she said, and lay down so her head pillowed on her bent arm. “Sing to me.”

He smiled, warm and knowing, and began playing again.

She recognized the Eric Clapton song right away, and part of her wanted to scoff at the cliché. A man singing to a woman about how wonderful she looked, how trite was that? But his eyes were dark and serious, without a hint of the laughter that would have kept the moment light and comic, and his voice when he added it to the guitar’s melodic tones was sure and strong.

The knot forming under her heart made her want to close her eyes, to hide from the knowledge and feeling she read in his. But she couldn’t make herself shut him out. She felt as though she were drowning, caught in the romance of the moment in spite of herself, and his eyes were the only thing keeping her from going under.

She forgot to listen to the words, forgot to think or question or do anything other than feel. And by the time the last note had faded away, she was sure. She was in love with him.

Swamped by it, unable to speak, she simply held out her arms. He was already setting the guitar aside and easing down beside her, sliding into her arms as though he’d been doing it for years.

“What?” he murmured, and brushed a tear from her cheek she hadn’t even been aware of shedding.

She shook her head, unable to speak, and pressed her mouth to his.

She poured everything she had for him, everything she felt but couldn’t say, into the kiss. He seemed to know that she needed slow and gentle rather than frantic, and he sank into her.

They sank into each other, clothes melting away under stroking hands until they were naked under the darkening sky. Sighs were whisked away on the summer breeze, moans blending with the rustle of leaves in the trees that shielded the yard from prying eyes and cocooned them in a private, wooded paradise.

They came together slowly, fluid and easy but with no less heat. Instead of a burst of fireworks, the explosion when it came was quiet and intense.

Later, he carried her up to her apartment and drew her a bath. He climbed in the tub behind her, washing away the dirt and the grass and the sticky residue of sweat and their lovemaking. Then he made the bed with her new sheets—after going all the way down to the car to get them—and slid in beside her to wrap his arms around her.

* * *

The next morning at work Lily walked around with a smile on her face and a song in her heart. She was in such a good mood that even having three washing machines explode and water all over the basement couldn’t dampen her spirits.

She supervised the clean-up, informed the guests whose turn-down service would be affected by the flooding that they would receive coupons for complimentary massages in the hotel spa, and then settled down in her office to catch up on paperwork.

“Come in,” she called out at the knock on her door, and looked up with a smile. “Jason. What can I do for you?”

“I just wanted to tell you, Ms. Michaels, the repairman says he’s got the machines working again.”

“Excellent. Was he able to find out what happened?”

Jason shrugged, tall and handsome in his uniform. “He said it looked like the drain lines had gotten clogged. He said the only reason they all didn’t go is that the other machines weren’t in the spin cycle at the same time as the others.”

“Thank God for small miracles,” she quipped, and nodded at the slip of paper in his hand. “Is that the bill?”

He shook his head. “Someone left it at the front desk for you,” he said. “It’s marked personal, so I didn’t open it.”

She took the note. “Thanks. Is there anything else?”

“No.”

“Okay. Julia’s working in reservations today since we’re short staffed there, so if you need a hand at the desk just buzz me.”

He nodded and closed the office door behind him, and she turned the note over in her hand. Her name was typed across the front of the envelope, and she frowned. If Nate were leaving her love notes, she doubted he’d take the time to type out her name.

Doubly curious now, she slid a finger under the flap and tore the envelope. She drew out the single sheet of stationary—from the hotel, she realized, the kind available in all the rooms for the guests to use for correspondence—and unfolded it.

“‘Your friend has something of mine,’” she read aloud, “‘and I want it back. Convince her to give it to me, or you’ll both be sorry.’”

Well, that killed her leftover romantic buzz, she mused. Envelope and letter still in hand, pushed out of the chair to dash out of the office.

Jason was speaking to a couple of guests when she emerged from the office, so she waited impatiently for him to finish. She noted absently that Jason was getting to be very good with the guests, helpful and friendly as he gave them directions to a local restaurant, suggesting a few local activities they might enjoy trying. She really ought to see if he wanted to do more on the event planning side of things; he’d probably be good at it.

She waited until he’d sent the couple on their way before stepping forward. “Jason.”

He looked up. “Ms. Michaels.” He frowned. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes, fine. Jason, did you see who left this note?”

He shook his head. “It was here when I came on shift. Kenny’s on second shift this week, he was probably here when it came in. I can call him if you like.” He reached for the phone.

“No, it’s okay. It’s only nine thirty, I’m sure he’s still asleep. I’ll ask him tonight when he comes back on shift.”

“Okay. Are you sure everything’s okay, Ms. Michaels?”

He was watching her with concerned eyes, so she worked up a smile. “I’m fine. Isn’t it about time for your break?”

“Yeah, but…it can wait. I can take it later, when Julia gets free of reservations.”

She waved that away. “Don’t be silly, I can cover for you. Go ahead and take it now.”

He looked doubtful. “Are you sure?”

She shot him a look. “Jason, I’ve been working the desk since you were in junior high. I think I can handle it.”

He flushed. “Yes’m,” he mumbled, and hurried toward the employee lounge.

Lily winced. She hadn’t meant to embarrass him. She’d make it up to him, she decided with a sigh.

To give herself something to do, she pulled up the day’s reservations list and began checking the list of assigned rooms. She was halfway through the alphabetical list when someone walked up to the desk.

“Welcome to the Pavilion, may I help you?” She spoke automatically before she’d even looked up, and when she did she had to blink twice to make sure she wasn’t seeing things.

Oh my, she thought, that is a handsome man.

He finished his approach and grinned at her as though he knew what she was thinking. And he probably did. Tall and muscular, he had the kind of body that Madison Avenue used to sell everything from underwear to cologne, broad shouldered and leaned hipped with a loose-limbed walk that Lily was sure made women of any age drool and sigh.

Topped off with sandy, bleached-blond hair, stunning blue eyes that shone like the darkest sapphires and a smile that she imagined could turn Margaret Thatcher’s knees weak.

“I sure hope so,” he drawled, and leaned an elbow on the desk. “I’m looking for a hotel room.”

Lily fixed a sunny smile on her face. “Do you have a reservation, Mr…?”

“Keller,” he told her, and held out a hand. “Jonah Keller. And no, I’m afraid I don’t.”

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” she assured him. “Just let me check and see what we have available.”

A few quick strokes of the keyboard brought up the information she wanted. “We do have a room ready now, Mr. Keller. It’s a suite, I’m afraid, but I can give it to you for the single room rate.”

“That’d be great,” he told her and smiled again.

Lethal, she thought with amusement, and boy, does he know it. “I’ll just need to get some information from you, if you don’t mind.”

He pulled out his wallet and got out his driver’s license. “You can get most of what you need from that.”

“Yes, I certainly can.” She began efficiently keying his address into the computer, her brow rising slightly as she realized he had a local address.

“Termites,” he said, and she blinked.

“I’m sorry?”

“Termites.” He pointed to the license. “You were wondering why I’m checking into a hotel in the town where I live.”

“It’s none of my business, sir.”

He shrugged, a simple movement of muscle and bone that he somehow turned into a dance move. “I don’t mind. I’m renovating my house, and the foundation inspection was yesterday. They found termites. So we have to shut down the construction and tent the place.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said. Finished, she handed his license back to him. “How long will you be staying with us?”

“I hope not more than two nights,” he said. “But it all depends on the termites.”

“We’re happy to have you here as long as you like,” she told him. “How would you like to pay for the room?”

“Hmm? Oh.” He reached for his wallet again and handed her a credit card. She swiped the card, keyed in the security code, and handed it back while the printer spit out his room confirmation.

She cursed to herself when she realized he was toying with the torn envelope she’d set down next to the computer. He flipped it over, noting the name on the front. “Is this you? Lily?”

“Yes.” She smiled and slid the room confirmation page in front of him, tucking the envelope safely under the counter. “If you could sign here,” she said, marking the page with an X and handing him the pen. “How many keys would you like, Mr. Keller?”

He signed his name with a flourish and handed back the pen. “Just one,” he said with a smile.

No way this guy was hurting for female companionship, she thought, but said nothing as she programmed the key card and slipped it into an envelope.

“Here you are.” She handed him the card. “You’re in room 614. Would you like a bellhop to assist with your bags?”

He held up his single battered leather duffel back and winked. “I think I got it.”

She smiled back. “Take the elevators at the end of the hall here to the sixth floor then follow the signs. Your room is at the end of the corridor overlooking the pool.”

“Great,” he said. “A room with a view.”

“I hope you enjoy your stay with us,” she told him, and was already turning back to the computer when he spoke again.

“I’d enjoy it if you joined me for a drink,” he said, and raised one tawny eyebrow. “Unless it’s against the rules for employees to fraternize with guests? Because if it is, I’d be happy to find a new hotel.”

Her smile was appreciative but cool. “It’s not against hotel policy, but it is against mine.”

“Taken, huh? Figures.” He tapped his key card on the desk thoughtfully then smiled again, this time with genuine humor instead of calculated interest. “No hard feelings?”

“Of course not,” she assured him. “Enjoy your stay, Mr. Keller.”

“Thank you, Lily.”

“You’re welcome.” Amused, she watched him walk to the elevator bank.

“Too handsome for his own good,” she muttered, and went back to the reservations list.

Across the room, Jonah Keller slipped his cell phone out of its belt clip and punched in a number. “Janie, it’s Jonah. I’m at the hotel.” He listened for a moment then punched the button for the elevator. “I made contact. No, she doesn’t suspect. I know how to play it, Janie.” He rolled his eyes. “Will you just shut up and listen for a second? Tell MacIntyre I’m here, and so far everything looks fine. I did overhear her say something about a note that was left at the front desk, but I couldn’t get a look at it. That’ll have to wait until later.”

The elevator doors slid silently open and he stepped inside. “Yes, Janie. Yes. Dammit, Janie, I know what I’m doing. Just tell MacIntyre what I told you, and that I’ll be in touch.” He hit the button for the sixth floor. “Fine, tell Mom I cursed at you. But if you do, I’m telling her you flunked French last semester.”

He clicked the phone shut on his sister-slash-assistant’s shriek of outrage. As the elevator doors were closing, he caught sight of Lily Michaels at the front desk.

“Shame,” he muttered. “I would’ve enjoyed that drink.”

* * *

At three o’clock that afternoon Lily set aside the guest comment cards she was going through—the ones from the debutante reunion had been a real riot—and stood to stretch before leaving the office. She wanted to make sure to catch Kevin before he started his shift on the front desk so she could talk to him away from the rest of the staff about the note.

Kevin was already at the desk when she emerged from the office. He sent her a smile that flashed the metal of his braces.

“Hey, Ms. Michaels. How’s it like, going?”

Amused, her lips twitched. “Just fine, Kevin. How’re you?”

“I’m cool.”

Yes, you are, she thought, amused. “Kevin, can I ask you something?”

“Yeah. I mean, yes ma’am.”

Lily fought back another wave of amusement. He was young, but he was learning. “There was a note waiting for me when I came in this morning,” she began then stopped when his head bobbed.

“Oh yeah, from that guy.”

“What guy?”

He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “I’ve never seen him before. Oh hey, I hope it’s okay that I like, didn’t hand it right to you, you know. But you weren’t here when I went off shift…”

She waved a hand. “It’s fine, Kevin. Did the guy leave a name?” She bit down on frustration when the response to that was another shrug. “Can you tell me what he looked like?”

Kevin frowned, his long face a study in concentration. “He looked like a used car salesman,” he finally said.

Lily bit back a laugh. If ever there was a description that fit Max… “Dark hair, about so tall?” she asked, holding her hand out to indicate height.

“Yeah. And his suit was shiny. You could like, see yourself in it.”

Yep, she thought. That’s Max. “Thanks, Kevin. That helps.”

“Cool,” he said.

She laughed, patting him on the shoulder as she turned to go back into the office. A flash of movement in the lobby seating area caught her eye, and she looked out to find Jonah Keller sitting on one of the sofas with a newspaper across his lap. He lifted his hand in a wave, that charming smile spreading across his face.

Amused, she waved back. He really was crazy handsome, she thought. About as movie star handsome as one could be and not be Brad Pitt. She felt a purely female tug of appreciation as he unfolded himself from the sofa and, setting the paper aside, strode to the front desk.

“Are you enjoying your stay so far, Mr. Keller?” she asked.

“Very much,” he told her, flashing another smile. “I was just about to head into the restaurant for a late lunch.”

“Try the steak sandwich,” she suggested.

“Actually, I’m a vegetarian,” he told her, and she laughed.

“Well, then I recommend the tomato basil soup and the green salad. And if you can eat dairy, a slice of cheesecake for dessert.”

“I’ll do that,” he said. “I don’t suppose I can persuade you to join me?”

“I ate lunch several hours ago,” she told him.

“Then we’ll call it an early dinner,” he cajoled, leaning on the counter and giving her the full force of his charm.

She smiled, charmed in spite of herself by the completely unthreatening pass, and had opened her mouth to respond when she saw the doors open over his head. Her smile went warm as she saw Nate stride in, casually sexy in jeans and a plain white tee, and when his dimples flashed she felt her whole body go on alert.

“Excuse me,” she murmured to Jonah, and stepped to the other side of the counter.

“Hi,” she murmured, and though her personal sense of professionalism kept her from leaning over the counter to kiss him as she wanted, the heat in her gaze left little doubt that she was happy to see him.

“Hi, yourself,” he murmured.

She glanced over her shoulder. Kevin was watching avidly, a bright flush staining his cheekbones, but Jonah had disappeared. She caught a glimpse of his back as he disappeared into the restaurant before Nate caught her chin in his fingers and turned her back to face him.

“Is anything wrong?” he murmured, and she shook her head.

“Just missed you,” she said, and watched his dimples wink into view again.

“I missed you, too,” he said. “So I figured I’d kidnap you for the afternoon.”

“Really?” she laughed, reaching out to twine her fingers with his. “And what are you going to do with me once you’ve spirited me away from here?”

He chuckled. “There’s a Mel Brooks movie marathon showing at the old theater Main Street.”

“You mean the one with the velour on the seats that’s so thin you can see through it, and the sticky floors and tiny bathrooms?”

“And real butter on the popcorn and penny candy at the concession stands,” he said. “They’re showing Young Frankenstein, Blazing Saddles and History of the World, Part I.”

“Is the kidnappee allowed to get her purse?”

He chuckled, nodding, and she dashed back to the office to retrieve her things. She was back in moments, and after a quiet murmur to Kevin, slid her hand into Nate’s.

“This is a great idea,” she told him as they walked out the door.

“I thought so,” he agreed. “Especially since we can neck when the lights go down.”

“A really great idea,” she amended, and they stepped out into the sunlight.


Chapter Fifteen

In the middle of Young Frankenstein, right when the unsuspecting doctor was about to discover the secret laboratory, Lily’s cell phone buzzed.

She’d put it on vibrate so as not to disturb the rest of the patrons—though there weren’t many for the matinee triple feature—but since she was still on call for any emergencies at the hotel, she had to keep it on.

She whispered an apology to Nate and rose from her seat, slipping down the aisle and out the door to the lobby as she dug in her purse for her vibrating phone. She dug it out and flipped it open.

“Hello?”

“Lil?”

“Bridget! Oh thank God, I’ve been trying to get hold of you.”

“I know. I turned my phone back on and it almost blew up. What’s going on?”

Lily snuck a glance over her shoulder at the theater door and moved farther out into the lobby. “Listen, I don’t have a lot of time to talk. Can I call you back tonight?”

“What? I can barely hear you.”

Lily bit down on frustration as static crackled across the line. “I said, can I call you back tonight?”

“Lily, you’re freaking me out. Just tell me what’s going on?”

“Have you talked to Max?”

“What? Max? No, I’m not talking to Max. I mean, he’s left a few more messages. What’s he got to do with anything?”

Lily checked over her shoulder one more time to make sure she was alone before saying, “I think he broke into my apartment and tore your wedding dress into shreds.”

“What?”

Lily jerked the phone away from her ear with a wince. What a time for the static to clear.

“Someone broke into my apartment and tore the place apart, but the only thing that really got destroyed was your Vera Wang. I think it was Max.”

“Why the hell would he do that?”

“I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure it’s him since he also left me a threatening note at work. Anonymous, of course, but the clerk on duty described him perfectly. Do you have anything of his, anything he might want back? Something he’d have reason to believe you’d have given to me?”

“No.”

“Don’t you still have the engagement ring? It was his grandmother’s, maybe he’s looking for that.”

“No, I sent that back to him before I left town.”

Lily blinked. “You did?”

“Well, I put it in a bag of dog shit and had it couriered to his offices.”

“Bridget!”

“What? It was ironic.”

“Oh, Christ.” Lily pressed her fingers to her temple in an attempt to soothe the sudden pounding there.

“He really broke into your apartment? I can’t believe that. The threatening note I can believe, but it’s so not like him to get his hands dirty.”

“Who else would want to destroy your wedding dress?”

“Good point,” Bridget conceded.

“You don’t have anything else that he might be looking for?”

“I don’t think so, but if I did it would be at the storage unit. You’re welcome to go look, Charles knows the lock combination.”

“We already did,” Lily sighed. “That place is so unorganized you couldn’t find anything even if you knew what the hell you were looking for.”

“Well, excuse me, Nancy Regan.”

Lily frowned. “Nancy Regan?”

“Yeah. ’Cause, you know, she was so organized.”

Lily waited a beat then said, “Have you gotten hold of some crazy Hawaiian hallucinogenic pot or something?”

“I wish,” Bridget said.

Lily drew a deep breath. “Do me a favor, will you, and just try to think if you have anything of Max’s that he’d be willing to break into my apartment to find. And if you think of it, try to remember where in that…insane pile of crap you call a storage unit it might be.”

“You’re judging, Lily Ann.”

“I don’t care, Bridget Carlotta.”

“Don’t call me Carlotta, you know I hate that!”

Lily restrained herself from punching out a promotional poster from Close Encounters of The Third Kind, but only because she was afraid she’d cut herself on the glass.

“Can we pull ourselves out of the third grade, please?”

“You started it,” Bridget muttered.

“Just try to think about what could be lurking in your storage unit. I’d like to avoid having my apartment broken into again.”

Bridget sighed. “I’m sorry, Lil. That really must have been awful for you.”

“It wasn’t a picnic,” she agreed. “But it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. Nate was there.”

“Things are getting serious, huh?”

“Well. Um. Not, you know, not really.”

“Uh-huh. Keep telling yourself that, sweetie.”

“Bridget…”

“Okay, okay, back to the problem at hand. But I’m just saying, it’s nice that he was there for you.”

“Yeah.” Lily leaned against the wall and smiled at the scarred tile under her feet. “It was. Although he can be a smidge overprotective.”

“Beats under protective.”

Lily opened her mouth to respond, but a creak behind her had her head snapping up and her mouth snapping shut. Her heart, which had leapt into her throat at the sound, settled back into her chest when she saw it was just one of the ushers. A quick glance at her watch told her it had been almost five minutes since her phone had rung, and she figured she’d better get back into the theater before Nate came looking for her.

“Listen, I have to get back. Call or email me if you think of anything, okay?”

“Okay. I still can’t believe Max would do something like that. He’s such a spineless toad.”

“Yeah, if he calls, you sweet talk him just like that.” Lily shook her head as she disconnected then slipped her phone back into her purse. She made a quick stop at the concession stand for red licorice then slipped back into the theater.

“What’d I miss?” she whispered.

Nate reached for the licorice as she slid into her seat. “He’s just about to put the monster onstage. Everything okay?”

“Hmm? Oh yeah. Just a minor work thing, all taken care of.” She settled into her seat and took a licorice whip, trying to swallow the guilt with the candy as the movie rolled on.

* * *

They got up to stretch their legs during the intermission. Nate decided he wanted a second bucket of popcorn, so he went to the concession stand while Lily went to the restroom.

After a quick glance at the line she was in—why was there always a line for the ladies room, anyway?—he pulled out his cell phone and keyed in a number.

“Jonah Keller.”

“Jonah. Nate MacIntyre here.”

“That’s handy,” Keller drawled. “I was just about to call you.”

Nate stepped forward as the concession line moved. “You have some information for me?”

“More speculation at this point than solid information, but I looked into Max Carelli’s finances and found a few question marks.”

Nate frowned. “What kind of question marks?”

“Nothing solid, just a feeling I have that everything might not be on the up and up. I’ve only done a surface search so far, but my office is doing a deeper run. My gut tells me something’s going to come up.”

“How long until you know?”

“A day or two at the most. Meantime, I’m set up at the hotel as agreed.”

Nate risked a glance over his shoulder at the ladies’ room. The line had moved and he could no longer see Lily, so he assumed she was in the restroom. “She doesn’t know who you are?”

“I gave her my real name, real address. You can get into a sticky area when you start falsifying ID and credit cards. She was there when I checked in, noticed I was local. I told her my house was being treated for termites.”

“Okay, she’d buy that.”

“No reason not to,” Jonah said easily. “It should be pretty easy to keep an eye on her while she’s at the hotel.”

“Low profile, right?”

“Absolutely. I’ll call when I have more on the financials check.”

“Great. I appreciate it, Jonah.”

“All part of the service,” he said, and clicked off.

Nate flipped his phone closed and slid it into his pocket just as Lily stepped up next to him.

“There’s twelve people in this theater and there was still a line for the ladies’ room.”

Nate slung a companionable arm around her shoulders. “I noticed. Why is that, do you think, when there’s never a line for the men’s room?”

She shot him what could only be described as a sardonic look. “Do you want me to get into the differences in male and female anatomy and how that translates to greater restroom time for women?”

He grinned and shook his head. “Not really.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think so.” She nudged him with her elbow as they stepped up to the counter. “Do you want to split some gummy bears?”

“Why not?” he said, and dug out his wallet.


Chapter Sixteen

The next week passed without incident, and Lily started to think maybe she was being paranoid. She knew Nate was being paranoid, but she didn’t say anything when he followed through on his threat to install a security system. It seemed like a small enough thing to make him feel better, so she decided to save the battle for something big.

She found herself sliding into this new relationship with surprising ease, falling quickly into the habit of going over to his place for dinner or having him to the apartment for takeout. They discovered they were both home bodies, more interested in staying in than going out, and spent a lot of nights on his couch or hers, watching movies or just talking into the wee hours.

She found they had a lot in common with their taste in movies, music and politics were almost parallel, though he had a disturbing affection for Flock of Seagulls and that gave her more than one moment of concern.

“How can you listen to that without vomiting?” she would ask, and he would put “I Ran” on its third play just to make her scream and run from the room.

In spite of that, she was really growing to care for him, and part of her wanted to just relax into it and let it all happen. But she was still worried about Bridget, about Max, and wondering when the other shoe was going to drop.

She was manning the front desk and wondering how she would go about figuring out if Max really had broken into her apartment, when the ringing of the desk bell had her blinking back to attention to find Jonah Keller standing in front of her.

“Where were you?” he asked, amused.

She smiled back sheepishly. “Nowhere fun. What can I do for you Mr. Keller?”

“Oh nothing. I just wanted to thank you for the complementary spa package.”

“It’s no trouble,” she assured him. “All guests who are with us for a week or more receive a spa package as part of the service.”

“Still, it was nice. So, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. So, what spa service did you go for?” She grinned at him. “The seaweed facial or the bikini wax?”

He chuckled richly. “Neither, actually. I had a massage.”

“With Karoline or Jason?”

“Karoline,” he said, lips twitching. “Jason was booked.”

“Ah. Well, I’m glad you enjoyed it. I’m sure you could use some relaxing, it must be stressful dealing with your house problems.”

He shrugged. “I’m not thrilled, but there isn’t much I can do about it.”

“Still, it must be difficult. I can’t imagine living out of hotel for so long.”

“You work in a hotel,” he reminded her.

“Yes, but I get to go home after work. My own space, my own things.”

“Well, I get to go to my office every day, and that’s practically home anyway.”

“That’s nice.” She tilted her head, curious. “Do you own your own business?”

“I do,” he said. “I’m a private investigator.”

“Really?” she said. “That must be interesting.”

He shrugged again. “It has its moments, but it’s mostly boring work. Background checks for employment, financial investigations for divorces, that kind of thing.”

Lily straightened slowly as a thought popped into her head. “That’s really interesting. Listen, do you have a minute to chat about something?”

“Um…yeah, sure.” He checked his watch. “I’m free for about an hour, then I have a meeting with a client.”

“Great.” She picked up the phone and dialed reservations. “Hi, Julie? It’s Lily at the desk. I need to speak with a guest about something, can you send someone to cover the front for me? Thanks.”

She hung up and smiled at him. “How about a cup of coffee?”

* * *

Lily smiled at the waiter as he delivered their coffee then discreetly stepped away again.

“So that’s pretty much the story,” she told him as she stirred in cream and sugar. “I’m almost sure it was Max, but I don’t have anything really to tie him to the break-in. The police didn’t find any fingerprints that weren’t supposed to be there.”

“Doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” he said, and stirred sugar into his own coffee. “You said he’s smart, right? Smart people wear gloves.”

She sighed and sipped her coffee. “I just wish there was a way I could find out for sure.”

“Well.” Jonah leaned back in his chair and cradled his coffee cup in one broad palm. “You think he broke in looking for something, right? What would be important enough for him to risk breaking and entering charges to find?”

“I have no idea,” she admitted.

“What’s important to him? What makes him tick?”

“Status,” she said promptly. “He’s a big deal—at least he thinks he is—and he has to make sure everybody knows it.”

“That’s something,” Jonah said. “After status?”

“Money and power.”

“Sounds pretty shallow,” was Jonah’s casual comment, and Lily winced. “He’s not shallow?”

“No, he is. But he’s charming too. Very charming, very attentive. It’s hard to see the calculation under that.”

He studied her over the rim of his cup. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not talking about you?”

She laughed. “The charm had me fooled for a while.”

“But you weren’t blinded by love.”

She shook her head. “No.”

“It’s gotta sting, having your fiancé cheat on you like that.”

“It did,” Lily said quietly, her eyes on her lap.

“Enough so she’d want revenge?” Jonah asked, and Lily’s head came up with a frown.

“What do you mean?”

“Would she have deliberately taken something of his, something that he’d be this desperate to get back?”

Lily opened her mouth to respond with an unequivocal No then stopped. “She might,” she replied slowly. “She definitely might. Vengeance is somewhat…sacred, to Bridget.”

“Sacred?”

“A sort of ‘fuck with me and I’ll put you through the wall’ mentality.” Lily grinned. “She takes it very seriously. She spent more than one night in county lockup when we were in college.”

Then she sobered. “But she would not put me in danger.” She shook her head. “No, the minute I told her what happened, if she knew what he was after, she’d have told me.”

“You’re sure about that.”

It wasn’t a question, but she answered it anyway. “Absolutely.”

“Okay.” He set his coffee cup down and pulled a small notebook with a stubby pencil stuck in the spiral binding out of his hip pocket. “Tell me this guy’s full name again?”

“Max Carelli.”

“What’s Max short for?”

“Oh.” Nonplussed, she had to think for a minute. “Maximilian, I think. His middle name is Giovanni, if that helps.”

“Everything helps,” he said cheerfully, and noted it down. “Do you know when his birthday is?”

“April fifteeth,” she told him, and grimaced. “Tax day.”

“Should have been a sign. Do you know what year?”

Lily shrugged. “He’s in his mid-thirties, I think thirty-six or thirty-seven.”

“I can track that down,” he said, and made another note. “Address?”

Lily rattled off the address of Max’s townhouse then the address of the apartment complex and the name of the restaurant supply company his family owned. She watched Jonah take it all down, the tuck the notebook away again and pick up his coffee.

“I can start with a basic background check,” he told her. “Simple criminal and financial history. If anything pops there, we can dig deeper.”

“What will you find in a financial history that would tell you why he’s breaking into my house?”

“Money motivates people to do all sorts of things,” he told her with a smile. “Chances are if there’s something in his history, it’ll turn out to be part of this.”

She shrugged, unconvinced. “I guess you’re the expert. How much do I owe you for the background check?”

He waved her away. “On the house.”

“Oh, I can’t let you do that,” she began.

“Sure you can,” he said with an easy smile. “If something turns up and we have to take it further, then we’ll talk about my rates. Until then, just think of this as a favor from a new friend.”

“Okay,” she said. “But I’ll owe you one.”

“Great,” he said. “I’ve got this sister…”

She burst out laughing. “There’s always a catch! What, does she want free spa services or something?”

Jonah shook his head. “No, a job. Right now she works for me, but I’d love to find something else for her.”

“You want me to hire your sister because you don’t want her working for you anymore?” she asked, amused. “I think I’d rather pay you your rate.”

“It’s not that she’s not a good worker,” he told her. “She’s very efficient.”

Lily waited for him to continue, her lips twitching when he just looked harassed. “But…?”

He shook his head. “No but. She’s efficient, she keeps my office running smoothly, handles all the billing and books and appointments.”

He sighed out a breath as though the weight of the world were on his shoulders. “And she drives me bat-shit crazy.”

Lily had to bite back another laugh, he looked so miserable. “Well, if she wants to come see me, I’d be happy to meet with her. I can always use more efficient around here.”

“I’ll tell her,” he said. “And if you get her out of my hair, I’ll do free security work for the hotel for a year.”

“That’s quite an offer.”

“Bat-shit crazy,” he reminded her emphatically, and this time she couldn’t restrain the laugh.

“Well, I love efficiency,” she told him, “so we’ll see what we can do.”

“Great.” He glanced at his watch. “And I’m sorry, but I have that appointment, and if I don’t leave now I’ll be late.”

“Of course,” she told him, standing as he rose from his seat. “I really appreciate you taking the time to look into this for me.”

“Not a problem,” he assured her. “I should know something within a couple of days.”

“You know where to find me,” she said.

“That I do. Thanks for the coffee,” he said with a wink, and walked out the door.

Lily signaled for the check and sat back down to finish her coffee. That idea had been inspired, she decided, and gave herself a mental pat on the back. Hopefully Jonah would be able to figure out what, if anything, was going. Then things could go back to normal. She thought about calling Nate to tell him about her conversation with Jonah, but rejected it almost immediately. She’d tell him when there was something to tell. No sense making him any more paranoid without cause.

* * *

Nate checked his watch and quickened his step. He was only a little late meeting Jonah Keller for a status update, but he wanted to make sure to be home by the time Lily got off work that afternoon.

He smothered the vague sense of unease that had become his constant companion and opened the coffee shop door. He knew Lily wouldn’t be pleased if she knew he was going behind her back, but the bottom line was he cared about her and would do whatever he thought was necessary to keep her safe. And if that made her mad…

He snorted to himself as he scanned the shop for Jonah. It wasn’t a question of if it would make her mad, he knew, but just how pissed off she would be when she found out. He had a feeling it would be an eruption to rival Krakatoa.

He caught sight of Jonah standing at the counter and elbowed his way through the afternoon crowd of college kids to stand next to him.

Jonah glanced over. “How the hell are you supposed to decide what kind of coffee to get?” He gestured at the menu board. “Lattes, cappuccinos, high foam, no foam, dark roast, light roast.”

Nate grinned. “It takes some getting used to.” He smiled at the barista behind the counter. “I’ll have an espresso.”

“Bottle of water for me,” Jonah put in, and reached for his wallet.

Nate laid a hand on his arm. “I’ve got this one.” He took the water from the barista and handed it to Jonah before digging a ten-dollar bill out of his own pocket.

“Thanks.” Jonah twisted off the cap and took a long swallow. “Let’s do this outside, it’s too crowded in here.”

“Sure.” Nate took his espresso and stuffed the change from his ten into the tip jar.

They stepped out onto the back patio and found seats at an umbrella table to ward of the bright summer sun.

“So.” Nate took a cautious sip of his coffee. “You said on the phone you wanted to tell me something about Carelli?”

Jonah nodded. “I got the financial report back.” He leaned forward and pulled a sheaf of papers out of his hip pocket and laid them on the table. “He’s on solid financial ground with the family businesses, and there are a couple of other personal ventures he’s started in the last year that appear to be bringing in a lot of money.”

“Appear to be?”

Jonah shrugged. “That’s what the paperwork says, but something’s off. I’ve taken a look at the banking activity for the last eighteen months, and I can’t prove anything, but my personal hunch? He’s laundering money.”

Nate cursed under his breath. “That doesn’t sound good.”

Jonah sipped his water. “Usually isn’t. He does a lot of business traveling, looking for new ventures and things like that. Wouldn’t be hard to set up this kind of thing if you had the right contacts.”

“You think he’s covering up his own dirty deeds, or someone else’s?”

Jonah shrugged. “Hard to say, really. I didn’t find any discrepancies in the family businesses. Never seen books so meticulous, actually.”

“That follows,” Nate muttered, and sucked the rest of his coffee down in one scalding gulp. “Lily says old man Carelli is as straight as they come.”

“It shows,” Jonah said. “Anyway, it’s the new businesses, the flower shop, the cafe that young Max has started up within the last year that look suspicious to me. And if this thing leads where I think it’s going to go, the authorities are going to have to get involved.”

Nate winced. “Lily’s not going to like that.”

“Probably not. And since you bring it up, we had an interesting conversation today you ought to know about.”

Nate shoved his empty cup aside to lean forward. “About what?”

“This.”

Nate frowned. “What do you mean, this? You didn’t tell her you’re working for me, did you?”

Jonah’s eyes rolled. “MacIntyre, I take client privilege very seriously. She has no idea I’m working for you.”

“Well, if she didn’t want to talk about that, then what?”

“She wanted to talk about my working for her.” Jonah capped his water and set it aside. “She wanted to hire me to look into Max Carelli, to try to find out why he broke into her apartment.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope.”

Nate’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t let her hire you, did you? Wouldn’t that be slightly unethical?”

“Not technically, but it doesn’t sit too well with me to get paid twice for the same job.” Jonah shook his head. “Boy, would my father go nutty if he heard me say that. Anyway, I didn’t let her pay me, but I told her I’d look into it for her.”

“You didn’t give her what you’ve uncovered so far?”

Jonah shook his head. “She might wonder how I just happened to have all that at my fingertips. But I told her to give me a few days, and I’d get back to her when I had something.”

Nate sat back in his chair. “That’ll give me some time, at least.”

“Not much,” Jonah cautioned. “That’s a smart lady. If I were you, I’d come clean pretty quick, before she figures it out for herself.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Jonah stood. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think this Max guy is dangerous. At least not under normal circumstances. But if he’s laundering money, he’s not doing it for nuns and orphans. And the folks who require money laundering usually are dangerous.”

Nate nodded. “Thanks.”

“I’ll stay at the hotel another few days. Any more than that and the termite story is going to fall apart. It’s wearing thin already. You know, it’d be a lot easier to keep an eye on her if I were, say, trying to date her.” Jonah grinned at the bland look Nate shot him. “Yeah, I didn’t think that would fly.”

“You thought right. And actually,” Nate said as he slowly straightened in his chair, “since she wants you to look into this for her, that’s as good an excuse as any to stay in touch with her.”

“Good point,” Jonah admitted. “Not as much fun, but I can work with that. I’ll call Graham, keep the cops updated.”

“Appreciate it.” Nate stood and held out a hand. “I appreciate all the help, Jonah. Really.”

“Happy to do it,” Jonah said as they shook hands. “I’ll be in touch.”

Nate sat back down and watched Jonah weave his way through the crowd. That Lily had asked Jonah to look into Max’s possible involvement in the break-in was heartening to him. He was relieved she was finally taking her safety seriously. But he wondered if she’d tell him about it.


Chapter Seventeen

For the next few days, Lily wrestled with the question of whether or not to tell Nate of her suspicions about Max, and her decision to have Jonah look into them for her.

She brooded about it at work. It was Thursday, her usual day off, but one of the other managers had a conflict with her daughter’s ballet recital and wanted to switch, so Lily had agreed to come in, thinking it would give her something to think about besides the tangled web her personal life had become. Unfortunately, work provided no easy distractions, and she found herself thinking again.

Part of her really wanted to tell him, if only so she could relax about it. She felt as though every moment spent with him was full of tension and subterfuge, making it impossible to fully enjoy the silly, happy moments she was coming to cherish as a part of their relationship.

On the other hand, she saw no signs of his protectiveness toward her letting up, and she worried that if she told him what she suspected, he’d become even more so, and completely impossible to live with. Already he insisted on picking her up from the office whenever his schedule allowed, meeting her car on the rare days that she drove herself home from work so he could walk her to her apartment. The security system had been installed, a ridiculously elaborate combination of motion sensors and alarms that made her feel as though she were sleeping in Alcatraz. She’d gotten up in the middle of the night once to pee and set everything off, bringing the cops on the fly and waking the whole neighborhood.

After that, she’d put her foot down about the alarm. She agreed to set the alarm for the doors and windows at night or when she was in the apartment alone, but the motion sensors stayed off unless she was out of the apartment.

He’d agreed to that with much less fuss than she’d expected, probably because he’d been with her when the sensors went off and the cops had burst in on him naked and cursing as he tried to reset the alarm. She grinned when she remembered the look on his face when the uniforms had burst in.

She sighed and absently toyed with the pencil holder on her desk. She was happier in this relationship than she’d ever been, but the shadow of her deception was casting a pall over it. She needed to find a resolution to this problem so she could move past it, and come clean with Nate.

She rose from her desk and walked out to poke her head out into the reception area. “Jason?”

The day clerk looked up from his chemistry textbook, a guilty flush staining his cheeks as he slammed it closed and shoved it under the counter. “I’m sorry, Ms. Michaels,” he stammered, but she waved him off.

“It’s okay, Jason. It’s slow today, and I know you’ve got a test coming up.”

He sighed with relief. “Thanks.”

She smiled briefly. “No problem. Listen, will you do me a favor? If you see Mr. Keller come in, would you let me know? I need to speak with him about something.”

“Oh, he just came in a few minutes ago,” Jason said.

Lily had been turning to go back into the office but spun back around at that. “He did?”

Jason nodded. “I saw him go into the restaurant,” he said.

“Thanks, Jason.” She patted him on the shoulder. “I’m going to see if I can track him down. I have my mobile with me if you need to reach me.”

She skirted the reception desk and walked into the restaurant, scanning the room for a glimpse of Jonah’s golden head. She frowned when she didn’t see him, and snagged a passing waitress.

“Caroline, have you seen Mr. Keller?”

“He went out onto the patio with that other guy,” Caroline said, indicating the French doors with a jerk of her head.

“Oh. Thanks,” she said absently, and chewed on her bottom lip as Caroline walked off. If he was meeting with another client, she didn’t want to interrupt him. She’d wait for a few minutes, she decided, and went to get a cup of tea from the kitchen to keep herself busy while she did.

* * *

Out on the patio, Jonah sipped a plain cup of black coffee while Nate looked over the report he’d prepared on Max’s financials. “You sure you want to do this here? She could step out here at any time.”

Nate shook his head without looking up. “I’ll just say you’re investigation some real estate I’m thinking of investing in. You do that kind of thing, right?”

Jonah snorted. “Yeah, but she’s not going to buy it. You don’t have much of a poker face.”

“Says you. Okay,” Nate said as he picked up his head. “I give up. Tell me what I’m reading.”

Jonah leaned forward and tapped the page. “See this, where the monthly income from his flower shop is listed?”

Nate looked at the number. “Yeah. That’s pretty good income for a flower shop.”

“That’s ridiculous income for a flower shop,” Jonah corrected. “Even if you’re marking up the posies by about a thousand percent, you wouldn’t see that kind of profit margin on this kind of business. And if you look here,” he flipped to the next page of the report, “you’ll see the supplies he’s ordered for the shop are way below what they should be for that volume of business.”

It was all Greek to Nate, but he nodded anyway. “So you’re saying…”

“It doesn’t match. It’s not definitive evidence of anything, and you couldn’t prove it by this alone, but my gut tells me he’s into something shady. Either laundering money, or he’s not selling flowers out of that shop.”

“I’m not sure which option is worse,” Nate muttered.

Jonah shrugged. “If he’s selling drugs out of the shop, then I’d say that’s a bigger direct threat than if he’s laundering money. Drug dealers and their clients aren’t usually known for their logical thinking.”

Nate nodded. “And if he’s laundering money?”

“Could be for anybody, really, but chances are if something’s gone wrong they’ll look to Max, not to Lily or Bridget. They’ll expect him to handle the problem, whatever it is, and he’ll be the one to accept the consequences if it falls apart. Unfortunately, that’ll just make him desperate to get his hands on whatever it is he thinks Lily has, and desperation breeds ruthlessness.”

“Fuck.” Nate scrubbed his hands across his face then dropped them to look Jonah in the eye. “Okay, tell me what we do now.”

* * *

Lily sipped her tea and chatted amiably with the kitchen staff, and tried not to look at her watch every five seconds. She really didn’t want to bother Jonah if he was with a client; after all, he had to make a living, and she knew all the work he was having to do on his house couldn’t be cheap.

But patience had never been her strong suit, and after ten minutes of sipping tepid tea and nibbling on a banana muffin, she wandered back into the dining room. Not wanting to intrude but wanting to gauge whether she should keep waiting or go back to work, she sidled up to the French doors and peeked out.

She spotted Jonah’s blond head almost immediately, and noted with frustration that he was still with someone. She couldn’t quite see who, as his back was turned to her, and he was partially shielded by one of the potted plants that decorated the patio.

A client, she thought, or maybe a friend. Either way, she was going to have to wait for them to finish before approaching. She sighed and nibbled at her muffin. “Patience is a virtue,” she reminded herself, and was turning to go back to her office when a sudden movement out on the patio caught her eye.

Thinking Jonah might be starting to bid his guest goodbye, she turned back to the window to check. Jonah hadn’t moved, but his companion had gotten out of his chair and circled the table to stand next to Jonah, head bent as he looked at something on the table.

She frowned, something nagging at the corners of her mind. He looked familiar, she realized. Something in the body language as he bent over the table, the set of his shoulders and the fall of tawny hair across his forehead. Then he lifted a hand to plow through his hair in a gesture of helpless frustration that was very familiar to her, and everything clicked into place.

“Nate,” she realized, and set her teacup down on a nearby table with a clatter. No longer concerned with interrupting, she pushed open the patio door and strode across the flagstones.

Both men looked up at her approach, one with an expression of amused resignation, the other with a look of startled panic that was quickly covered by a bright smile.

She focused on Nate. “Hi there.”

The smile brightened suspiciously. “Hi, baby.”

She steeled herself against the flash of dimples. “Did we have lunch plans today or something?”

He shook his head. “No, I needed to meet Jonah to go over some things.”

“Really? What kind of things?”

“Some business papers. I asked him to look into an investment property I’m considering.”

“Oh yeah? I know something about investment properties.” Lily nodded at the papers on the table. “Do you mind if I take a look?”

Nate laid a hand on the papers, casually, as though he were just resting his hand there, and his voice when he spoke was breezy and cool. “What do you know about investment properties?”

She tilted her head and smiled. “My father’s a real estate developer. I grew up around that kind of thing.” She put her fingertips on the corner of the papers and tugged, raising her eyebrows when he held fast. “Nate? Is there any reason why I shouldn’t look?”

He held her gaze for a moment, his eyes fierce and shuttered, before lifting his hand from the papers.

“Thanks,” she said sweetly, and scooped up the pages. The first thing that jumped out at her was the name Max Carelli, and her head shot up to stare at Nate. He didn’t say anything, just crossed his arms over his chest and watched her. With a feeling of growing dread, she returned her gaze to the page and started to read.

She read every word of the five-page report, and when she was finished, she gently laid the pages face down on the table.

“Jonah,” she said quietly, her voice barely carrying beyond their little corner of the patio, “could you excuse us? I think we have a few things to talk about.”

“Ah…sure,” he said, pushing to his feet. He shot Nate a sympathetic look before disappearing into the dining room.

“Lily…” Nate began, and her hand shot up to stop him.

“Wait. I just want to know one thing.” She looked him dead in the eye. “Did you hire Jonah to gather all this information?”

She saw him hesitate, just for the briefest of moments, before he nodded. “When did you hire him?”

“A week and a half ago,” he admitted.

Unable to speak, her temper on simmer and fast approaching a rolling boil, Lily turned away. Immediately Nate’s hand shot out to grasp her upper arm.

“Don’t turn away from me,” he said when she looked back, incredulous. “Stay and fight, yell if you have to, but don’t walk away.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” she assured him. “We’re going to fight, and you haven’t seen the kind of yelling I’ve got right now for you. But I refuse to do it at my place of business, where everyone and their sister can hear us. I’m going to sign out for lunch, and I will meet you at your house in fifteen minutes.”

“I’ll wait and drive you,” he told her, and she let out a bark of laughter.

“No. I’m driving myself there, like a grown woman capable of looking after herself and making her own decisions. Besides, I don’t want to sit that close to you right now.” She turned and walked away, dismissing him as easily as she would a waiter. “Fifteen minutes,” she said without turning back, and stalked back into the dining room.

She held on to her temper through sheer force of will as she gathered her purse and informed Jason that she was taking an hour for lunch. She was out the door and striding across the parking lot toward her car when she saw the man leaning against her trunk.

She stopped. “Jonah, it’s not a great time.”

He straightened from his slouch against the car, hands out to the sides. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Well, let’s see. The man I’m sleeping with has been going around behind my back, hiring a private detective to dig into my business, and then lying to me about it. For the record, that makes me pretty far from okay.”

“If it makes you feel any better, he only did it because he’s worried about you.”

“It doesn’t,” she told him, and moved past him to open the driver’s door. She tossed her purse on the passenger seat and was sliding behind the wheel when she felt a hand on her arm. She looked up to find Jonah watching her with serious eyes.

“Look,” he said, “it turns out Max has some financial skeletons in his closet, and he may well be a credible threat to your safety. Try to remember that when you’re skinning Nate.”

“I’ll remember that. But he’s going to have to remember that I’m a grown woman, and I can handle my own life. And since I’d already decided on my own to have who I thought was a reputable private investigator look into things for me, it’s information I would have found out for myself.”

She looked pointedly at his hand on her arm until he released her and stepped back. She slammed the door and started the car, doing her level best not to peel out of the parking lot.

Even driving at a sedate and deliberate pace, it only took ten minutes to get home. She pulled into the drive and parked at the main house by the kitchen door. She threw the transmission into park and switched off the engine, then simply sat for a moment and tried to get her temper under control.

Her fingers drummed on the steering wheel as she concentrated on breathing. He’d lied to her. No, more than lied—he’d gone behind her back and over her head, taking over, assuming she couldn’t handle herself, couldn’t be counted on to make smart choices and logical decisions, and she was so mad, so unbelievably pissed off, the breathing wasn’t working—

Her mental tirade was interrupted when her car door was suddenly pulled open. Nate stared at her, his mouth set and his face grim. “Are you going to sit out here all afternoon, or are we going to talk about this?”

Okay, so calming down wasn’t going to happen. She released her seat belt with a snap and heaved herself out of the car. “You want to talk?” She stalked into the kitchen with him hot on her heels. “Fine, let’s talk. Why don’t you start by telling me what the hell you thought you were doing, going behind my back to hire a private investigator?”

He slammed the door shut and planted himself in front of it. “Protecting you.”

“What the hell makes you think I need you to protect me?”

“You didn’t even want an alarm system,” he told her, and she threw up her hands.

“So what?” she fairly yelled. “So fucking what? There are plenty of people who go through life without fucking motion detectors in their houses, and most of them manage not to be murdered in their beds.”

“But if you can be just a little safer, isn’t it worth it?”

“No. No, it’s not worth it, because I feel like I’m sleeping in fucking Alcatraz or something. I’m locked up like Fort Knox, and I can’t even open the windows and let the fresh air in because the windows are all alarmed.”

She drew a shaky breath. “And that’s not even the point. You went behind my back and hired a private investigator.”

“Would you have agreed to it if I’d told you about it?”

Lily felt as though her head might explode. “No!”

“And that’s why I didn’t tell you about it. Because I knew you’d throw a fit—”

“Whoa!” Her hands flew up as if to ward off an attack. “A fit?”

“A fit,” he confirmed, his voice so calm and smug she just wanted to snatch him bald. “You’re being irrational and emotional because you know I’m right.”

Lily could actually feel her blood starting to boil in her veins, she was so pissed. “First of all, you’re not right. You’re so many kinds of wrong I can’t even count them. This is my business. My business, my problem, and you just decided to take over like some patriarchal dickhead without even consulting me.”

“I tried to talk to you about this, but you kept dismissing it. I had to go behind your back.”

“You couldn’t have trusted me?”

“Oh, like you trusted me?” he shot back. “When did you decide to hire Jonah?”

“What difference does that make?”

“You didn’t tell me about it,” he said.

“No, I didn’t, and do you know why? Because I was afraid of this.”

“What?”

“This!” She flapped her arms. “This crazy, overreacting thing that you do, going around behind my back, finding private investigators and arranging things—wait.” She narrowed her eyes. “How did you find Jonah?”

She felt her stomach drop when his eyes, which had been so focused and intent on hers, shifted to a point over her shoulder. “Detective Graham recommended him.”

“When did he do that?”

“The day after the break-in.”

She nodded slowly as the pieces started to tumble into place. “And what a coincidence that the detective you hired just happened to be staying in my hotel. But he was already working for you when he checked in.”

It wasn’t a question, but he answered anyway. “Yes.”

“And I’m guessing he never really had a termite problem.”

“No.”

Lily drew in a breath. “So he was there to what, keep an eye on me?”

“To make sure you were safe, yes.”

“Could you possibly be more insulting?”

His gaze, which had been focused on the wall over her head, shot back to hers. “Insulting?”

“Yes. What makes you think I can’t handle this myself? Really, it’s a serious question. What exactly is it about me that makes you think I can’t handle this?” She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her foot, staring at him with blazing eyes.

“What’s wrong with me wanting to help you?” he asked.

“Nothing. Not a thing,” she said. “But helping me implies that you’re providing assistance with something I’m doing, not taking over my entire life.”

“I did not take over your entire life,” he protested.

“You tried,” she argued. “You want to drive me to and from work, you ordered me an alarm system that I neither wanted nor needed—I know, you’re the fucking landlord, and that’s the only reason I agreed to the damn thing—and, hello? You hired a private investigator behind my back!”

She huffed out a breath. “Which, by the way, was a great idea. Really. I even thought of it myself.”

“Almost a week ago,” he shot back.

“So?”

“So when were you going to tell me?”

“What, that I’d asked Jonah to check out Max for me?”

“Yeah. When were you going to tell me that you were worried about Max? Because you’d have to be, to hire someone to investigate him.”

“First, I didn’t hire him. I asked him for his opinion, and he offered to look into it as a favor. He wouldn’t take any money, which now makes perfect sense, because he was already getting paid to look into it. And second, there was nothing to tell yet!”

“You don’t think this is something I need to know?”

“It’s my business!” she shouted.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” he said slowly. “Your business, and you don’t see any reason to talk to me about it.”

She blinked. “That’s not what I mean.”

“Then why wouldn’t you share this with me?” He straightened from his position against the counter, his eyes intent on hers. “You’re worried about it, concerned enough to take action, but you don’t mention it. Why?”

“I…there was nothing to tell,” she managed. “It’s just a suspicion, nothing solid.”

“I’m not a jury,” he said. “You don’t have to prove something to me beyond a reasonable doubt.”

“I didn’t want to worry you,” she said. “God knows you’re worried enough already.”

“Part of the reason I’m so worried about you is because you seemed to be taking all of this so lightly,” he countered. “Maybe if you talked to me about what’s going on with you, I wouldn’t have to go behind your back to find out what’s happening.”

Lily’s eyes all but bugged out of her head. “So this is my fault?”

Nate’s eyes got so narrow they all but disappeared. “Partly, yes. You don’t talk to me, Lily.”

“I talk to you all the time,” she protested, but he cut her off with a slash of his hand.

“You don’t. Not about anything important. I don’t know how you’re feeling, what’s going on in your life unless I ask you, and even then you’re so guarded, it’s like pulling teeth.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is true,” he insisted, eyes blazing green fire. “What did you expect me to do, Lily, just stand idly by while the woman I’m in love with was in danger?”

He shook his head while she gaped at him. “I’m sorry if you feel like I overstepped my bounds,” he ground out, “but you don’t tell me anything, and I was going to do what I had to do to keep you safe. And if that offends your sensibilities, then that’s just too damn bad.”

“I can’t believe you’re trying to put this on me,” she managed. “You hired a private investigator to keep an eye on me and this is my fault?”

He shook his head, his hands jammed in his pockets, as though he was afraid he’d strangle her if he didn’t. “I did what I felt I had to do,” he told her, “and I’d do it again.”

Lily’s mouth worked soundlessly for a moment before she stammered, “Well, if that’s the way you feel about it, I don’t think we have anything more to talk about right now.”

Nate reached out and opened the door. “Maybe we don’t.”

Nonplussed, she simply stared at him for a moment then straightened her shoulders and walked to the door. On the threshold, she stopped to look at him, swallowing hard when she saw the hard look in his eyes. “I’m going back to work,” she managed.

“Fine,” he said. “I have a meeting with my agent.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to object, to remind him they’d had plans to watch old movies and order Thai food together, but she bit it back. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow then.”

He nodded, and with nothing more to say, she stepped out the door.

It closed behind her with a sharp click, and she felt the breath rush out of her lungs in a painful whoosh. “What the hell just happened?”


Chapter Eighteen

“I still don’t know what happened,” she muttered into the phone. She tucked the takeout cartons into the fridge and shut the door with her hip. “One minute I was full of all this righteous rage, the next I was standing on the damn doorstep after he booted me out.”

Charles’ chuckle sounded in her ear. “I wish I’d been there to see that.”

“Charles, you’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I am, darling, but you have to admit, the guy’s got style.”

“You don’t think he’s right, do you?” she asked, and slumped into a chair.

“Of course not,” he soothed. “He shouldn’t have gone behind your back and hired a private detective.”

“Thank you.”

“But you can be guarded and uncommunicative.”

“That’s not true!”

“Sorry, sweetie, but it is.” His voice softened. “Look, it’s not as though you’re doing it on purpose. We know that. It’s just…well, it takes a long time to get to know you.”

“What do you mean?” She frowned and picked at the label on her beer bottle. “We’ve been best friends since college.”

“Yeah, but we met freshman year and didn’t get to be close until almost three years later. You’re not the most open person in the world.”

“So, what? I’m a terrible person because I’m a little private?”

“No, not a terrible person. But you have to admit, it’s sort of hard to have a relationship with someone who won’t talk to you.”

“I talk to him,” she muttered. “And anyway, I wasn’t the only one not talking. He didn’t talk to me either.”

“True.”

“And he lied.”

“So did you, by omission.”

“Shut up.”

Charles laughed. “So, you had your first big fight. It had to happen sometime, and you’ll make nicey nice and work it out, and then you can have your first make-up sex, and it’ll be fine.”

“I guess.” Lily sighed and got up to pace. “There’s still this thing with Max hanging over us though, and I don’t think we’ll be okay until it’s gone.”

“Well, what did the PI say?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I read the report, but it didn’t make a lot of sense. Lots of numbers and financial mumbo jumbo.” She frowned. “But there was a sort of recap at the end, and it said something about suspicion of money laundering.”

“Oooh, they think Max is laundering money?”

“Looks like it.”

“For what? Where? Who?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t get that part.” She got up to toss her beer bottle in the recycle bin. “But I guess that’s what they think he was looking for when he broke in here.”

The loudest, wettest gasp she’d ever heard sounded in her ear. “They think there’s money in your apartment?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, freak. They think there’s something about the money laundering, like paperwork or account information or something.”

“Well, that’s disappointing.”

She snorted out a laugh. “Even if it was money, it wouldn’t be here. If Bridget had it, most likely it’s in the storage unit. And Bridget would have told us if she had a bunch of Max’s money.”

“True that. Too bad we never found anything there,” he mused.

“Yeah. Wait.”

“Wait what?” Charles asked, then, “Oh, no.”

“Just for a little while,” she cajoled. “We know what we’re looking for now!”

“We have no idea what we’re looking for,” he countered. “Correction, no idea what you’re looking for. I’m not doing anything tonight except giving myself a micro-dermabrasion facial and watching Project Runway.”

“A micro-dermabrasion facial?”

“I have fine lines,” he said defensively.

“I have a psychotic ex-fiancé after me!”

“He’s not after you,” Charles scoffed. “He’s after something he thinks Bridget has, and if you just stay home tonight and apologize to your boyfriend tomorrow, then everything will be fine.”

“I’m not apologizing. He was more wrong than I was.”

“God, you’re dumb. If you don’t make up, you can’t have make-up sex.”

“That’s a good point,” she muttered. “But hey, if I go to the storage unit and find whatever it is Max is looking for, I can tell Nate about it and then he’ll know I trust him.”

“Why don’t you tell him you think whatever Max is looking for is in the storage unit, then he can tell the hottie PI and the cops, and they can deal with it?”

She considered that for about three seconds. “Okay, I’ll tell him I’m going to go look, and see if he wants to come with me. But I don’t want a bunch of strangers going through Bridget’s things.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Really. I also want to find whatever it is myself.”

“What a shock,” he muttered. “Can’t you just leave this alone?”

“Well…no.”

He sighed. “Typical.”

“Does that mean you’re going to give me the combination to the lock?”

“Get something to write with,” he told her, and she scrambled for a pencil, jotting down the numbers on the back of a phone bill.

“You’re going to talk to Nate, right?”

“I’m going over there right now. You sure you don’t want to come with me?”

“I’m exfoliating, darling.”

“Right,” she chuckled. “Have fun.”

“Yeah, you too. And call me if you find anything!”

She clicked off and dashed into her bedroom to snag a pair of sneakers. She threw a light windbreaker over her T-shirt and yoga pants, grabbing her keys and purse on the fly. She paused to set the alarm on the apartment then dashed down the stairs and across the lawn to Nate’s back door.

She knocked hard, rapping her knuckles on the glass so hard it hurt. “Nate!” she called. “Nate, it’s Lily!”

She heard the dog barking, and the mad scramble of toenails on the floor as Beau came running into the kitchen. He leapt up on the other side of the door, his paws hitting the glass panes so hard they vibrated. He woofed at her, drool flying to hit the glass, and pawed at the door.

“Beau, down!” she scolded, unsurprised when he only woofed in response. “Nate!” she called, impatient now. When he didn’t respond to either her call or the continued racket from Beau, she frowned and jogged around the side of the house to the garage.

“Well, nuts,” she muttered when she saw the empty bay where his SUV should be. “He’s not even home.”

She chewed her lip, torn between just going out to the storage unit on her own and tracking him down. She dug her cell phone out of her purse and punched in his number, frowning when it went right to voicemail. She clicked off before the beep, not sure what she’d say if she were to leave a message.

The dog was continuing to bark, getting more and more agitated, so she walked back around to the kitchen door and dug out her key.

“Oof.” She staggered under Beau’s weight, struggling to close the door at her back as he tried to claw his way up to her face. She managed to get the door closed and punch the code into the alarm panel so the cops wouldn’t come with sirens wailing.

“Nate,” she called out, but she didn’t really expect him to answer. “Probably went out so he wouldn’t have to deal with me,” she muttered, scratching Beau’s ears when he settled at her feet. “So immature.”

Beau moaned his agreement and nudged her hand. She kept scratching absently as she tried to decide what to do. She could go to the storage unit anyway, and see if she could find the smoking gun that would settle this whole thing once and for all. Or she could wait for him to come home, and ask him to go with her.

“What do you think, Beau?” she asked, stroking his big head as he stared up at her with liquid eyes. “Should we wait for him, or go on our own?”

Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea, she mused, and worried her lower lip as she thought about it. She could take the dog with her, so she wouldn’t have to go by herself. That would show Nate she was thinking about her safety, right?

“Nobody’s going to mess with you, are they, big guy?” she asked Beau, and as if on cue he shook his massive head. “No, they sure aren’t. Let’s just leave your papa a note here,” she muttered, and rummaged in the junk drawer for a pen and a slip of paper. She jotted a quick note, propping it up against the canister of kitchen utensils that sat next to the stove.

“There,” she said, and grinned down at the dog. “Now, let’s get your leash! Where’s your leash, Beau?”

It took her twice as long to find the leash than it should have because Beau kept leaping around and knocking into her in his excitement at being included in the adventure. By the time she finally unearthed it from the hall closet and had it clipped to his collar, he was practically twirling in circles.

“Okay, we’re going. You want to go? You want to go?” she asked, and opened the door. He shot past her, practically yanking her arm out of its socket. She barely managed to set the alarm and pull the door shut behind her before he dragged her across the lawn.

* * *

Twenty minutes later she dragged Beau to a halt in front of Bridget’s storage unit. “Where do you get your energy?” she gasped, hooking the leash over her wrist to free both hands to deal with the combination lock. She fumbled with it a bit, hampered by Beau’s bouncing around, but finally got it open and swung the door open.

She sighed when she saw the chaos of the space, the mad jumble of belongings piled hither and yon in typical Bridget fashion. She tugged on the leash, dragging Beau away from where he was trying to gnaw a wad of dried chewing gum off the floor, and shut the door behind them.

She kept the lead clipped to the dog’s leash but let it drop, giving Beau free reign to wander. He had his nose to the ground, sniffing madly as he raced around. “Let me know if you smell any money, Beau,” she said, chuckling.

She dug her cell phone out of her bag, dialing Nate’s number again and biting back a curse of frustration when it went straight to voicemail again. This time, she waited for the beep. “Nate,” she said when it sounded, “it’s Lily. Listen, I wanted to let you know I’m down at Mile High Storage on Fifth Street. Bridget rented a storage unit here before she left town, so all of her stuff is here, and I think whatever Max is looking for might be somewhere in all of this. I left you a note at the house, and I brought Beau with me for company. But I’d like your company too, so if you get this …I’ll probably be here for a while.”

She clicked off, feeling tense and uncertain and not liking it one bit. She’d never been in a fight like this before, something that was more than just a disagreement over where to have Thanksgiving dinner or what movie to see on date night. This was a big issue of trust and acceptance, and the idea that they might not be able to move past it had her belly clutching with panic.

She sighed, rubbing a hand at the tension that had settled in the base of her neck. She could only hope he was willing to listen, and meet her halfway. And it would definitely help if she could figure out this mess with Max.

She grimaced as she surveyed the haphazard piles of belongings. “Why couldn’t I have had a neat best friend?” she bemoaned, and not knowing exactly where to begin, simply sat down and began where she was.

* * *

Nate brooded into his beer. The bar was crowded, most of the patrons focused on the huge television showing the Rockies game, so everyone pretty much left him alone. Which was just fine with him, as he was hardly in the mood for company.

He’d been angry for about five minutes, and now he was just despondent. She didn’t trust him, didn’t want to let him into her life, and he didn’t know what to do about that.

And okay, if he was honest with himself, he’d admit that part of the problem was that instead of confronting her, making her understand that he wanted to be a part of her life not just in bed but out of it as well, he resorted to sneaking and lying.

It was hard to blame her for being pissed about the sneaking and lying.

“Buy you a drink?”

Nate looked up to see Jonah slide onto the barstool next to his. “What are you doing here, Keller?”

Jonah nodded at the television. “I wanted to catch the end of the game. My sister is invading my apartment with her study group tonight. Contemporary women’s studies.”

Nate grimaced. “That doesn’t sound like fun at all.”

Jonah shrugged. “She seems to like it, but they frown on organized sports.” He pulled his eyes away from the television and raised an eyebrow. “Still fighting with your lady, I take it.”

“What makes you say that?”

“You’re nursing a lousy domestic beer in a smoky bar instead of having make-up sex with her.”

“Excellent detective work,” Nate muttered, and took a sip of his lousy domestic beer. “She’s pissed, I’m pissed, so I figured it was better all around if we spent some time apart.”

“Probably won’t hurt,” Jonah agreed, and scooped a handful of peanuts out of the bowl on the bar. “I was actually going to call you in the morning, let you know about my conversation with the cops.”

Nate set down his beer. “What’d they say?”

“Apparently their fraud division already has some idea of what’s going on—they’ve been secretly keeping tabs on Max for a couple of months.”

Nate frowned. “And they didn’t let anyone know?”

Jonah shrugged, eyes on the Rockies pitcher as he worked the batter to a full count. “Cops are good at keeping secrets, especially when it involves an investigation that could make or break half a dozen careers. Outside corner,” he said with satisfaction as the batter watched strike number three blow by.

“So what happens now?” Nate asked.

Jonah scooped up another handful of nuts. “Fraud doesn’t have enough to make the money laundering charges stick, though they did have him in the station for several hours today. Sweated him pretty good, from what I understand. He’s definitely dirty, it’s just a matter of proving it. The lead detective over there thinks his client is a small but very well connected and lucrative conglomerate out of East Asia. Heroin,” he explained.

Nate blinked. “Well, shit.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Jonah advised. “They’re pretty well insulated, with a lot of layers between them and Max, and they’re not about to stick their necks out for him. He’s on his own with the cops here, and they’ll have someone new to handle their cash for them inside a week.”

“Which is only going to make Max more desperate,” Nate pointed out. He shook his head and pulled out his phone.

Jonah watched with a sort of lazy interest. “Who’re you calling?”

“Lily,” he answered. “She needs to know this.” He frowned when he saw on the display he’d missed two calls. He’d forgotten to take his phone off ignore, he realized, and hit the keys to check his messages.

The sudden stream of curses spilling out of his mouth had Jonah’s eyebrows shooting up. “What’s wrong?”

“Lily,” he said, and his eyes when he looked up were dark with fear. “She thinks whatever Max might be looking for is in the storage unit Bridget rented before going to Hawaii. She’s there now, looking through everything. Is Max still at the precinct?”

Jonah shook his head. “They didn’t have enough to hold him. Let him go a couple of hours ago.”

“If he knows about the storage unit, it’s the first place he’d go.”

Jonah sighed. “I’m just not destined to see the end of this game. Come on, I’ll drive.”

* * *

Lily was going to go cross-eyed. She’d been through every scrap of paper, every receipt, credit card and bank statement from the last four years, and so far, she hadn’t seen anything that looked as though it would be a reason for Max to break into her apartment.

She rubbed a hand over tired eyes, wanting nothing more than to go home, crawl into a hot tub with a large glass of wine and deal with it all tomorrow. But she had her teeth in it now, and she couldn’t let it go.

She heard a snuffling whimper and looked over at Beau with a grin. After pacing the entire unit at least ten times, he’d found one of Bridget’s many stuffed animals, a large replica of a white tiger that was almost as big as he was. He was currently curled up on it, his face snuggled into the white fur like a child curled into his mother’s arms, sleeping like a baby.

Lily shook her head. “Some watch dog you are,” she said, but she said it softly so she wouldn’t disturb him, and reached for a box.

Like so many of the boxes she’d already been through it was full of a variety of things—CDs, old floppy discs, a blue ribbon from a swim meet in 1998 and a stack of notebooks.

Lily grinned at the ribbon—trust Bridget to hang on to something like that—and scooped the discs out for later examination. She doubted they held anything more important than Bridget’s old term papers would be on them, but it couldn’t hurt to check.

She added them to the stack she’d already accumulated and started to set the box aside when something on the cover of one of the notebooks caught her eye. She brushed aside the tail of the ribbon and frowned at the initials embossed on the corner of the cover.

“M.C.” she muttered, and snagged the book on the top of the stack. She flipped it open and realized that what she’d taken for a notebook was actually a ledger, with neat entries of dollars and cents.

Lots of dollars and cents, she realized, her eyes almost popping out as she realized just how much. She grabbed the four other books out of the box, and a quick glance confirmed they were more of the same.

She was reaching for her phone to call Nate, to tell him she’d hit the jackpot, when a voice from the door stopped her cold.

“I’ll take those,” Max Carelli said, and stepped into the room.


Chapter Nineteen

“Max.”

He sent her a smarmy smile. “Lily. How…unfortunate to see you here.”

Her eyes narrowed on him, her lip curling in distaste. “Same goes,” she said sweetly.

The veneer of charm slid off his chiseled features, leaving only the greed behind. “This doesn’t have to be difficult,” he told her, “but I’m more than happy to make it so, if you push me.”

“I’ve no intention of getting close enough to you to share the same air, much less push you,” she told him, and pushed to her feet. “Why don’t you tell me what you want so you can get out of here?”

He nodded at her hands. “I want my notebooks.”

“You mean these ledgers?” she asked, holding them up. “The ones that detail your money laundering side business?”

Shock and anger sped over his features, telling her the blindly aimed arrow had hit its mark. “Why don’t you mind your own business?” he growled, and took a step forward.

Though she wanted to step back, she held her ground. “This is my business. After all, you broke into my house looking for these, didn’t you?”

The smarmy grin was back. “You’ll never prove I had anything to do with that.”

“Probably not,” she agreed, “but I know you were there. So what now, Max?”

“Now? Now I take my legers and disappear.” He stepped forward, his hand sliding toward his pocket. “And you’re not going to get in my way.”

“Or what?” she asked, and this time when he moved forward she did step back, and slightly to her left. Behind her Beau slept on, snuggled into and partly hidden by the giant stuffed tiger.

“Or I’m going to use this,” he told her, and pulled a snub-nosed revolver out of his pocket.

Well, fuck.

* * *

“Can’t you drive any faster?” Nate asked.

Jonah rolled his eyes, but nevertheless pushed his foot down a little harder on the gas pedal. “Why don’t you try calling her again,” he suggested, and took a left turn on two wheels.

Nate shook his head. “She’s in the storage unit, it’s going right to her voicemail. What’d the cops say?”

“They don’t know where Carelli is,” Jonah said, and made another left. “If he’s got any brains at all, he’s already headed out of town, Nate. I don’t think he’s going to bother going after Lily.”

Nate shook his head again. “It’s not Lily, it’s whatever’s in Bridget’s storage unit,” he said. “And I don’t think this guy has a lot of brains—it takes a special kind of stupid to cheat on your bride at your own wedding.”

“Good point,” Jonah agreed.

“Can’t you go any faster?” Nate asked, and Jonah put his foot to the floor.

* * *

Lily started at the revolver in Max’s hand. “Max, what the hell are you doing?”

“What I have to,” he shot back, and held out his other hand. “Give me those books.”

“Fine.” She held out the ledgers, stretching out her arm as far as she could without stepping forward. No way did she want to get any closer to that gun.

He reached out and snatched them out of her hand, counting them quickly. She was just starting to breathe easy again when he swung back around. “Where are the others?”

“What others?” she asked, staring down the barrel of the pistol.

“Don’t play dumb with me,” he warned. “There are two more books, and I’m not leaving without them.”

She held her hands up, palms out. “I don’t know where they are,” she insisted. “I found those just this minute, but they were the only ones in there.” She pointed to the box at his feet.

He looked around the room and huffed out a breath. “Christ, she’s so fucking disorganized.”

Even though it was a sentiment she’d expressed a thousand times herself, Lily had to bite back a retort. Instead, she said, “They could be anywhere.”

He turned back to her and waved the gun in a circle. “Start looking,” he said, and she blinked at him.

“You want me to help you look for them?” she asked, incredulous, and he shook his head.

“You’re doing all the looking,” he told her, and moved around behind her while she spun in a slow circle to keep him in sight. “I’m going to have a seat,” he continued, patting the seat of a desk chair. A desk chair, she noted, that was right next to Beau’s stuffed tiger.

Max suited action to words and settled himself in the chair, holding the gun so it was pointed in her general direction. “Start looking,” he ordered, and swiveling the seat around, propped his feet up on the nearest random object.

Unfortunately for him, for Beau, and for the ceiling of the storage unit, that random object happened to be Beau’s stuffed white tiger, and the minute Max’s feet hit plush, Beau woke up.

For a big dog, Lily mused, he sure moved fast. He shot up so fast he caused the tiger to fly up, straight into Max’s face. Max’s hands flew up, his arms crossing to block the stuffed animal, and as they did, the gun went off.

Sheetrock rained down from the hole in the ceiling, the sound of the shot echoing off the metal walls of the unit and making her ears ring. Beau didn’t like it either, and set up a howl to wake the dead. It must have startled Max all over again because he lost his balance and fell off the back of the chair.

Lily blinked at him then blinked again, bemused, when the door to the unit burst open and Nate and Jonah came pouring in.

“What happened?” Nate asked, rushing to her side.

“I honestly have no idea,” she told him, and felt him exhale in relief as he gathered her in his arms.

“Well, that makes it perfect then,” he decided.

* * *

Half an hour later they sat on the curb outside the storage facility’s management office and watched the police load Max into a squad car. Beau sat between them, quivering with nerves and occasionally trying to hide under the stuffed tiger they’d brought out with them.

Lily watched Jonah confer briefly with Detective Graham before strolling over to them. “Well, the ledgers tie everything up pretty neatly,” he told them, crouching down to scratch Beau behind the ear. Beau whimpered and tried to crawl farther under the tiger.

“What happens now?” Lily asked.

“Jail,” Jonah said. “Probably until the trial comes up, seeing as how he’s definitely a danger to the community as well as being a flight risk. They found his passport and a briefcase full of cash in his car,” he explained.

Lily sighed and leaned into the arm Nate laid around her shoulders. “I need to call Bridget and tell her.”

“We’ll call her in the morning,” Nate told her, and brushed a kiss over her hair.

She closed her eyes at the caress. “In the morning,” she agreed. “I’m beat.”

“Get some sleep,” Jonah advised. “You’ll both have to go down to the precinct tomorrow to give a statement.”

Nate nodded and stood, reaching out a hand to help Lily to her feet. “Thanks, Jonah, for all your help.”

“No problem,” he smiled at them both. “I’ll see you around.”

“I assume you’ll be checking out of the hotel tomorrow?” she asked him dryly, and he laughed.

“Already done,” he told her. “But I’m still sending my sister to see you. I have to get her out of my office before I snap and throw her out a window.”

Lily chuckled sleepily. “Send her in day after tomorrow,” she said around a yawn. “I think I’m taking tomorrow off.”

“Will do. You take care,” he told her, then sauntered off.

Lily trudged toward her car, her feet suddenly feeling like lead. “I can’t believe all this.”

“Tell me about it,” Nate told her, and opened the back door so Beau could jump in, the huge white tiger caught in his jaws, before opening the passenger door for her. “I lost ten years off my life when I heard that gunshot.”

She winced, turning to face him. He was looking down at her, his eyes stark, and she was struck by a sudden wave of love for him. “I’m sorry,” she told him. “I truly didn’t think I’d be in any danger coming here or I’d have waited for you.”

“I know,” he said. “I got your message.” His hands skimmed up and down her arms gently before he tugged her in to lie against his chest. “I’m sorry.”

She frowned, her face scrunching up against his chest. “For what?”

“For going behind your back, for not telling you about Jonah, for assuming you couldn’t take care of this yourself.”

“Oh.” She tilted her head back to look at him. “I thought you were apologizing for not getting my message.”

“That too,” he told her, and planted a sweet kiss on the tip of her nose. “I really am sorry, Lily. I just love you so much, I’d do anything to keep you safe.”

“You know, that’s the second time you’ve told me you love me,” she said. “The first time you said it you were pissed off.”

“Yeah, I was.”

“And the second time you tell me, it’s right after a big scare.”

He frowned. “What’s your point?”

“Well, are you always going to be telling me that in times of stress?”

“Knowing you?” he asked with raised eyebrows. “Probably.”

She chuckled and dropped her head back to his chest. “I’m sorry too, you know. I should have told you what I was thinking about Max after the break-in.”

He sighed, rubbing his hands over her back. “We both should have talked more.”

“I want you to know I’m going to try to be better about that,” she told him, her eyes drifting closed. His hands on her back felt so good, so soothing, she was afraid she might fall asleep standing up.

“I will too,” he told her.

“Okay,” she yawned.

“Lily?”

“Hmm?”

“I’ve told you I love you twice.” He leaned back so he could look in her face. “Do you have something to tell me?”

She smiled and shook her head. “I’m feeling too relaxed,” she told him. “I was going to wait for a moment of stress.”

“If I wrap my hands around your neck, you’ll have a moment of stress,” he growled at her, and she laughed.

“I love you too,” she murmured, and hummed in pleasure when his lips brushed against hers. “But I’m too tired to have make-up sex with you tonight.”

“We’ll do that in the morning, too,” he told her, and helped her into the car.

“That works for me,” she sighed.

THE END


Want More Hannah Murray?

Check out her website, www.hannahmurray.net, for more books, news, extras and more.


About the Author

Hannah has been reading romance novels since she was young enough to have to hide them from her mother, and decided to try her hand at writing one when she realized the book she really wanted to read lived in her head. That was a dozen years and as many manuscripts ago, and there are still more stories to be told.

She lives in the Pacific Northwest with her husband—former Special Forces and an OR nurse who writes fantasy fiction and acts as In-House Expert on matters pertaining to weapons, tactics, the military, medical conditions and How Dudes Think—and their daughter, who takes after her father.

Hannah loves to hear from readers, and can be reached by email, or on Facebook and Twitter.

OEBPS/image_rsrc7.jpg
1

K -
A .

Hannah Murray





OEBPS/font_rsrc2Z9.otf


OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Title


    		Copyright


    		Author’s Note


    		Chapter One


    		Chapter Two


    		Chapter Three


    		Chapter Four


    		Chapter Five


    		Chapter Six


    		Chapter Seven


    		Chapter Eight


    		Chapter Nine


    		Chapter Ten


    		Chapter Eleven


    		Chapter Twelve


    		Chapter Thirteen


    		Chapter Fourteen


    		Chapter Fifteen


    		Chapter Sixteen


    		Chapter Seventeen


    		Chapter Eighteen


    		Chapter Nineteen


    		About the Author


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216






