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New York Times bestselling author Carly Phillips tossed away her legal briefs and a career as an attorney to become a stay-at-home mom. Within the year, she turned her love of reading into an obsession with writing. More than thirty published novels later, Carly writes sexy contemporary small-town romances, striking a balance between entertainment and emotion, and giving her readers the compelling stories they have come to expect and enjoy. She lives in Purchase, New York, with her husband, two daughters, and their dogs: Bailey, a soft-coated wheaten terrier, and Brady, a Havanese, who act like additional children. Visit Carly at www.carlyphillips.com or catch up with her at facebook.com/CarlyPhillipsfanpage or follow her on Twitter @carlyphillips
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Raves for the novels of Carly Phillips:


‘[An] entertaining and sexy romance. . . [A] fun and romantic summer read. . .Will please readers with its mischievous characters, red-hot passionate encounters, and spirited plot’ Publishers Weekly


‘Fast-moving and sexy. . . Her many readers will clamor for this’ Booklist


‘This sassy, sexy story with a rapid-fire pace . . . will send readers looking for the rest’ Library Journal


‘Fast-paced and fabulously fun, Carly Phillips entertains with witty dialogue and delightful characters’ Rachel Gibson, New York Times bestselling author


‘On a scale of one to five: a high five for fun, ease of reading, and sex - actually I would’ve given it a six for sex if I could have’ Kelly Ripa


‘This is one of Phillips’ best, a lighthearted, fast-moving plot filled with her signature quirky characters. The book also shows depth of heart, outlining some of the life choices we make that perhaps could use a second look. Great fun with a bit of insight tucked in - fans will be clamoring for this one! HOT!’ Romantic Times 4½ Stars


‘Once again Carly Phillips has done it. She knows how to combine suspense, romance, and comedy. Loved it’ Night Owl Reviews


‘An entertaining read from start to finish that fans of Ms. Phillips, both new and old, are sure to enjoy’ Joyfully Reviewed


‘Carly Phillips’ characters are always believable, and I think that’s what makes her books keepers. . . The only issue a Phillips fan will have is leaving these wonderful characters’ Fresh Fiction


‘A funny, sexy story with exactly the right mix of sass and heart’ Susan Mallery, New York Times bestselling author






 


Police Officer Dare Barron has had a crush on Liza McKnight ever since he was a teenager. But despite his lifelong attraction, the closest he’s ever come to interacting with her is watching Liza regularly bail out her brother at the station.


Dare’s dark past with Liza’s brother, Brian, has always kept him from pursuing her. But suddenly Liza finds herself in need of protection and Dare appoints himself as the man for the job. And while the sizzling attraction between Dare and Liza draws them together, the past that Dare and Brian share threatens to keep the two apart for ever.








One



Dare Barron heard the commotion in the police station earlier as his least favorite offender was brought in on a drunk and disorderly charge. Dare had been out on a nuisance call when the man had gone before a judge at the courthouse next door, but he was back now, in the cell downstairs.


Dare glanced at his watch, wondering how long before she came to bail her brother out. Every time McKnight got himself in trouble, his older sister, Liza, was never far behind to clean up his mess. McKnight was a rich bastard who thought his family money entitled him to special privileges.


And Liza . . . Dare didn’t know what she thought. He only knew he looked forward to seeing her each and every time she walked through the precinct door.


A damned contrast to how he felt about her brother. Dare wished like hell he’d never heard of Brian McKnight, and those feelings dated back too many years to when a teenage McKnight had thrown a party. Dare, who at fifteen acted like he was much older, had gone, and his life had never been the same. Though Dare knew better than to think he could change the past, everything he’d done since then had been with his own atonement in mind.


But whoever coined the phrase “No sin goes unpunished” had never met Brian McKnight.


Or his sister, Liza.


Dare glanced up from his seat behind his desk to see her stride in like she owned the place. He wasn’t above admitting he’d always had a thing for her, ever since he was a teenager. She was three years older and her parents had pulled her and Brian from public school, but the times she’d come to town with her friends, Liza had been hard to miss.


She still was. And Dare stared at her now without disguising his interest. She wore a basic black skirt and turquoise blue silk blouse. A simple outfit on anyone else. Liza McKnight was anything but simple. The skirt was long enough to be decent but short enough to call attention to seductively long legs, as did her black patent-leather mile-high heels accented by a delicate bow at the back. All in all, a ladylike yet siren-sexy contradiction.


Her chestnut brown hair hung straight over her shoulders, her bangs not long enough to disguise her golden brown stare.


She reached his desk, propped both hands on the cold metal surface, and leaned in close. “I want to post bail for my brother.”


Big surprise. Still, Dare shook his head, unable to conceal his disappointment. “Still enabling him, I see.”


She frowned, but the expression only served to showcase her dimples and make her look even sexier. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”


She was probably right.


He inhaled her warm, exotic scent. Vanilla, musky, and damned hot. “I’m sure everyone is working to release him as quickly as possible,” Dare said, glad he had the desk to hide exactly what she did to him.


She straightened her posture but still managed to look calm and in control. “He was granted bail over half an hour ago. I can’t imagine what the holdup is. Can you at least get the paperwork started on this end?”


Dare shook his head. “Sorry. I’m not the arresting officer. You’ll have to take a seat and wait to talk to him.”


There were three chairs in the waiting area at the far end of the room. She settled into the one across from Dare’s desk, crossing one delectably long leg over the other.


“So, what’s he in for this time?” Dare asked, though he already knew. Conversation was conversation and Brian’s record was what they had in common.


“Drunk and disorderly conduct,” she stated without emotion.


Specifically, according to Officer Sam Marsden’s report, her brother had left Joe’s Bar drunk, walked out back to his car—which he shouldn’t have been going anywhere near in his inebriated state—and paused to take a leak, singing at the top of his lungs the entire time.


“In other words, the usual,” Dare said.


She closed her eyes for a brief second. Dark lashes fluttered over her soft skin, giving her a vulnerable look that made him want to pull her into his arms and comfort her.


“It wouldn’t be the usual if Officer Marsden had just driven Brian home and let it go.” Liza pinned him with a questioning look, the vulnerability gone as quickly as it had appeared, making him wonder if he’d imagined the emotion.


Dare shook his head, frustration gnawing at his gut. “So we should just let him break the law?”


“What? Are you guys so hard up for arrests that you can’t find a real criminal to harass?”


He rolled his eyes. “Your brother is a real criminal.” Dare spoke in a soft but realistic tone, almost feeling sorry for her.


She jumped up from her seat, suddenly a flurry of nervous energy, pacing in front of his desk. Her long legs ate up so much space she took two steps, turned, and started the process all over again.


From the corner of his eye, he caught sight of Sam walking out of the holding area. “There’s the arresting officer.” Dare nodded in his friend’s direction. “He should know when your brother will be brought up.” Dare softened his tone, not wanting to upset her any further.


He didn’t know why he baited her in the first place except he hated her turning a blind eye to the truth about her sibling.


“Thank you.” She actually smiled at him, her brown eyes sparkling with genuine gratitude.


Then she paused, drawing a deep calming breath and causing Dare’s gaze to focus on the rise and fall of her breasts. Oblivious to his interest, she turned and zeroed in on Sam, heading over to deal with her brother’s problems without looking back.


He let out an exhale and wiped his forehead with his sleeve, grateful the long day was almost over. The air-conditioning in the old building was on its last legs and the precinct was as sweltering inside as it was outside. Yet Liza had been completely cool.


Dare rubbed the back of his neck, where a steady pain had begun to throb. It drove him nuts that she made excuses for her screwed-up brother. Hell, he knew what it was like to have a troubled family member and not once had Dare made excuses for Ethan. Then again, that immovable attitude had kept him estranged from his brother when he could have been working toward reconciliation. Good thing he and eventually their middle sibling, Nash, had come around. The difference was, Ethan had changed and made an effort to fix the past. Brian McKnight showed no remorse and Liza didn’t seem to care.


Dare groaned. It shouldn’t bother him. Wasn’t his problem. But she was a bright, educated woman. A talented architect. She had to know right from wrong and yet she consistently bailed out a man who, brother or not, she ought to have wiped her hands of a long time ago. Brian needed to be held accountable for his actions.


And Dare wanted Liza in his bed.


He jerked his head, wondering where that thought had come from. He’d never denied his attraction to her, at least not to himself. He’d always wanted her, even though he knew she was out of his league. But that hadn’t been on his mind at the moment. Or maybe it had been. He’d been waiting for her arrival, his entire body on alert.


The scary truth was Dare almost looked forward to the times McKnight got hauled in, because it gave him a chance to see her. Scarier, he’d cut school all those years ago and gone to that damned party because it had been at her house and he’d had the chance to see the girl of his teenage dreams. But Liza hadn’t been home that day and Dare’s life had been forever altered by the events of that afternoon.


More than a decade had passed, one in which he’d seen major growth, both in his personal and professional lives and in his feelings for Liza. Before she’d been a teenage crush, someone he’d thought of and, yeah, jerked off to. But now? He’d grown up and each time he met up with her, she got to him on a level no other woman ever had.


He saw Liza as a woman who could bring him out of the darkness he hid inside him and into the light. He shook his head hard because wasn’t that a nice dream. One that would never happen. Though he liked to think of Liza as an angel, that wasn’t her at all. She enabled her brother, thereby condoning his behavior—all of his behavior, the past included, which made her no better than his brother. Or Dare, no matter how hard he tried to be a better man.


Yet that didn’t stop Dare from wanting her, and damned if the yearning wasn’t more than just physical. He was curious about who she was and what made her tick. Why last time she’d been at the station late at night she’d been wearing high black boots with killer heels covering legs encased in tight denim, her long hair cascading in sexy curls down her back. A far cry from the ladylike outfit she wore today. Of course he was equally attracted to her no matter what she had on.


Not that it mattered.


Because despite everything, she’d never once looked at him as more than a pain-in-the-ass cop she had to deal with whenever her brother found himself in trouble.


He glanced at his watch and exhaled in relief. He was officially off duty. Dare grabbed his keys and rose from his seat.


“Heading home?” Sam asked.


Marsden was a few years older than Dare and a darned good friend.


“Yeah. Shift’s over,” he said.


“Sure you don’t want to wait?” Sam asked, eyeing him curiously.


“For what?” Dare asked.


Sam let out a whoop of laughter. “You really want to play dumb? Fine. Don’t you want to wait until Ms. McKnight’s brother is released? She’s waiting for him in the outer hall.”


Dare clenched his jaw, which didn’t help his building headache. “And why would I want to do that?” Yeah, he was playing it dumb. Why the hell would he want to admit to his feelings and set himself up to be the butt of Sam’s jokes.


“Because I see how you look at her, man. Only a blind fool could miss it.” Sam leaned against the desk, eyeing Dare with way too much humor.


Okay, no need to admit it. Apparently Dare wore his feelings on his uniform. Fucking swell.


“Then I suppose you’ve also seen how she doesn’t return the sentiment?”


“Jeez, you men are dumb!” This from Cara Hartley, another cop and good friend. The three tended to pull the same shifts and hang out together when they were off duty.


“Where’d you come from?” Dare asked.


Cara laughed, her dark ponytail flipping over her shoulder. “I’m stealthy. I walked over while you two were talking about Liza McKnight. But you’re still both dumb.”


Dare shook his head and stifled a groan. “I really don’t want to know what you’re thinking.”


“Yeah you do.” Cara deliberately bumped her hip against his. “You think she doesn’t notice you. I’m here to tell you you’re wrong.”


He blinked in surprise.


Sam’s grin was so wide Dare was surprised his face didn’t split. Dare didn’t need the two of them on his case about a woman.


“The thing is, every time you talk to Liza, you judge her for bailing out her brother. So tell me why she should think you’re hot for her. Not to mention why should she want to bother with you.”


Dare reached for the back of his neck once more, the muscle spasms getting worse. “Can we not talk about this?”


“Nope. It’s on the table and it’s staying there until I’m finished. Now let’s say you happened to . . . I don’t know . . . change your attitude toward her? Something tells me she just might alter hers.” Cara raised her eyebrows over her blue eyes.


Despite not wanting to give Cara a green light to get into his head, Dare mulled over her words.


“You thinking what I’m thinking?” Sam asked Dare. “That our girl here makes sense?”


Cara glanced at Sam with a pout on her lips. “I’m not your anything,” she muttered. Cara being Cara hated any hint of condescension toward her as a woman. Touchy was her nickname.


“And I’m not thinking anything,” Dare said. Nor was he conceding his feelings out loud.


“Just remember, I have a feeling you can turn this around. If you want to that is.” Cara shrugged.


“Is that feeling your female intuition?” Sam asked. “Because Cara’s is usually damn good,” he reminded Dare.


Cara grinned, nodding her head in agreement. “Thanks for the compliment, Sam. Maybe I’ll let that earlier rude comment slide. I might even let you buy me a drink at Joe’s on Wednesday night.” They usually hit Joe’s for Ladies’ Night since they were all off on Thursdays.


Dare laughed, but Sam was right. Cara’s gut instincts, on the job and off, were usually on target.


“Got a plan?” Sam asked Dare.


He rolled his eyes. “I’m going home, like I said.”


“But—” Cara shook her head and groaned. “Never mind, do what you want. Nobody ever listens to me, even though I’m always right.”


Sam grinned.


“As long as you’re leaving, I’ll walk out with you,” Cara said to Dare. “I’m off duty too. You coming, Sam?”


He shook his head. “Not until McKnight’s been released on bail. Catch you guys tomorrow.”


Dare nodded Sam’s way. “Night.”


He headed out alongside Cara, who talked about the weekend Police and Firefighters’ Festival where they would man the policemen’s booth in order to raise money for the youth center where they all volunteered. Dare laughed at her jokes and admired her sense of humor, but being with Cara did nothing to make him forget about Liza, whom he just happened to pass as he left the precinct. She sat alone, waiting for her brother’s release, alternately looking pissed and vulnerable, bringing up protective instincts Dare had never felt toward any other woman before.


Liza drummed her fingers against her purse as she waited for Brian to be brought up from the holding area. She wondered if the cell in the back of the police station had a plaque engraved with her brother’s name on it. Heaven knew he’d been hauled in often enough. Just the thought was enough to give her a stomachache.


She shook her head and stifled a groan. “At least be honest with yourself,” she muttered. It wasn’t her brother’s most recent arrest making her stomach churn.


It was Dare Barron. The cop who always seemed to be around when her brother was brought in. The sexy man who alternately looked at her like she was the hottest thing this side of a hot fudge sundae or the dumbest enabler on the planet.


Like she wasn’t aware of what she was doing? She was. She just had no choice. Brian was family. He was her brother. Besides, she owed him.


However, she didn’t have to explain herself to Dare, even if he did have “big bad cop” written all over him. His dark brown hair with flecks of gold and those gorgeous brown eyes were enough to melt her on the spot. But that didn’t mean she had to answer to anyone but herself. That’s how it had been for longer than she cared to remember. But now, as an adult, she wouldn’t trade her independence for anyone ever again.


She rose to her feet, annoyed Brian hadn’t been brought up yet. She couldn’t imagine what the holdup was. The attorney she kept on retainer had shown up and done his job, and Brian’s arraignment had been blessedly brief. So where was he?


Finally she heard her name called by a gruff male voice. She turned, hoping to see her brother. Instead, she saw Dare on his way out the door with a pretty female police officer by his side. Liza knew the woman’s name was Cara Hartley. She was a year younger than Liza’s twenty-nine, while Dare was three years younger, making him twenty-six. From the way Cara and Dare were laughing together, they were close.


An unwanted ribbon of jealousy unwound in Liza’s stomach, and she ruthlessly forced it aside. Whether Cara and Dare were friends or something more, it didn’t matter. Liza had her hands full with her delinquent brother. The last thing she needed in her life was an attraction to one of Serendipity’s finest.


Her brother’s arrival reinforced that truth and she rose to meet him. He must have sobered since she’d seen him in court because he appeared more withdrawn and down instead of chipper and happy to see her. Since she’d paid his bail and signed all the appropriate papers, they headed out the door together. Liza’s stomach growled, reminding her she’d been at the courthouse and the police station for the better part of the day.


She waited until they were settled in the car before turning to her brother. “Hungry?” she asked.


He nodded. “But I need a shower more. I can’t go anywhere looking like this.”


Now he was worried?


His white-collared shirt was wrinkled and dirty and he looked like he’d been on a twenty-four-hour bender. Which wasn’t true. Liza had seen him at work earlier this morning, at McKnight Architecture, the firm her grandfather had founded and where Brian also worked. Brian was an accountant, and as one of the bookkeepers, his job had few direct responsibilities. He had a supervisor to oversee his performance, something her father had made sure of during his tenure.


“You can take me home, and while I shower, you can go pick up something for dinner,” Brian said.


It wasn’t a suggestion, Liza noted.


She gripped her fingertips tighter around the steering wheel. “How about I drop you off home and I head out to get dinner myself, like a human being? You can fend for yourself. I bailed you out, Brian. Isn’t that enough?”


He reached over and squeezed her arm. “You know I appreciate you, Liza Lou.” The nickname was a throwback to their childhood when he’d first seen How the Grinch Stole Christmas.


Liza used to wear her hair up in a high ponytail, reminding him of Cindy Lou Who. She’d liked the nickname then. Now all it served to do was remind her of the brother she’d lost. She wasn’t even sure when he’d taken that wrong turn. It just seemed that from the time he’d reached adolescence, trouble found Brian. Or maybe it was Brian who found trouble.


She clenched her jaw tight before speaking. “If you appreciate me, how about you take a good look in the mirror.” She reached over and flipped down the visor, revealing a covered mirror that she also opened for him. “Who are you and what have you done to my brother?” she asked softly.


He shook his head and closed up the visor. “You know the cops in this town are hard-asses,” he muttered. “They have it in for me.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Why weren’t you at the office this afternoon?” she asked, ignoring his stupid comment.


“I had a business lunch.”


“At Joe’s Bar?” she asked sarcastically.


“Nothing wrong with buying a client a drink.”


“What client would that be?” And since when did his job as a bookkeeper require him to schmooze with any client?


Brian let out an annoyed sound. “I don’t have to answer to you,” he said, folding his arms across his chest and looking out the window.


She ignored him once more. Nothing positive could come from engaging him in an argument. Besides, they were almost home.


In the distance, she saw the house on the hill, the main landmark in the town of Serendipity, looming in the distance, proud and majestic against a cloudless sky. There was a time Liza had visited the house often, back when she’d been friends with Faith Harrington, who’d grown up there. Faith’s parents had lived there until last year when her father had gone to jail for securities and investment fraud, and Ethan Barron had purchased the house on the SEC auction block.


Dare Barron’s brother.


How could she stop thinking about the man when he cropped up in her mind every time she turned around?


Liza shook her head and forced her thoughts elsewhere. Anywhere. Like back to the landmark she’d just driven past and its previous occupants.


Liza had attended school with Faith, at least until Brian had started acting out and had gotten himself tossed out of public school. Livid that the institution to which they paid their taxes had treated their son so badly, Liza’s parents had sent both kids to private school in a neighboring town. They’d ripped Liza away from her friends and her life, not that either of her parents had cared about that. Brian was always their main concern.


Liza managed to keep in touch with Faith and her other friends for a while, until she made friends at her new school, most from the neighboring town where the private school was located. And though she would still hang out in Serendipity from time to time and run into her old girlfriends, things had never been the same. Eventually she’d drifted and lost touch.


People tended not to stick in Liza’s life and she’d learned from a young age not to count on anyone. The one time she’d let down her guard, she’d been rewarded with Timothy Barker, a charming college senior to her sophomore, and she’d lived to regret the impulse.


She shook her head, hating that all those old memories came back to her now. It was the house on the hill, she thought. The mansion wasn’t just a town landmark, it was a marker of many things to many people. To Liza, it had brought back the past, a place she didn’t intend to revisit.


As long as Liza remained in the present, she’d be fine.


She snapped her attention to tomorrow’s calendar. Coincidentally, her first meeting was with Faith Harrington. The new Mrs. Barron was the head of the Beautification Committee’s fund-raiser and Liza had signed onto the committee.


Realizing she’d reached her destination, Liza turned onto the long driveway of her parents’ house where Brian still lived. It wasn’t as grand as the old Harrington mansion, but the house was huge and on the “right” side of town. Although her parents had moved to Palm Beach, Florida, full-time, they’d kept the house in Serendipity, allowing Brian to stay on. Whether he paid them rent or not, Liza didn’t know nor did she want to. They were all equally at fault when it came to enabling him.


She knew it. Understood Dare was right in his assessment of the situation, but damn it, what else could she do? Leave him in jail to rot?


No. Not when she’d inadvertently contributed to the fatal day that still haunted them both. And then there was the fact that Brian had been there to save her from her own poor judgment and colossal mistake. Brian might be a loser, but he’d been there the one time Liza needed him, and without him who knows what her ex might have done to her.


But that didn’t mean she had to take care of him or be around him any more than was absolutely necessary. At this point he could get help or not, but she wasn’t going to be his caretaker.


“We’re here.” She cut the engine and glanced over, realizing he’d passed out in his seat.


Well, that explained the silence and why she’d been able to go off on all sorts of tangents in her own mind.


Liza jolted him by pushing against his arm. “Brian!”


“What?” he barked grumpily.


“You’re home. Go inside and clean up,” she said, more gently than he deserved. “And don’t forget to eat.”


“You’re the best, Liza Lou.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek.


She winced and tried not to gag at the smell of alcohol, sweat, and jail that surrounded him. “Night,” she managed.


He opened her car door and stepped out, stumbling once before he righted himself and made his way to the front door.


Liza waited until he was safely inside before driving away. She was exhausted and looking forward to changing into sweats and going to sleep early. First, she’d microwave herself leftovers, eat, and then fall into bed. No late night for her. Tomorrow was a busy day with back-to-back meetings, beginning with an important 9:00 A.M. with Faith.


Liza had an agenda for joining the Beautification Committee. In past years, the committee had raised a fortune at their fund-raisers but had spent the money on the parts of town that were already well cared for. This year, Liza hoped to convince them to steer some of the immense funds raised toward a more worthwhile cause, the youth center downtown.


The center was a place for kids to hang out, take art and music classes run by volunteers, and play basketball and other sports games in a safe environment. The center was close to Liza’s heart because it represented a future to kids who might have none. And she couldn’t help but wonder if just maybe had it been around when Brian was younger and acting out, things might have been different for him.


Who am I kidding? she thought with a shake of her head. Nothing short of discipline would have shaped up her brother and there’d been nobody to give it to him.


But the center had volunteer counselors and teachers who didn’t mind taking a tough stand with the kids. Unfortunately, it was also always short of funds. The Police and Firefighters’ Festival that was scheduled for this coming weekend raised money for the center, but it was never enough. And that was because the wealthier residents, like Liza’s parents, couldn’t be bothered with a place that helped the less fortunate.


By working with the committee, Liza also hoped to up her credibility within her hometown. McKnight Architecture flourished thanks to out-of-town referrals and business. Their work spoke for them, but here where she’d grown up, Brian’s reputation had tarnished her own.


So for the last two years, Liza had attended beautification meetings and ignored the more uppity members who’d tried to freeze her out, slowly making younger acquaintances and giving her views. Then at last month’s meeting, they’d surprisingly announced that Faith Harrington would be the new fund-raising chair.


Surprising because Faith hadn’t been a committee member before. And because Faith, like Liza, had committee members with immense bias against her. In Faith’s case, thanks to her father’s criminal behavior. Still, Faith’s husband had money, and rumor had it that Ethan had gifted the mansion to his wife as a wedding present, making Faith the current owner of the premier landmark in town and cementing her role as the fund-raising chair.


Liza couldn’t be more pleased. She’d liked Faith when they were kids and it seemed they had a similar uphill battle against the snobs in Serendipity. She hoped to get Faith on board with her idea to use the money raised at the annual fund-raiser, a black-tie event of the elite and the wealthy, for the youth center.


Liza believed she had a shot. Unless, of course, Dare told his sister-in-law about her brother’s latest arrest, and Faith decided working with Liza and implementing her ideas was a liability.


Liza groaned. One way or another, she’d know soon enough.





Two



Liza walked into Cuppa Café, the coffee shop on Main Street in town, and looked for Faith. Although she hadn’t seen the other woman recently, Liza recognized the pretty blonde sitting at a back table immediately. She wore a simple pair of jeans and a pink flowing top, making her appear delicate. Liza knew better. She had read the interview Faith gave to Elisabetta Gardelli for the News Journal magazine last fall. There was nothing soft about Faith Harrington. The woman was incredibly tough and resilient. She’d had to be in order to survive her father and ex-husband’s betrayal.


“Faith?” Liza asked, walking up to her.


“Liza!” Faith rose from her seat and suddenly the years seemed to disappear as she hugged the woman she hadn’t seen since they were children.


“How are you?” they both asked at the same time.


Laughing, Liza settled into a chair and Faith returned to hers.


“You first,” Liza said. “You’re married!” She glanced down and the sparkler on Faith’s left hand caught her attention. “Gorgeous,” Liza said of the diamond ring and matching wedding band.


“Thanks!” Faith smiled, a wide, happy grin. “Wait, let’s get coffee before we catch up.”


Liza nodded. They headed up to the counter, and a few minutes later they returned to their seats with their cups of coffee. “Now tell me all about you.”


Faith nodded. “There’s not much to tell. I’m running a new interior design business and helping Ethan raise his half sister, Tess. I’m busy. And you?”


“Half sister?” Liza asked, not ready to delve into her own personal stuff just yet. She wanted to hear more about Faith and now Tess, who just happened to be Dare’s half sister too.


“There’s some gossip that hasn’t gotten around?” Faith asked, laughing.


Liza grinned. “I suppose it depends on what circles you run in. I’m so busy working I don’t have time to socialize much.” And when she did it wasn’t in Serendipity.


Faith braced her hands around her cup. “Tess and her sister, Kelly, arrived last summer. Nobody knew about Tess, and she’s been a handful, but she’s come a long way since then.” Faith spoke with obvious pride.


“And Ethan? How did you end up with him?”


Her eyes lit up at the mention of her husband. “Ethan and I met up again when I came back to town. Right before Tess showed up. We sort of . . . I wouldn’t say picked up where we left off because we didn’t have a past relationship. But we did have this connection . . .” A pink blush stained Faith’s cheeks.


There was a story there, Liza knew. If the rosy glow on Faith’s face was an indication of that connection, Liza hoped she’d hear all about it one day. She might not believe in happily ever after for herself, but if it worked for others, what the hell.


“Well, I’m happy for you. I really am.”


“Thanks.” Faith smiled. “Now about you?”


Liza nodded, knowing she’d have to divulge some things. The easy things. “Not much to tell. I went to New York University and lived in the city for four years, got my degree, and came home to join the family business.”


“That’s a good thing, yes?”


Liza thought about it and nodded. “Actually it is. My parents retired to Florida, which leaves me to run the place as I see fit. I love restoring old buildings, finding ways to keep their history while modernizing them at the same time.”


“Well, good.” Faith glanced down. “No ring, so you’re not married?”


Liza shook her head back and forth quickly. “No, not me.” To get married would mean she’d have to trust a man to get close to her again, to potentially break her heart, her spirit, and maybe even something more.


Not ever again.


“I’m more of an affair kind of girl,” she said, knowing how that sounded and not giving a damn.


Faith raised an eyebrow but said nothing.


Liza kept quiet too. She’d long since stopped apologizing for who she was and what she wanted. If it was fear of making another major mistake in judgment driving her, so what? She certainly didn’t act like she was afraid nor would she admit it out loud. Which meant she was able to enjoy her life and brief relationships with men, have fun, and stay safe. Nobody got close and she liked it that way.


“Hey, whatever floats your boat,” Faith said lightly. But those golden eyes were too perceptive, making Liza squirm. “You know, I was married before Ethan,” Faith said, taking Liza off guard. “The guy was a self-centered jerk who used me for my father’s connections and cheated on me, probably from day one.”


Faith’s sudden admission cemented Liza’s certainty that Faith saw much more than she said aloud.


“I’m sorry,” Liza said, not mentioning she’d read Faith’s history in the magazine article.


Faith smiled. “I’m not. It made me stronger and I found Ethan.”


Liza admired the other woman’s attitude.


“Listen to us, talking so easily, like no time has passed,” Liza said, grateful her old friend hadn’t changed.


“I’m not surprised. I was looking forward to meeting you today. I’m glad the committee got us back in touch again.”


“Me too. Speaking of the committee, how’d you wrangle the fund-raising chair? Not that I’m complaining. I’d much rather work with an old friend than an old biddy any day.”


Liza grinned and Faith burst out laughing.


“Caroline Bretton, the president of the Beautification Committee, is a client and an old friend of my mother’s. The committee was dying to have the fund-raiser at the mansion and they knew better than to think Ethan would open his house to the upper crust of Serendipity just because they asked.” Faith wrinkled her nose, her disdain for those particular people evident.


Knowing the Barron brothers’ past, growing up on the wrong side of town among other things, Liza could understand that. “So what made you want to talk him into it? Never mind take on such a huge responsibility?”


Faith sighed. “You know, I’m not sure. I do know Caroline was good to me when I first opened my business. She was one of my first clients, taking a blind leap of faith. No pun intended.” She chuckled at her own joke. “And she stood by my mother when, frankly, she didn’t deserve the friendship.” Faith shrugged. “I guess I thought it was the right thing to do.”


“And Ethan? How does he feel about opening his house for such a huge gala?” Liza asked.


Faith cringed. “He hates it. But he’s doing it for me.” And suddenly the warm, dreamy look entered her eyes once more.


Watching her, goose bumps rose over Liza’s skin, making her not just envious but even a little sad at the thought that she’d never have that kind of connection with a man. She’d never have someone who’d do anything just because she’d asked. But that was a choice she’d made, and in as much as it kept her free and safe, Liza was content.


“So, ready to get down to business?” Faith asked, oblivious to Liza’s thoughts.


“You bet. I don’t have enough clout with the committee to land any kind of chairmanship, but I really wanted to help with the fund-raiser.” Liza spread her hands out in front of her. “I’m yours, so put me to work.”


“Well, I can’t tell you how grateful I am.” Faith pulled a notepad from her large purse and Liza did the same. Obviously they had organization in common too.


Liza knew she’d have to broach her main idea sooner rather than later, and since she and Faith were getting along so well, she decided not to waste any time. “I have a question about the proceeds. Has there been any talk about which projects to fund this year?”


Faith clicked her pen open. “There’s been talk of putting up a new gazebo in the town square,” Faith said, sounding like she disapproved. “Why?”


“Well, I had a thought. I know for a fact nobody would take anything I said seriously—”


“Why not? When Caroline Bretton told me we’d be working together, she said you’ve been on this committee for the last couple of years. Why wouldn’t they listen to you?” Faith asked.


Liza dropped her stare to the table. And here it came. The thing she hated talking about. “The McKnight name doesn’t exactly inspire confidence unless it’s in architectural design. At least not in Serendipity.”


“Because of Brian?” Faith asked softly.


Liza met her gaze. “You’ve heard, huh?”


Faith sighed. “Well, of course I remember the party all those years ago and Stuart Rossman’s death.” She spoke low, with sympathy and no rancor.


At the mention of the teenager’s senseless passing at a party thrown by her brother, nausea rose in Liza’s throat. “Yeah. And my brother hasn’t changed or sobered much since.” If anything, he’d gotten worse and a part of Liza blamed herself. “Brian’s been pretty much in and out of jail on one minor charge or another.”


“I’m sorry.”


Liza shrugged, pulling her armor around her emotions like she always did when it came to Brian. “Thanks, but it is what it is. Anyway, that’s exactly why nobody on the committee would listen to my ideas. You know what most of those old women are like. They barely tolerate me.”


Faith sighed. “Considering they ostracized my mother and the only reason I hold this position is because they need my house? Yeah, I know. I believe it’s called guilt by association.”


Liza couldn’t help but smile. “Good thing misery loves company then.” She shook her head and laughed. “Gotta love those clichés. They’ve been around so long for good reason.”


Faith inclined her head. “So, what’s your idea?”


Liza warmed her hands against her coffee cup. “Instead of using the money to beautify the already-perfect parts of town, which really makes this a committee in name only, I thought we could donate the proceeds to the youth center downtown.” She went on to explain why the center was important to her, but Faith’s eyes had already lit up and she was nodding in agreement.


“You’ve sold me without the explanation! My best friend, Kate Andrews, is a teacher who volunteers there after school and during the summers. My brother-in-law Dare works with the kids, and Tess spent some time there last summer. The center is important to my family too.”


Faith’s eyes sparkled as much as excitement pulsed inside Liza. Ignoring the mention of Dare, which wasn’t easy considering her body’s eager response to his name, Liza met Faith’s gaze. “You’re really on board!”


The other woman nodded. “Doesn’t mean the rest of the committee will be, but that will be our first order of business. Lobbying the members we know we can sway.”


Liza’s adrenaline spiked and she was unable to contain her enthusiasm. “You’re amazing! We’re amazing. We can do this. I know we can.”


“You bet we can. It’s time to change up the way this town does business and make a difference.”


“Here, here,” Liza said.


They touched their coffee cups together in a toast. “Let me do some prep work and see who I can get on board with the idea before we broach it at the next meeting. I’ll call you and we’ll get together soon to talk actual gala details, okay?”


Liza nodded. “Sounds great.”


Faith grinned.


Their cause was worthy, making Liza proud. And for the first time in years, Liza felt a kinship toward someone again and she looked forward to the renewal of their friendship, something she hadn’t had in her Serendipity life for way too long.


“Change your grip!” Dare called to fourteen-year-old Charlie Skeets, “Skeeter” for short.


The fourteen-year-old choked up higher on the baseball bat and got into position, waiting for the next pitch.


Dare coached a youth league, and this was the end of practice at the field near the lake on the edge of town. All he had left was Charlie’s at bat, a pep talk, and then Dare was out of here for the night.


Ten minutes later, he’d given each kid a summary of their strengths and weaknesses. When he finished, the kids scattered, some walking home together, a few lucky others picked up by their parents.


Dare put his spare equipment into the large duffel he kept in his trunk, hefted the bag over his shoulder, and headed for his car, a black metallic Ford Edge. He tossed the bag into the back and wiped his dusty hands together before slamming the trunk, then walked over to the water fountain and rinsed off his hands.


No sooner had he finished and turned to leave than he collided with a jogger on the sidewalk. He’d raised his hands to block contact and he realized he now braced his palms against a very feminine chest. Soft, round, full breasts molded to his hand.


His body registered that fact and reacted accordingly.


“Sorry,” he muttered, taking a deliberate step back.


“Me too. I wasn’t watching where I was going,” a familiar female voice said.


Startled, Dare glanced up to see Liza pulling the iPod buds out of her ears. “Liza.”


“You,” she said at the same time.


He met her gaze and she blinked, focusing her coffee brown eyes on him. Touching her had nearly knocked him on his ass and her gorgeous eyes almost completed the job. Then there were the damp handprints he’d left on her chest, which he couldn’t stop noticing.


He had to divert his focus or he’d be in big trouble.


“I do have a name other than you,” he reminded her in a teasing voice.


“Officer Barron.” She ducked her head after she spoke.


This shy female was distinctly different from the take-charge woman he was used to seeing at the police station, softer and more approachable.


Dare found himself drawn to her even more. “I meant, I have a first name.” And he wanted to hear her say it.


She lifted her gaze. “Dare.” Her expression was wary but with a hint of a smile on her lips, she teased him with a glimpse of those sexy dimples in her cheeks.


“Better.” He allowed himself to take in her running gear, a pair of black shorts with white piping, a black tank that did little to hide her breasts, and a worn pair of sneakers.


“Do you always jog in the evening?” The sun was setting and he’d prefer she didn’t run here at night.


“No. I usually run in the morning near my house, but I had an early meeting today so I put it off till later.”


He nodded, feeling better about her jog. “Well, then, lucky me. Are you okay? From our collision I mean?”


She nodded. “I’m fine. I should have been watching where I was going, but I was distracted.” A blush stained her cheeks, making him wonder what she’d been thinking about.


“So was I.” He was even more distracted now.


Silence descended and she shifted from foot to foot.


“Well, I should get going,” she murmured.


He paused and before he could think about it, he said, “I was just going to get a slice of pizza. Want to join me?”


Her eyes flickered in surprise.


She couldn’t be any more shocked than he was, since he was scheduled to have dinner at his brother’s house in an hour. But he wasn’t ready to let her go.


“Umm . . .” She seemed to struggle with the decision and he knew he’d bail on the family if it meant the chance to go out with her.


“I can’t tonight. I have to work. I need to put the final touches on a presentation I have in the morning.”


He nodded, understanding but still disappointed. “No problem.”


He wondered if he should take it as an outright rejection, then realized she hadn’t said I can’t. She’d said I can’t tonight.


“Maybe another time then.”


Her eyes widened, as if she couldn’t believe he’d push the issue.


“Maybe,” she said softly.


His heart jump-started inside his chest and his thoughts immediately turned to what Cara had said about turning things around. He’d always judged Liza harshly, but now he’d treated her to the real Dare and she’d softened.


“Can I walk you anywhere?” he asked, reluctant to let her leave.


She shook her head. “My car’s parked by my office,” she said, pointing down the tree-lined street.


“Be careful.”


“Always,” she said and treated him to a full-fledged genuine smile.


As he watched her jog toward her office, he realized something had shifted between them. And suddenly it didn’t matter who her brother was or what he’d done, Dare needed to get to know Liza better.


Liza reached her car. The BMW Z4 Roadster convertible was her baby. With its all-white outside with black interior, she loved the vehicle. She opened the car and grabbed the bottle of water she’d stowed in the back, guzzling it down, not caring if it gave her a cramp later. Her mouth was dry and her heart was racing—and the solid jog she’d been on before bumping into Dare Barron had nothing to do with it.


He did.


The man, in his gray Champion sweats that molded to his firm thighs and groin and the white T-shirt stained with dirt and sweat, had her drooling. She’d smacked right into him and he’d cupped her breasts, leaving them damp, her nipples hard and aching.


And then he’d asked her to dinner. As if the last time she’d seen him they hadn’t been adversaries arguing over the necessity of arresting her brother.


She wiped the sweat from the back of her neck and leaned over in an attempt to catch her breath. Because she knew she’d never regain her equilibrium ever again.


Dinner at the mansion. Dare would give anything to eat alone and have time to think. Instead, he had to deal with the weekly family dinner, all the while pretending he wasn’t preoccupied with thoughts of Liza McKnight.
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