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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         The skin on the back of Karen Ramirez’s neck prickled, warning her of the ambush a second before it happened.

         Before she could do anything about it, her older sister, Gracie, suddenly appeared in front of Karen and thrust a tumbler in her hand. “Swallow it.”

         Her sister’s best friend, Mimi, erupted into a high-pitched cackle. “That’s what he said.” The petite blonde donned a coquettish smile and swayed to the music blasting through the club’s speakers.

         Buoyed by the steady beat of the unfamiliar pop song vibrating around her, Karen gripped the heavy base of the whiskey glass and lifted the drink to her lips. After spending the last four years chained to the desk in her dorm room, she had no clue what to make of the song or the strobe lights flashing through the upscale club in D.C.’s Georgetown neighborhood. It all seemed…a bit much.

         She pursed her mouth in distaste at the offending liquid and stared at Gracie with pleading eyes. When that didn’t work, she shook her head in tepid refusal.

         “It’s whiskey, not mouthwash,” Mimi pointed out. “Stop swishing it around in your mouth like that.”

         Okay, might as well get this over with. Karen gulped a generous amount of the honey-colored liquid and thumped a fist over her heart as the burn sped down her chest and settled in her stomach. Disgusting. People drank that crap on purpose?

         Gracie, radiant as usual in a sleek black dress, patted Karen’s back and smiled. “C’mon, Karen. Relax. It’s not every day a Ramirez graduates from college. The books will be there in the morning.” Gracie swept her arms in the direction of the dance floor. “For tonight, you need to let loose. Throw caution to the wind.”

         “Release your inner hussy and screw a hot man,” Mimi added as she handed Karen more whiskey, this time in a shot glass.

         Gracie’s smile faded, and she pinned Mimi with a warning stare. “Whoa there, partner. Rein it in. This is my baby sis you’re talking to.”

         Mimi refused to shrink away. “Your baby sis is an adult. And she’s entitled to sex, too, Ms. Getting-It-Every-Day-and-Making-the-Rest-of-Us-Jealous.”

         Gracie covered her ears. “La, la, la. Next subject, please.”

         Karen waved a hand in front of the dynamic duo. “Hello? I’m here, you know. And while I might be out of practice, I do know how to have fun.” She tipped back her head and took another shot. Good lord. Would she grow hair on her chest tonight, too?

         Gracie dropped her hands and gave her sister a sheepish grin. “Sorry, Kar. Anyway, let’s find a spot on the dance floor. I want to dance before Ethan gets here.”

         Karen didn’t know her sister’s boyfriend well; she’d been so busy at school, most of what she knew about him came from her parents and Gracie. From all reports, he was a good guy, but if he had any possessive tendencies, she and Gracie would have a talk—and then she’d be calling her male cousins in New York to have a “talk” with him.

         Karen drew her sister to her side. “Why the rush? He doesn’t like you to dance?”

         Gracie scoffed. “No, nothing like that. The man has two left feet. I’m saving myself from the embarrassment.”

         Relieved, Karen took a last shot of whiskey—it went down easier the third time around—and let Gracie lead her to the dance floor, where Mimi had already managed to draw a semicircle of men around her.

         Karen’s heart rate quickened as strangers’ bodies pressed against her. Since she was someone who relished her personal space, this setting made her stomach queasy. Still, Gracie and Mimi were right. It wouldn’t hurt to celebrate a little before she buckled down for the road ahead. Four years of medical school. Four years during which she’d have no time for distractions. None. Rien. Nada. Tonight, though, she could afford to throw caution to the wind. How much trouble could she get into with her sister in tow anyway?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Karen groped the wall and tried not to trip as she made her way to the ladies’ room. Did the hall have to be so freakin’ dark? She pressed her face against the velvet-covered wall, sighing when the soft fabric touched her cheek. Mmmm. Nice.

         Speaking of which, whiskey was nice. She’d unfairly maligned the drink before experiencing the heady warmth that spiraled in her belly and radiated out to her limbs. Unfortunately, though, the whiskey also affected her in other, less welcome ways. Every step took more effort than she had energy for, as if she were swimming in a giant vat of chewing gum. And a sheen of perspiration coated her arms. Still, she’d convinced Gracie that she was sober enough to get to the restroom, and she was determined to get there. Otherwise, she’d pee on herself in this swank club.

         A few minutes later, after pressing a cool, wet paper towel to her forehead and reapplying her lipstick, Karen left the ladies’ room and slammed into a wall. Of chest. She sniffed the dress shirt that covered that chest and grinned. A woodsy scent with a hint of citrus filled her nostrils. Everything was so damn nice in this club.

         She might have hummed her approval. Maybe. And the ensuing silence forced her to realize what she was doing. “You’re going to be a gentleman and pretend I didn’t sniff you, right?”

         Strong hands helped her to remain upright. “Sure. You okay down there?”

         The man with the baritone voice didn’t bother to hide his amusement at her predicament. She lifted her head, wanting desperately to meet the owner of that voice. And sure enough, the owner did not disappoint. What she could see of him, at least.

         Dark hair. Dark eyes. Devilish smile. That smile triggered her sense of self-preservation. My owner is the mother of all distractions, it seemed to say. But she held her ground, because if she didn’t, she’d topple over in the stilettos Gracie had persuaded her to wear.

         She drew back a bit to survey him and experienced an inexplicable urge to snuggle into his massive chest. The shadows across his face highlighted certain features and hinted at others: strong jaw, angular cheekbones, and hair that flopped carelessly over one eyebrow.

         He’d asked her a question, but she struggled to remember it. Something about whether she was okay, maybe? Regaining her senses, she stepped out of his loose grasp. “Sorry about that. I’m fine. A celebration gone amuck. The uninitiated should never drink whiskey for the first time in a public place.”

         “Congratulations on whatever you’re celebrating. It looks good on you. You’re glowing.”

         Karen’s cheeks warmed. She hoped she wasn’t blushing. That would be embarrassing. Hell. Who was she kidding? This encounter had passed embarrassing and landed directly on awkwardly humiliating when she’d sniffed his shirt. Nevertheless, she managed to thank him, though her voice barely rose above a murmur.

         He simply watched her, a ghost of a smile drawing her into his orbit. Of its own volition, her body drifted closer to him.

         His eyes, attentive to her every move, narrowed as she came closer. “Are you here alone?”

         She must have frowned at the question, because he tripped over himself to explain.

         “I’m not trying to pick you up,” he said as he raised both hands in the air. “I promise. I don’t generally hang out in clubs to pick up women.”

         Karen focused on the one word that held her interest. “Generally?”

         His head rose just a fraction, as though he himself were surprised by his use of the word. “No, not generally. Anyway, I was asking because your…celebration might have affected your faculties, and I’d be an asshat if I didn’t make sure you were safe before I left you.”

         She didn’t bother to disagree with his assessment of her faculties, though in truth, the whiskey hadn’t completely decimated her senses. “That’s sweet.” She should have stopped there. But she didn’t. “It’s also disappointing. I had high hopes for you.”

         Had she said that out loud? Yes. She. Had. Karen laughed to cover her embarrassment, a weak sound that drifted in the air like a deflated balloon. The buzz from the whiskey had propelled her to act in ways that were foreign to her, erasing the lines she typically didn’t cross. Needing to move, she pressed her hand against the back of her neck and winced when a trickle of sweat made its way down her spine. So attractive. Whatever. Karen wanted to be daring for a change, sweaty or not. “That didn’t come out right. What I meant is, it’s a shame that you won’t be making a move on me. I’d like you to.”

         There. She’d said it.

         A gaggle of women chose that moment to stumble through the hall on their way to the restroom. He backed up, and when the women had passed, he directed his measured gaze from the top of her head to the toes that peeked out of her abominably painful shoes.

         Now that they were separated by a few feet, she surveyed him in his entirety. The business suit hugged his frame as though it had been tailored for him. And judging from its seemingly expensive fabric, it likely had been. Everything about his appearance screamed serious, broody businessman, from the silk tie he hadn’t bothered to loosen despite his relaxed surroundings, to the crease between his brows. That is, until you considered his hair, which appeared to follow the whim of his fingers, and the hint of a smile that begged for someone to draw it out completely.

         That smile widened when she began to smooth her hands over the front of her dress.

         He studied her face. “Nervous, are we?”

         “Out of sorts is all.”

         “A club isn’t the best place for a woman to be out of sorts. Be careful. Please.”

         She didn’t detect any censure in his tone, but his words reminded her she knew nothing about this man, and although she wasn’t drunk, she wasn’t one hundred percent lucid, either. “Thanks for the advice. You’re absolutely right.”

         His eyes went round when he realized she planned to leave, and he reached for her hand. “No. Wait. Stay a minute.”

         She ignored his hand and moved toward the main area of the club. “I should head back,” she said over her shoulder. “This isn’t me at all.”

         “I can tell.”

         Karen stopped moving and turned to face him. “That obvious, huh?”

         “It wasn’t meant as an insult, if that’s what you’re thinking. Just an observation.”

         “I’m not a specimen in a petri dish, thank you.”

         He lifted his brows in surprise, and his lips twitched. His face fascinated her. Right now, it said, I’m intrigued, but I’m not sure if I should engage. If she were the kind of woman who played strip poker, she would be wise to take advantage of that fact. Without any prompting from her, his face would reveal the strength of his hand, and she’d have him naked in minutes. Karen fanned herself at the thought, and his eyes darted to her jiggling breasts.

         He shook his head, as though he needed to clear it, and then his gaze swept across her face. “No, you’re not a specimen in a petri dish. Far from it.”

         Thank goodness he hadn’t focused on her breasts. Such blatant ogling would have garnered him a scowl and a first-class ticket to Jerklandia. Plus, she worried her nipples would poke his eyes out. And why was she itchy all of a sudden? For goodness’ sake, Karen, focus.

         He held up his hands. “May I approach?”

         She appreciated the question. Would have fled had he moved toward her without gauging her interest. But what was she doing? What did she expect to happen here if he came closer? And when would her sister come looking for her? Karen had been gone more than five minutes, and Gracie had promised to watch for her return. What good was a designated driver without a passenger?

         Unsure of his intentions, she nevertheless nodded. But as he walked toward her, her protective instincts kicked in and she changed her mind. “Stop,” she said as she raised her hand like a crossing guard.

         He stopped mid-stride. “I just want to talk.”

         “Okay. Let’s start with your name.”

         “Mark.”

         “Nice to meet you, Mark. I’m Karen. What do you want to talk about?”

         “Do you want my gentlemanly response, or the truth?”

         She gave him a half smile. “There’s a difference?”

         He drew his lower lip between his teeth, and Karen nearly melted as she waited for his answer.

         “There is,” he said after a long pause.

         “Let’s hear the gentlemanly response first.”

         “Okay. I’d like to talk to you about your views on the next presidential election.”

         “Not bad. Now hit me with the truth. What do you really want to talk about?”

         “The things I’d do to you if I were free to. I find the idea of talking about them just as enticing as actually doing them.”

         She raised a single eyebrow and gave him a dubious look. “Really?”

         He grinned. “No, not really. But under the circumstances, talking will have to do.”

         Spurred by his words alone, Karen’s brain supplied a barrage of images of them “talking” through the night.

         He moved closer, until his breath skated over her ear. “You like that idea, don’t you?”

         On shaky legs, she tried to suppress her laughter. Dammit. She had to be the most ticklish person ever. If it weren’t for that ridiculous fact, the movement of his lips near her ear would have been hot. Instead, though, she struggled not to fall to the ground in a fit of giggles. “Yes, I…I like that idea a lot.”

         Activating his panty-dropping smile, he reached for her hand. “Come with me?”

         Um. Did he really mean that? “Too soon, stranger. We just met.”

         This time, he rewarded her with a full-blown grin. “I meant follow me.”

         So she did what any smart woman with too much whiskey in her system would do. She nodded her assent. And then she followed him. Down the hall. Past the emergency exit. Into an alcove with two chairs and a cocktail table nestled between them.

         He pointed to one of the chairs, his long, tan fingers catching her attention. “Join me?”

         Karen checked the chair bottom for suspicious substances. Finding none, she dropped into it, and the immediate relief to her feet reached orgasmic levels.

         Mark waited until she was seated before he took the chair across from her. “Are your feet hurting?”

         Ack. That moan hadn’t just been in her head? “That’s an understatement.”

         He shifted closer to the edge of his seat, nudged the cocktail table out of the way, and held out his hands. “Let me see.”

         She wanted to agree to his request, but first she had to address her litany of concerns. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d treated herself to a pedicure, and her feet had seen better days. Much better days. She was sure they were clean. But she’d been sweating. And what about her heels? She’d been known to do a wicked impression of a woman who kicked flour all day.

         He chuckled. “Where did you go?”

         “Go?”

         “In your head. It’s like I lost you for a minute.”

         Karen tilted her head and sighed. “You did. It’s what I do. You could be the most fascinating person in the world, but I tend not to focus on any one thing for long. I have a lot on my mind these days. It’s hard for me to turn off my brain and relax.”

         “Must do wonders for a man’s ego.”

         He didn’t mean any harm. To do that, he would have to know about her past relationships with men—which of course, he didn’t. Still, the remark stung, and even though she owed him nothing, she regretted the loss of concentration. She dropped her chin. “Sorry about that.”

         He reached over and lifted her chin. “Nothing to be sorry for. And if my comment hurt you, I’m the one who should apologize.”

         This was all getting a little too…deep. Fun. She was supposed to be loosening up and having fun. “It’s okay. I’m fine.” To prove the truth of that statement, she edged closer to him and lifted her legs. “May I?”

         “Yes, set them on my lap.”

         As she did so, he unbuttoned his suit jacket. She couldn’t resist asking him about his choice of clothing. “Do you always wear business suits when you scope out clubs in search of women?”

         He flashed his killer grin. “First, as I said before, I don’t go to clubs to pick up women.”

         “Generally.”

         With a quirk of his lips, he nodded and slipped off her shoes. “Yes, generally. And second, the answer to your question is no. I was dragged here by a friend, and before that I was at a business meeting.”

         He slid her bare feet along his lap, causing her ankles to press against his muscled thighs. That would have been enough to short-circuit her brain, but he had more in store for her. He ran his fingers down her lower legs and cupped her calves, squeezing them lightly before trailing his fingers down her shins. With the pads of his thumbs pressed against her ankles, he coaxed her legs apart. Just a fraction. Her gaze whipped to his, and he moved his hands away as though her legs had scalded him.

         “Too much?” he asked.

         Maybe she should have wanted him to stop, but she didn’t. “Please. Keep going.”

         So he resumed his exploration, circling the tops of her feet with the tips of his fingers, their warmth relaxing her and making her go limp. The man possessed magic hands. Smooth. Strong. He kneaded her soles with them, attending to her feet with a deliberateness that led her to envision his hands in more intimate places.

         “Tell me what you like,” he said.

         Karen forced herself not to stutter. “Like?”

         He continued to massage her toes. “Sexually.”

         She opened her mouth to answer him, but her brain had abandoned her.

         “Relax. We’re just talking. Titillating discussion without having to do the walk of shame in the morning. You liked that idea, remember?”

         Yes, she liked the idea, but what could she say? Hell if she knew what she liked. No one had ever bothered to worry about her pleasure, and she’d been too chicken shit to tell them what turned her on. “Honestly? I’m not sure.”

         His face blanched, and his hands stopped moving. “You’ve had sex before, right?”

         Pfft. Of course she had. But the experiences hadn’t been enough to shut off her brain and stop her from blurting out ill-conceived observations. “Yes, I have.”

         “Tell me. I know there’s something you want to say.”

         “How can you tell?”

         “You dip your head to one side and rest your chin on your shoulder, like you want to bury your head in your own neck. You did it before.”

         Would it be so bad to share her tics with a complete stranger? One she’d never see again? She didn’t see any harm in it. “Well, the thing is, I tend to lose my concentration during sex, too.” She shook her head, knowing she wasn’t explaining herself well. “No. It’s more like I tend to think about the wrong things. Or a million things other than sex.”

         He ran his fingers down her shins and squeezed her ankles. “Give me an example.”

         Karen shifted her torso away from him and covered her face with her hands. “It’s too embarrassing.” She peeked through her fingers. “Wait. Are you a therapist or something?”

         He lifted a dark brow and shook his head no. “Hardly. We’re just talking. And then you’ll go off to your life, and I’ll go off to mine.”

         Right. Exactly. “Okay, here’s an example. The guy says, ‘You’re so wet,’ because, you know, they all say that, and then my brain takes over. And I ask myself, ‘Am I? Am I really? Or are you too small? Because I have to say, you’re starting to feel like a tampon.’”

         He laughed. A deep, rich laugh that made her want to lean over and surprise him with a kiss. He wasn’t broody at all. A man who laughed like that, his neck stretched to reveal his Adam’s apple and his eyes gleaming in appreciation, could never be broody. Thoughtful? Yes. Broody? No.

         “Oh, and I’ll never forget the first time a guy went down on me. He lapped at me like a poodle drinking from a water bowl, and I felt nothing. ”

         Mark’s shoulders shook after she shared that tidbit.

         “I ended up trying to memorize physics formulas until he was done. But that’s not all,” she continued. “Sometimes I forget that I’m not supposed to articulate my thoughts, or I zone out, and before I know what’s happening, the guy, who is rightfully pissed or hurt, scrambles for the door.” She removed her feet from his grasp and set them on the floor. Staring at her toes helped her avoid his gaze. “I feel awful. No one should feel inadequate like that, but I can’t seem to help myself. And I’m starting to wonder if it’s me. You know what I’d love? I’d love to be able to lose myself in the moment, but it’s never happened.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Someday maybe.”

         She didn’t know what reaction she’d get. Sympathy? Ridicule? Whatever she got, it wouldn’t matter. This was about her, not him, because that was the point of catharsis, after all. But when she dared to peek at his face, she nearly fell back against the chair. Lust. There it was. It seeped out of his pores. Darkened his brown eyes to black. Made his big body move with each breath he took. Caused his jaw to go slack.

         “Mark?”

         When he finally spoke, his voice carried a touch of gravel, a rough sound that she figured only hinted at what he really wanted to say. “What you said just then. Wanting passion that would make you lose all thought and admitting you’ve never experienced it? That’s like waving a flag at a bull. God, there’s not much I wouldn’t do to get you under me if that’s what you wanted. To get you to the point where all you could think about was me. Us. How we fit together. How we moved together.”

         His words worked their way into her body, filling empty spaces she didn’t know she had. What he’d just described? She wanted that, too. She hadn’t realized how much until his words had mirrored her thoughts. She burned with the need, in fact. And she squirmed in a feeble attempt to disguise the heat that suffused her. But this was crazy. They’d just met. Her gaze darted around the alcove, the flashy surroundings reminding her that the feelings he’d provoked in her weren’t real. It had to be the whiskey. The craziness of the night.

         Shit. Gracie. Her sister was probably searching for her now. She stood up and held on to the chair as she slipped her shoes back on. “I’ve got to rejoin my group.”

         He remained seated, a telltale bulge in his crotch suggesting that standing would be uncomfortable for him. “I’d ask for your last name, but I’m afraid if I knew it, I’d try to find you. And that’s not what this is about.” He paused. “Right?”

         What she’d told him was mortifying, and despite her attraction to him, the knowledge that she’d never see him again would ensure she’d survive the embarrassment. She didn’t think long about her answer. “Right. Thanks for the talk, and have a great life, Mark.”

         Her objective was simple: to infuse her stride with a dab of sexiness and a pinch of confidence. She planned to turn around and leave him with a decent memory of her, one in which she wasn’t wobbling away on three-inch stilettos. But her sister’s worried voice calling out her name rooted her to the spot.

         Seconds later, Gracie skidded into her. “Jesus, Karen. You scared the shit out of me. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

         Still facing Mark, Karen twisted her head in her sister’s direction. “You found me. I’m fine.”

         Gracie’s eyes lit up when she realized that Karen wasn’t alone.

         For the second time that night, a frisson of dread ran through her. Was that a hint of recognition in Gracie’s eyes? No. Fucking. Way. She’d just had one of the most embarrassing conversations ever with a man she’d assumed would remain a stranger. Her sister’s face, however, suggested that wouldn’t be the case. Karen quite literally prayed she’d read Gracie wrong.

         But crap on a crostini, Gracie’s frown suddenly changed to a broad grin. “Mark? Is that you?”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Mark watched the train wreck in front of him. The woman who’d crashed into his life, that is. He wanted to look away, but his brain refused to cooperate. Drawn to Karen by something he couldn’t explain, he cataloged her every move. So he’d known the minute she’d decided to walk away from him forever, to place him squarely in her mental Rolodex as the man who’d fondled her footsies that night long ago when she’d had one whiskey too many. And he’d just witnessed the barely suppressed horror on her face when she’d realized her sister knew him.

         This was Gracie’s baby sister? Gracie was his best friend’s girlfriend. And given how happy Ethan seemed to be lately, owing in large part to Gracie, Mark figured he’d have to interact with Karen at some point. Christ. The things she’d told him. The things he’d said in response. He couldn’t undo any of it. And judging from Karen’s wooden demeanor, she’d come to the same conclusion.

         Maybe he could salvage the situation, though, with some acting on his part. Maybe, just maybe, he’d inherited his mother’s flair for drama and would be able to play off their encounter in a way that wouldn’t embarrass Karen.

         He stood, buttoned his suit jacket, and offered Gracie his hand. “Gracie. Good to see you.”

         Gracie sidestepped his outstretched hand and hugged him. “Stop acting ridiculous, Mark. Ethan’s been looking for you. We wanted to get everyone together.”

         When Gracie released him, he stumbled back—that’s what people did when they were drunk, right? “Sheesh. I guess I had too much Scotch tonight.” He donned a dazed expression, hoping to make his performance convincing. Given that he’d just said “Sheesh,” he doubted his success.

         Oblivious to the tension, Gracie turned to her sister and drew her forward, forming a circle with their bodies. The circle of hell couldn’t have been any worse than this. “You guys saved me a step. I see you already met my baby sister.”

         Karen grimaced. “Younger sister.”

         Gracie flinched at Karen’s sharp tone, but her face remained calm. “Right. Younger sister. Karen just graduated from college, and we’re celebrating that amazing accomplishment. Starts medical school at George Washington in the fall.” Gracie beamed with pride. “She’ll be the first doctor in our family.” She covered her mouth and leaned toward him. “Not that we’re pressuring her or anything.”

         Mark wished he were a beaver so he could tunnel through the floor, leaving a cloud of dust in his wake as he escaped. If Karen had just graduated from college, that made her…what? Twenty-one? Twenty-two, at most? Which meant he was almost eleven years her senior. He’d called himself plenty of unflattering names over the years, but now he could add “cradle robber” to that illustrious list. And he cursed his father’s genes, the ones that had led him to be attracted to someone who was all wrong for him.

         His resolve to erase whatever had happened between them moments ago solidified. “Yes. She mentioned a celebration. Dara, was it?” He hit his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Sorry. Kara, right?”

         Karen squished her eyebrows together and frowned. “It’s Karen.”

         He wished he could tell her he’d never forget her name. Wished he could tell her he wanted to take her home, have sex with her against a shower wall, and end round two in his king-size bed. But that wasn’t going to happen. One, she was Gracie’s sister. Two, she was Gracie’s baby sister. And three, relationships weren’t his forte—his problem, of course, not hers—and the alternative, a no-strings hookup, was out of the question, because of…points one and two.

         He loosened his tie, and then he ran his fingers through his hair. “Forgive me, Karen. It’s been a long, frustrating day, and the liquor hasn’t helped set my head straight. Next time we talk, I’ll promise to remember your name and what we talked about.”

         Her head snapped back, and she formed an O with that lovely mouth of hers. In his head, he urged her to go with it, to suspend disbelief just enough to save them from further embarrassment. For several taut seconds, it appeared she wouldn’t make it easy for either of them. But then she donned a placid expression, a tremulous smile undermining the ease she no doubt sought to convey. “No worries, Mark. I’m sure it was gibberish anyway.”

         Karen looped her arm through Gracie’s and smiled. “You said you wanted to get us together?”

         Gracie, who’d pulled out her phone and was texting someone, raised her head and grinned. “Yes. Let’s head back to the table. Ethan’s there. We have a surprise for you guys.”

         As Gracie and Karen walked ahead of him, he fought the urge to stare at Karen’s ass. A surprise? Shit. He could do without any more surprises today.

         When they reached the counter-height cocktail table, Ethan took Gracie’s hand and led her to stand beside him. His best friend looked more relaxed than Mark had ever seen him. And when Ethan raised Gracie’s hand to his lips and gave it a quick kiss, Mark suspected an engagement announcement would follow. That bothered him more than he cared to admit. There it was. The truth. He wouldn’t begrudge Ethan the happiness he deserved, but the fact that Ethan had found that happiness, through a committed relationship and in the arms of an incredible woman, heightened Mark’s awareness that he’d never sought the same for himself.

         Mark chose relationships with short expiration dates instead. It was easier that way. He had a multimillion-dollar communications company to worry about, he reasoned. He couldn’t give any woman the time or attention it would take to cultivate a serious relationship. And the last thing he’d ever want to do was make a woman feel expendable, unimportant, as though she didn’t matter in his world; not letting a woman into his world ensured he’d never do that.

         But that didn’t mean he couldn’t show a woman a good time. Treat her like a queen. Make her happy in some small way. He’d been lucky enough to meet women looking for precisely what he offered. Great sex. Fun times. No commitment. And when work called him away, as it invariably did, his companion would give him a soft peck on the cheek and nod in understanding. His lifestyle suited him. Looking at Gracie and Ethan now, however, Mark acknowledged the twinge in his chest might just be envy.

         Gracie shifted behind Ethan, her nervous smile all but confirming Mark’s initial suspicion. She wrapped her arms around Ethan’s waist and rested her chin on his shoulder. “We’re getting married. In three weeks.”

         Boom. The announcement settled in his gut like an anchor, heavy and unyielding.

         Mimi’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Holy shit, Gracie. What happened? You didn’t wrap any casing around that sausage and got knocked up?”

         Gracie dropped her forehead onto Ethan’s shoulder. “Sinvergüenza. No, I’m not pregnant.”

         Mark leaned into Karen. “What’s sinvergüenza?”

         Eyes wide, Karen whispered her response. “A shameless person. Look up sinvergüenza in a Spanish dictionary and a photograph of someone who bears a startling resemblance to Mimi will be there.”

         She’d moved closer to him, a fact he couldn’t ignore. Her sweet scent wafted around him, and he had to stop himself from reaching for her, from tucking her into him and proclaiming his interest in her. But that would have been impossible in any event, because she bolted across the small space, shoved Ethan out of the way, and enveloped Gracie in a fierce hug. “Congratulations, Gracie. You’re happy, right? That’s all that matters.” She lowered her voice, which nevertheless carried across the group. “But why the rush?”

         Ethan slapped Mark on the back. “It’s his fault.”

         With all eyes directed at him, Mark tried to appear unruffled by the declaration. “My fault? How so?”

         “You’re the one who moved up the timing of the KisNet launch. If we’re going to get that software ready to go before the holiday season, I won’t be able to take off any time in the fall.”

         Gracie squeezed Karen’s hand. “We don’t want a big wedding, just a few friends and family. And I’d like our grandmother to be there, so the important thing is to make it happen while we can.”

         Karen furrowed her brows. “Abuela Marta?”

         Gracie nodded. “Yes.”

         “But she’s never going to leave the island.”

         Gracie nodded again. “I know. So we plan to take the wedding to her.”

         Mimi waved her hands in the air like she was partying on the dance floor. “Puerto Rico? I am so there. I could use a few days in the sun.”

         A wedding in three weeks. On the island of Puerto Rico. Mark gave the couple credit for focusing on what they wanted as opposed to what others might expect of them. “Well, congratulations to you both. I’m really happy for you. It sounds like fun. And Ethan, take all the time you need. The KisNet launch will be here when you get back.”

         Ethan laid a hand on his shoulder. “Not so fast, buddy. I need a best man, and you can’t say no. You’re coming with us.”

         Mark’s stomach flipped. “To Puerto Rico?”

         Ethan smiled. “Yeah. Mimi, too. And Karen, of course.”

         Mark darted a glance at Karen’s expressive face, which this minute had a delightful flush to it.

         Right. And Karen, of course. Because that’s just what his overactive imagination and underserved libido needed. Miles and miles of beautiful beach, sun-kissed skies, sweltering, sticky nights, and Karen.

         He couldn’t think with everyone staring at him, waiting for his answer, so he said enough to pacify Ethan. “If I can adjust my schedule to make it work, I will. But I can’t make any promises.”

         Ethan nodded. “Sure, sure. Just let me know soon.”

         Whatever lie he could tell to get out of this jaunt, he needed to come up with it fast.
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