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By Carly Phillips


Serendipity Series
Serendipity
Destiny
Karma
Fated (e-novella)


Serendipity’s Finest
Perfect Fit




 


Nash Barron may be cynical about love, yet even he likes a good wedding. But the only good thing about his brother’s wedding is Kelly Moss. Nash can’t help but admire her confidence and beauty, but he’s forced to keep his distance because getting involved with Kelly could destroy his relationship with his newly discovered teenage half-sister, Tess . . .


Kelly doesn’t want to upset Tess’s life by pushing for a fling with Nash. Except the more Kelly gets to know him, the more vulnerable she becomes to the kindness beneath his gruff exterior, and the less she’s able to stay away. But she has other reasons for keeping her distance. Like the secret from her past she knows Nash will never forgive . . .






 


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







This book is dedicated to my readers—those I’ve met in person, online, and those I’ve never met but hope to someday. Thank you for investing your valuable time and hard-earned money on my books. I’m so grateful, and I hope you love the Serendipity series because there’s more to come.


A special note—


As hard as this is for me to believe, Destiny is on bookshelves exactly one year from the day we lost our beloved Wheaten Terrier, Buddy. Rest in peace, my best boy. I think of you every day. A special shout-out to the current dogs in my life: Bailey (a Wheaten) and Brady (a Havanese puppy)—thanks for making me smile and for being by my side while I work! And to my family for humoring my obsession with the dogs: You do know I’d save you first! To Phil, Jackie, and Jen—I LOVE YOU!




One

Nash Barron might be cynical about life and more recently about love, but even he normally enjoyed a good wedding. Today’s affair had been an exception. The invitation had requested the presence of “close friends and family.” Nash wondered if he was the only one in the group to notice the irony.

The groom’s two brothers, Nash included, were a step short of estranged, and they’d only known the flower girl, their newly discovered half sister, Tess, for six weeks. The bride’s father was in jail, which left her flamboyant decorator friend to give her away, while her mother spent the afternoon downing wine and bemoaning the loss of her beloved home, which just so happened to be the site of the wedding. The landmark house on the hill in their hometown of Serendipity, New York, was now owned by the groom, Nash’s brother Ethan.

Come to think of it, the irony of the situation might be the only thing Nash had enjoyed about this day.

That and Kelly Moss, the woman sipping champagne across the lush green grass of the backyard.

Tess was Nash’s half sister, a product of his father and Tess’s mother’s affair. Kelly, Tess’s half sister on her mother’s side, was a sexy woman who by turns frustrated him, intrigued him, and turned him on. Complicated yet simple enough to be summed up in one sentence: Kelly Moss was a beautiful woman and they were in no way blood related.

Which didn’t make his desire for her any more acceptable. A simple acquaintance-like relationship seemed the safest route, yet Nash had been unable to find comfortable ground with either Kelly or Tess in the time since they’d been in Serendipity. Nash had no idea why he couldn’t connect with his fourteen-year-old sister, who seemed determined to freeze him out.

As for Kelly, at first Nash blamed his frustration with her on the fact that she’d unceremoniously dumped Tess, a sister the Barron brothers knew nothing about, on Ethan’s doorstep back in August. She’d demanded he parent the out-of-control teen. Nash hated to give Ethan credit for anything, but he had to admit his older brother had turned the wildly rebellious kid around in a short time. But Nash still had issues with Kelly’s methods. So when she’d resurfaced and moved to town, he’d been both understandably wary and shockingly attracted. And she’d been getting under his skin ever since.

Nash turned away and his gaze fell on Ethan, his brother whose luck seemed to have done a one eighty since he’d abandoned his siblings ten years ago. He had chosen the perfect day for a wedding. Though early October, the temperature had hiked into the low seventies, enabling him to have the wedding outdoors. Ethan stood with his arm around his wife, Faith, talking to their youngest sibling, Dare. Even he had forgiven Ethan for the past.

Nash couldn’t bring himself to be so lenient.

He glanced at his watch and decided his time here was over. The bride and groom were married, cake served, bouquet thrown. He finished what remained of his Ketel One, placed the glass on a passing waitress’s tray, and headed toward the house.

“Leaving so soon?” a familiar female voice asked.

“The festivities are over.” He turned to face the woman who’d hijacked his thoughts just moments before.

Kelly, her hair pulled loosely behind her head, soft waves escaping and grazing her shoulders, stood close beside him. Her warm, inviting lemony scent enveloped him in heat.

Nash was a man who valued his personal space. Kelly was a woman who pushed past boundaries. Yet for a reason he couldn’t fathom, he lacked his usual desire to find safer ground.

“The band is still playing,” she pointed out.

“No one will realize I’m gone.”

Or care. His leaving would probably ease any tension his presence created.

“I would.” She gazed at him with perceptive brown eyes.

Intelligent chocolate-colored eyes that seemed to see beyond the indifferent facade he presented to the world. One he thought he’d perfected in his late teens, when his life had been turned upside down by his parents’ deaths followed quickly by Ethan’s abandonment of both Nash and their younger brother, Dare.

“Why do you care?” he asked, even though he knew he’d be smarter to walk away.

She shrugged, a sexy lift of one shoulder that drew his attention to her soft-looking skin.

“Because you seem as out of place here as I am.” She paused. “Except you’re not a stranger to town or to this family.”

Out of place. That one comment summed up his entire existence lately. How had she figured him out when no one else ever could?

“I need to leave,” he said, immediately uncomfortable.

“What you need is to relax,” she countered, and stopped him with one hand on his shoulder. “Let’s dance.” She playfully tugged on his tie.

He glanced over to where the rest of the family gathered next to the dance floor. “I’m not really interested in making a spectacle.”

“Then we won’t.” She slipped her hand in his and led him to the far side of the house beneath an old weeping willow tree.

He could still hear the slow music, but he could no longer see the dance floor, and whoever was out there couldn’t see them. She tightened her hold on his hand, and he realized he’d better take control or she’d be leading him through this dance. He wrapped an arm around her waist, slid his other hand into hers, and swayed to the sultry sound of the music coming from the band.

A slight breeze blew through the long dripping branches of the tree. She shivered and eased her body closer to his, obviously in need of warmth.

He inched his hand up her bare back. “Cold?” he asked in a gruff voice as her body heat and scent wrapped around him him.

“Not anymore.”

He looked into her eyes to discover an awareness that matched his own, glanced down and caught sight of her lush lips. As they moved together to the music, warning bells rang in his head, but nothing could have stopped him from settling his mouth on hers. The first touch was electric, a heady combination of sparkling champagne and sensual, willing woman. Her lips were soft and giving, and he wasn’t sure how long their mouths lingered in a chaste kiss they both knew was anything but.

His entire body came alive, reminding him of what he’d been missing in the two years since his divorce. That this woman could awaken him both surprised and unnerved him. It made him want to feel more. He trailed his hand up the soft skin of her back and cupped her head in one hand. With a sweet sigh, she opened for him, letting him really taste her for the first time. Warmth, heat, and desire flooded through him.

“Oh, gross! Just shoot me now!” Tess exclaimed in a disgusted voice.

Nash jerked back at the unwanted interruption. “What the hell are you doing?” he asked, the annoyed words escaping before he could think it through.

“Looking for Kelly. What are you doing?” She perched her hands on her hips, demanding an answer.

Wasn’t it obvious? Nash shook his head and swallowed a groan. The kid was the biggest wiseass he’d ever come across.

“You found me,” Kelly said, sounding calmer than he did.

Like that kiss hadn’t affected her at all. A look at her told him that unless she was one hell of an actress, it hadn’t. She appeared completely unflustered, while he was snapping at Tess because the hunger Kelly inspired continued to gnaw at him.

“Ethan and Faith want to talk to you,” Tess muttered in a sulking tone.

Obviously she didn’t like what she’d seen between him and her sister. Unlike Nash, who’d liked it a lot.

Too much, in fact.

From the pissed-off look on Tess’s face, kissing Kelly and biting Tess’s head off had resulted in a huge setback in trying to create any kind of relationship with his new sister. And to think, if asked, he’d have said things between them couldn’t get any worse.

“Why don’t you go tell them I’ll be right there?” Kelly said patiently to Tess.

The teenager now folded her arms across her chest. “How about not?”

Kelly raised an eyebrow. “How about I’m the one in charge while Ethan’s on his honeymoon and if you don’t want to find yourself grounded and in your room for the next two weeks, you’ll start listening now.”

With a roll of her eyes and a deliberate stomp of her foot, which wasn’t impressive considering she was wearing a deep purple dress and mini-heels from her walk down the aisle, Tess stormed away.

“Well done,” he said to Kelly, admiring how she’d gotten Tess to listen without yelling or sniping back.

“Yeah, I did a better job than you.” She shot him an amused glance. “But I can’t take any credit. You saw what she was like before Ethan took over. This change is due to his influence, not mine.” Her expression saddened at the fact that she’d been unable to accomplish helping Tess on her own.

He knew the feeling. “Don’t remind me about Saint Ethan.”

She raised her eyebrow. “There’s always tension between you and Ethan. Why is that?” she asked.

He definitely didn’t want to talk about his brother or his past. “Is asking about my life your way of avoiding discussing the kiss?” He deliberately threw a question back at her as a distraction.

An unexpected smile caught hold of her lips. “Why would I want to avoid discussing it when it was so much fun?” she asked, and grabbed hold of his tie once more.

Her moist lips shimmered, beckoning to him as did her renewed interest, and he shoved his hands into his pants pockets. Easier to keep them to himself that way.

“Kelly! We’re waiting!” Tess called impatiently, interrupting them again and reminding him of why he had to keep his distance from Kelly from now on.

“Coming!” Kelly called over her shoulder, before meeting Nash’s gaze. “Looks like you got a reprieve.” A mischievous twinkle lit her gaze.

A sparkle he found infectious. She had spunk, confidence, and an independent spirit he admired. His ex-wife had been as opposite of Kelly as he could imagine, more sweet and in need of being taken care of. Kelly could obviously hold her own.

And Nash didn’t plan on giving her the upper hand. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he lied.

She patted his cheek. “Keep telling yourself that.”

He would. For as long as it took to convince himself this woman would only cause him and his need to have a relationship with Tess boatloads of trouble.

Kelly Moss stood at the bottom of the circular stairs in the house that was nothing short of a mansion and yelled up at her sister. “Tess, let’s go! If you want to have time for breakfast before school, get yourself downstairs now!” It was the third time she’d called up in the last five minutes.

“I said I’m coming!” came Tess’s grumpy reply.

Ethan and Faith had left yesterday morning for their honeymoon, one week on the beautiful, secluded island of Turks and Caicos, where they had their own villa complete with private butler. Talk about living the life, Kelly thought. Hers wasn’t so bad either, since she got to stay in this huge house with her own housekeeper while they were gone.

Tess’s door slammed loudly, startling Kelly back to reality as her sister came storming out of her room, then stomping down the stairs.

The old days, when Kelly had been raising Tess alone and doing a god-awful job at it, came rushing back, and Kelly clenched her fists. “What’s wrong?” Kelly only hoped it was something easily fixable, not a problem that would lead Tess to turn back to running wild.

“This!” Tess gestured to the school uniform she wore, a navy pleated skirt, white-collared shirt, and kneesocks. “I hate it.”

Kelly knew better than to say it was better than the all-black outfits the teenager used to wear, including the old army surplus jacket and combat boots. “You’ll get used to it.”

Tess passed by Kelly and headed for the kitchen. “It’s been a month and I still hate it.”

The clothes or the school? Kelly wondered as she followed behind her sister. “Is it the skirt? Because you didn’t mind the dress you wore at the wedding.” In fact, she’d looked like a beautiful young lady.

“It’s the fact that I have to wear it. I hate being told what to do.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Kelly muttered, having been Tess’s primary caregiver for longer than she could remember.

“I heard that.”

Kelly grinned. Tess really had come a long way, thanks to Ethan Barron. Kelly shuddered to think of what might have happened if she hadn’t taken drastic steps.

Both Tess and Kelly’s mother, Leah Moss, had been a weak woman, too dependent on men and incapable of raising Tess. She’d been different when Kelly was young, or maybe that’s how she wanted to remember her. Or maybe it had been Kelly’s father’s influence that had made Leah different.

Kelly would never know because her father had died of a heart attack when she was twelve. And Leah had immediately gone in search of another man to take his place. Her choice was a poor one. Leah struck up an affair with her married boss, Mark Barron. Yet despite how wrong it was, for Kelly, her mother’s years as his mistress had been stable ones, including the period after Tess was born. But with Mark Barron’s passing ten years ago, Leah had spiraled downward, and both Kelly and Tess suffered as a result.

She’d immediately packed up and moved them to a seedy part of New York City, far from their home in Tomlin’s Cove, the neighboring town to Serendipity. Leah said she wanted them to start over. In reality, their mother had wanted an easy place to search for another lover to take care of her. But Leah never found her next white knight, turning to alcohol and a never-ending rotation of disgusting men instead.

Since Tess had only been four years old at the time, a sixteen-year-old Kelly had become the adult, juggling high school, then part-time college with jobs and raising Tess. Fortunately, her mother had moved them into a boarding house with a kindly older woman who’d helped Kelly too.

But last year, their mother had run off with some guy, abandoning her youngest daughter, and something in Tess had broken. Angry and hurt, she’d turned into a belligerent, rebellious teenager, hanging out with the wrong crowd, smoking, drinking, and ultimately getting arrested. Desperate, Kelly had turned to the only person she remembered from their years in Tomlin’s Cove, Richard Kane, a lawyer in Serendipity who’d put her in touch with Ethan Barron.

Kelly’s heart shattered as she basically deposited her baby sister on a stranger’s doorstep and ordered him to step up as her brother. But it was that, Kelly sensed, or heaven knew where Tess would end up. So here she was months later, starting her life over but still rushing Tess out for school, she thought, grateful things were finally looking up.

She and Tess ate a quick breakfast, after which Kelly dropped off Tess and headed to work. Another thing for which she owed Richard Kane, her job, working for him as a paralegal, in downtown Serendipity.

She stopped, as she did daily, at Cuppa Café, the town’s version of Starbucks. Kelly had worked hard all her life and she’d learned early on to save, but her entire day hinged on that first cup of caffeine. It had to be strong and good.

Kelly stepped into the coffee shop and the delicious aroma surrounded her, instantly perking her up as if she were inhaling caffeine by osmosis.

She was pouring a touch of milk into her large cup of regular coffee when a familiar woman with long, curly blond hair joined her at the far counter.

“You’re as regular as my grandma Emma wanted to be,” Annie Kane joked.

Kelly glanced at her and grinned. “I could say the same for you.”

“Good point.” Annie laughed and raised her cup in a mock toast.

­Small-town living offered both perks and drawbacks. Running into a familiar face could fall into either category. Kelly and Annie frequented Cuppa Café at the same time each morning and they’d often linger and chat. If pressed, Kelly would say Annie was the closest she had to a real friend here, if she didn’t count Faith Harrington, Ethan’s wife.

Annie was Richard Kane’s daughter, though from the pictures on Richard’s desk, Kelly noticed Annie looked more like her mother than her dad. From the first day they’d met at her father’s office, Kelly had liked this woman.

Kelly took a long, desperately needed sip of her drink.

“So what’s your excuse for being up so early every day?”

“Routine keeps me young,” Annie said.

Kelly rolled her eyes. “You are young.” She looked Annie over, from her slip-on sneakers to her jeans and light cotton sweater. “I bet we’re probably close to the same age.”

“I’ll be twenty-seven next month,” Annie said.

“And I’ll be twenty-seven in December.”

Annie raised her cup to her lips, and Kelly couldn’t help but notice her hand shook as she took a sip.

Kelly narrowed her gaze but didn’t comment on the tremor. Instead, she dove into cementing her life here in Serendipity. “Listen, instead of quick hellos standing over coffee, how about we meet for lunch one day?” She was ready for a real friend here, someone she could trust and confide in. Kelly adored Tess, but a fourteen-year-old hardly constituted adult company.

“I’d like that!” Annie said immediately. “Let me give you my phone number.” As she reached into her purse, her cell phone rang and she glanced at the number.

“Excuse me a second,” she said to Kelly. “Hello?” she spoke into the receiver.

Kelly glanced away to give Annie privacy, but she couldn’t help but overhear her end of the conversation.

“I’m feeling better, thanks. Yeah. No you don’t need to stop by. I called the plumber and he said he’d make it to the house by the end of the day.” Annie grew quiet, then spoke once more. “I can afford it and you don’t need to come by. You weren’t good with the pipes when we were married,” she said, amusement in her tone.

Some more silence, then Annie said, “If you insist, I’ll see you later,” she said, now sounding more annoyed than indulgent.

She hung up and put the phone back in her bag. “My ex-husband,” she explained to Kelly. “He thinks because I have MS I need his constant hovering.”

The admission caught Kelly off guard and she felt for Annie, being diagnosed so young. Richard liked to talk about everything and anything when he was in the office, but he’d never mentioned his daughter’s disease. Kelly didn’t blame him for omitting something so personal. In fact, she was surprised Annie had mentioned it at all.

“I’m sure you noticed my hand shaking earlier, and if we’re going to be friends, you might as well know,” Annie said as if reading Kelly’s mind.

Kelly met Annie’s somewhat serene gaze. Obviously she’d come to terms with her situation. “Thanks for telling me.”

“Hey, if I go MIA one day, at least you’ll know why.” She shrugged, as if the notion were no big deal.

Kelly didn’t take the other woman’s confidence or situation as lightly. “Well, if you ever need anything, just let me know.”

Annie smiled. “Thanks. But I think my ex will always be around to handle things,” she said through lightly clenched jaw.

“That could be a good thing,” Kelly mused, “having someone at your beck and call when you need something.

“Not when you’ve told them you want to be independent,” Annie muttered. The frustration in the other woman’s voice was something Kelly understood.

Like Annie, Kelly didn’t need or want a man who felt the need to take care of her. She was determined to be smart and self-sufficient, the opposite of her mother in every way. No matter how many obstacles life threw in her way. And unfortunately, there were more to come. Utter humiliation loomed in the not-so-distant future courtesy of a man she’d once loved. The affair was long over. The fallout was not. Kelly could handle the mess. Her younger sister could not. And Kelly did not want Tess exposed to gossip and innuendo just as the teenager was doing well and making better choices. Kelly only hoped the distance between Manhattan and Serendipity would spare Tess when trouble hit.

“Men just don’t get us women, do they?” Annie asked, a welcome interruption from Kelly’s troubling thoughts.

Kelly shook her head and sighed. “No, they do not.”

“Firsthand experience?” Annie asked.

“Unfortunately, yes.” Kelly frowned, the memory of spending the last year getting over having her heart and trust betrayed still fresh.

“I’m sorry.” Annie blew out a long breath. “I don’t know about yours but my ex means well. He just takes the word ‘responsibility’ to the extreme.”

Kelly swallowed hard. “And my ex-boyfriend took the word ‘commitment’ way too lightly.”

“Excuse me,” an older man said, indicating he needed to get to the counter so he could pour milk into his coffee.

“Sorry.” Kelly stepped out of the way and walked toward the exit with Annie.

“So how about I call you at my father’s office later today and we’ll exchange phone numbers and make lunch plans?” Annie asked.

Kelly nodded. “Sure. That’s fine.”

They parted ways and Kelly headed toward Richard’s office in the center of town. The buildings stretched along the road, stores on the main level, small apartments above, like hers over Joe’s Bar. The small town appealed to her, coming from the overcrowded city with tall buildings and too many people.

Using her key, Kelly walked into the office of the man she credited for helping to save her sister and her family. “Richard?” she called out.

No answer.

The small office was empty. Obviously she’d beaten him here, which was unusual. Richard was an early-to‑the‑office, late‑getting‑home kind of man, though his wife had been trying to get him to work fewer hours, maybe take in a partner to lighten his load.

Kelly settled in to her desk in a small room with a window that she appreciated. She already knew which case she had to work on and what she needed to do today, but she pulled out her calendar anyway. As part of her work routine and a way to make sure she never forgot an assignment, Kelly glanced at today’s date and the list she’d made on Friday before leaving work for the weekend.

Seven P.M.—parent-teacher conference for Tess.

Which she was attending with Dare, since Ethan was away. Better Dare than the other Barron brother. The one she’d deliberately put out of her mind since the kiss on Saturday.

And what a kiss it had been.

Kelly prided herself on her poker face but she still wasn’t sure she’d pulled off being nonchalant after Tess interrupted them. Her sister had sulked all the way home but hadn’t mentioned what she’d seen, nor had she brought it up the next day. If Tess wasn’t going to discuss it, neither was Kelly.

And considering she hadn’t heard a word from Nash, neither was he. Which bothered her. A lot.

Sure, she’d been a little tipsy and a lot aggressive, but she’d felt his body heat and obvious reaction firsthand. He’d obviously liked the kiss, but he’d been hard to read afterward.

She told herself she shouldn’t care what Nash thought or felt. She’d learned from her mother’s choices and her own past not to rely on anyone but herself. So though she might be attracted to Nash, his feelings on the subject didn’t matter. Even if he was equally interested, a brief affair would be disastrous because it would hurt Tess. And short term was all Kelly would let herself believe in from now on.



Two

Nash walked into the Family Restaurant where Dare had asked him to meet for lunch. The request wasn’t unusual. Dare and Nash had been close forever. Not even going to separate foster homes had been able to break the bond between them. And nothing ever would.

The diner-like establishment was located on a plot of land on the edge of town, a staple of Serendipity for the last two decades. The owners remained the same, generations of the Donovan family members taking over for each other as circumstance dictated.

Nash waved to Macy Donovan, the hostess whom he’d gone to school with before the Rossmans took him in, adopted him, and sent him to private school. She waved back, gesturing to where Dare sat at a booth in the back.

Nash would have found him in a heartbeat, his blue police uniform making him stand out. He joined his brother, easing into the worn, cracked vinyl seat.

“Hope you don’t mind, but I ordered for you. I don’t have much time today,” Dare said. “I’m on a quick lunch break.”

As an attorney, Nash could pretty much make his own hours. “Good by me, thanks.” He gestured to the waitress, a Donovan cousin by marriage.

“What can I get for you?” Gina, a middle-aged woman with red hair and a bright smile, asked.

“Coke for me,” Nash said.

Gina eyed Dare’s empty glass. “Want a refill, Officer?”

Dare nodded.

“Be right back with your drinks and your food,” Gina promised.

“Thanks,” Nash and Dare said in unison.

Nash leaned back in his seat. “So, have you recovered from the wedding?” He’d watched his brother enjoy his day off.

Nash wasn’t sure if Dare’s drink had been water or vodka, but he could tell his brother had had a good time.

Dare laughed. “Yeah. I’m just glad I was off duty on Sunday. It could’ve been ugly if I didn’t get a day to rest.”

“Who says it wasn’t ugly?” Nash asked, having not had nearly the fun his brother had.

Until the end, when he’d been blindsided by a sexy woman and a mind-blowing kiss.

“All things considered, I’d say the day was okay,” Dare said.

“How do you figure?” Nash asked, always shocked that somehow, despite the fact that Dare had gone to a foster home with too many kids and too little money except what the state provided, he’d ended up with a better attitude than Nash.

“Tess behaved, you and Ethan didn’t come to blows, and Faith’s mother didn’t insult us Barron boys too much.” He slung his arm over the back of his booth and grinned.

“That’s only because the great Lanie Harrington couldn’t take her focus off the wineglass in her hand.” Everyone in Serendipity knew Faith’s mother thought she was better than the rest of the world, even after her husband had disgraced their family name.

Dare shrugged, his expression showing compassion not disgust. “Well, if I’d lost my house and all my money because my husband turned into a self-styled Bernie Madoff, I might spend most of my days drunk and not save it for special occasions. Just saying.”

When the Harrington fraud scandal had broken, few were spared. Even Nash’s adoptive/foster parents had taken a hit, and Nash currently represented many Harrington clients in a civil class action suit, but the likelihood of ever seeing any money grew dimmer by the day. Only Ethan prospered from the scandal, returning to town wealthy, thanks to his software abilities and army training. Apparently he’d sold some aircraft development system to the military, resulting in his ability to buy the Harrington mansion at auction after Faith’s father’s fall from grace.

Nash leaned back in his seat while Gina placed their food on the table. “Thanks, Gina.”

“I love serving you boys. My husband, Tony, speaks very highly of you both. A lawyer and a policeman. He says your parents would be proud,” she said quietly.

Nash met his brother’s gaze, a silent knowing look in his eyes that spoke of the past and shared pain. “Thank him for us,” he said.

“Will do. Can I get you anything else?” she asked, changing the subject.

“I’m good for now,” Nash said.

“Same,” Dare added. He waited until Gina walked away before leaning forward. “Now, where were we?”

“Talking about the Harringtons.” Nobody in Serendipity ever tired of the subject.

“Right.” Nash loaded his burger with ketchup before passing the bottle to Dare, who did the same.

“I might feel sorry for Lanie Harrington if I thought she didn’t know anything about her husband’s business. But how the hell could she live with the man and not know he was defrauding every one of his clients?” Friends, family, and strangers alike?

Dare’s gaze darkened. “You can live with someone, be close to someone, and not know nearly as much as you think you do,” Dare said with utter certainty and a note in his voice Nash rarely heard from his sibling.

Not knowing how to reply, Nash took a bite of his juicy hamburger. They ate in silence, Dare’s sudden and unusual mood change reminding him of why the brothers tried so hard not to revisit the past.

Nash preferred to live in the present and had done well at it until Ethan returned to town, dragging all the ugly stuff with him.

“So what’s the favor you needed?” Nash asked as he finished his meal.

Dare wiped his hands on his napkin and tossed the paper onto the table. “A bunch of guys came down with the flu. We’re short-handed so I said I’d work another shift tonight.”

“Sucks,” Nash said.

Dare nodded. “So I need you to go to Tess’s parent-teacher conference at Birchwood.”

“I think our sister might have a thing or two to say about the change of plans,” Nash said.

When Dare had offered to go in Ethan’s place, Nash hadn’t argued. Considering how the kid felt about him, he figured she’d appreciate Dare attending and not him.

“No doubt about it,” Dare agreed. “But you still need to do it.”

He already knew he’d attend. “Not a problem. I’ll just wear armor when I talk to her afterward.”

“You know the reason she has issues with you, right?” Dare asked.

“She idolizes Ethan and hates me because I don’t.”

Dare let out a laugh.

“Not funny. I’ve done everything possible to win her over short of groveling at our oldest brother’s feet.”

Dare waved to Gina, motioning for a check. “No one expects you to grovel. Ethan knows damn well what he did to us was wrong. But we can’t change the past,” Dare said, his face growing suddenly dark.

Nash felt a chill whenever Dare’s optimistic outlook took on unexpected shadows. He never knew quite how to react, and a helpless feeling crept over him, much like when Richard Kane had explained to Nash the boys would be separated.

He shivered at the memory.

“We just need to keep moving forward,” Dare said, unaware of Nash’s reaction.

“I’m doing the best I can dealing with Ethan’s return,” Nash said.

“I know. And when she gets older, Tess will too. In the meantime, just pick up Kelly at the house at seven and be at the school by seven thirty.”

“Kelly?” Nash’s mouth grew dry at the mention of her name.

Dare arched an eyebrow. “Did you think I was going alone? Of course Kelly wants to see how Tess is adjusting.” His brother studied him, an amused grin on his face. “Or do you have problems with Kelly too?”

Nash frowned. “You obviously already know the answer. Who told you?” he asked, resigned.

Dare grinned, enjoying this. “Our baby sister wasn’t too happy that you—and I quote—‘had your tongue down Kelly’s throat.’ ”

Heat rose to Nash’s face. “That was an accident.”

Dare’s belly laugh had other diners looking over at them. “Tess catching you was an accident or you kissing Kelly?” Thank God Dare lowered his voice. “I’m not sure what that was but you’ve wanted her from the minute you laid eyes on her.”

Did not. The immature reply came to Nash and he squelched it. Why deny the obvious and prolong the conversation?

“It can’t go anywhere,” he said instead.

“Why not? It’s not like you’re married anymore. You just act like an overprotective husband.”

Nash gripped the edge of the table. “She needs someone to help her,” he said of his ex-wife.

“So let her find someone who’s getting something from the relationship in return,” Dare said, looking out for him like they always did for one another. “Look, ever since Ethan bailed, you’ve taken on the role of protector. You gave me your clothes, you even brought me extra food. But you can’t spend your life making sure you never end up like him.”

“Jesus,” Nash muttered, never expecting Dare to be so analytical and brutal at the same time. “I’m not having this discussion.”

“Fine.” Dare raised both hands in submission.

“We’re friends,” Nash said of his ex.

Dare rolled his eyes. “Fine. And what are you and Kelly?”

That was the problem.

Nash had no idea. But now, thanks to Dare’s change of plans, he was obviously going to get a chance to find out.

Nash stood at the doorway of his brother Ethan’s mansion. From seventy degrees the day of the wedding, the temperature today had just barely touched sixty and now it was a cooler fifty-something with a breeze that felt much more like fall. He wore the same sport jacket he’d chosen for work today and rang the doorbell, eager to get inside.

In seconds, the door swung wide and Tess stood on the other side. Her hair, once jet black, was now a lighter brown, and the purple streak was faded and almost gone. Even her gray sweatpants and imprinted T-shirt said normal teen, and he appreciated the change.

Until she opened her mouth, that is. “Oh, it’s you,” Tess muttered, her standard greeting.

“I see some things haven’t changed.”

Tess folded her arms across her chest and remained silent.

“Are you going to let me in?” he asked, reining in all his frustration and maintaining patience and calm.

“Why are you here? I thought Dare was going to my parent-teacher conference with Kelly.”

Here we go, Nash thought. “He had to work so I’m filling in.”

“Swell.”

He forced a smile. But he still stood outside on the welcome mat like a stranger she was unsure whether to trust. “Again, can I come in?”

Tess moved aside. He stepped into the house and shut the door behind him. He stared at Tess and she glared right back.

“How’s school going?” he asked her.

“I guess you’ll find out soon enough,” she said with mock sweetness.

Nash gave up for now. “Is Kelly ready?”

Tess turned and shouted toward the upstairs. “Kelly, lover boy’s here to pick you up!”

Nash winced. Normally he wouldn’t let Tess dictate who he saw or what he did, but he understood how seeing them kissing had threatened her safe world. “Look, about that—”

“Save it.” She held out a hand to stop him from speaking. “Anything you’re going to say would just be TMI and I don’t want to hear it.”

He closed his eyes for a brief second. “Okay, what’s TMI mean?” he asked, resigned to making an even bigger ass of himself in front of her.

She rolled her eyes in complete disgust. “Too much information.” She pulled in a deep breath. “Kelly!” she yelled once more, even louder.

“I’m coming!” Kelly appeared at the top of the stairs and made her way down. Wearing black leggings and a long purple top, belted in silver, she looked every inch the sexy woman he couldn’t stop thinking about.

He shook his head and reminded himself that not only wasn’t this a date but he also couldn’t allow himself to think about her in any way except Tess’s sister or he’d destroy any chance he had with the kid. Not that he felt that he necessarily had any chance at all, but still, Tess had to come first.

“Hi! Dare sent me a text letting me know you’d be here instead,” she said, padding down the stairs. “Tess, next time invite your brother inside and let him sit down!” she chided the teen.

“That’s okay. We were just catching up.” He met Tess’s gaze, daring her to disagree and get herself in more trouble.

“Oh!” Kelly said, sounding surprised. “Well, that’s good, then. I just have to get my shoes and I’ll be ready to go.” She opened the hall closet and pulled out a pair of high boots.

Sexy boots that covered her entire calf up to her knee and folded over at the top with buckles along the outside for effect.

He swallowed a groan. “So, what’s tonight’s agenda?” he asked Tess in an effort to distract himself from the sight of Kelly, bent over, back to him, pulling her boots on.

Tess shrugged. “How should I know?”

“Tess! Quit being so rude.” Kelly grabbed a leather jacket from a hanger and shut the closet door, then walked over to where they were standing. “Every time I put my coat or shoes in my room near my suitcase, Rosalita hangs everything in the hall closet like I live here,” she said, obviously embarrassed.

“That’s just her job.”

“I wouldn’t know. I didn’t have a housekeeper growing up.”

Nash hadn’t had a housekeeper when he’d lived with his parents either, but after moving in with the Rossmans, they’d had a woman named Consuela who’d run the house much as Rosalita appeared to do here. He didn’t see the point in going into a long explanation.

Kelly merely shrugged at his silence and struggled to put on her jacket.

Reaching over, Nash grabbed the coat and helped, holding it out so she could slip her arms through the sleeves. Because Tess was watching, he pretended to be unaffected when Kelly flipped her hair from beneath the collar, giving him a whiff of strawberry-scented shampoo, and treated him to a smile that nearly knocked him on his ass.

“There. All set. Tess, Rosalita’s here if you need anything. Be good,” she said to the teen.

“I should be saying that to you two,” Tess muttered.

“Relax. Go watch TV,” Nash suggested.

“I have homework,” she said icily.

“Then go do that.”

“Ignore her.” Kelly grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the door.

He followed, grateful to get away from Tess’s moodiness only to realize once they were outside and the house door shut behind them, they were alone.

He’d jumped from one awkward situation right into another.

Since her arrival in Serendipity, Kelly discovered there’d been a lot of nevers in her life. She’d never had a maid, never lived in a mansion, and never gone to private school. She walked into Birchwood Academy and immediately wondered if her sister’s discomfort with the uniform was more due to the atmosphere than the clothing. This was no public school with dimly lit halls, old metal lockers, and dingy commercial linoleum everywhere. Money elevated the look of the building and from what Kelly could see, affected the attitudes of the parents and teachers. But she was determined to keep an open mind.

“What’s wrong?” Nash asked.

Surprised by the question, Kelly stopped walking toward the classroom where they’d been told Tess’s homeroom teacher would meet them. “What makes you think anything’s wrong?”

“You stiffened up the minute we walked into this place. Not to mention the fact that you talked about a million and one things on the ride here and you haven’t said a word since we walked in.” Hands in his jacket pockets, Nash leaned against one of the brightly painted metal lockers and studied her through perceptive ocean blue eyes.

“I chatted in the car to keep you comfortable,” she lied. She chatted to keep herself level-headed and so that she wouldn’t be tempted to coax him into kissing her again. The attraction was definitely there, but she didn’t want to upset her sister’s life by pushing for a fling with Nash. No matter how sexy she found him to be.

“And what changed now?” He probed for answers like the lawyer he was.

Kelly frowned. With his short, expensively cut hair, he looked every inch the rich boy who’d fit right in at this school. Only the fact that she’d seen him feeling awkward and out of place at his own brother’s wedding had her considering leveling with him now.

“Well?” he prodded. “We’re going to be late if we don’t get a move on.”

“Then let’s go,” she suggested.

“Not until you tell me what’s bothering you.”

The concern in his tone got to her. “This place just feels out of my league,” she admitted.

He groaned. “Do you want to know the truth? It’s out of mine too. If it weren’t for the fact that the couple who adopted me had wealth and privilege, I’d be as uncomfortable as you are. I had to get used to it earlier, that’s all.”

Kelly blinked, stunned both by the revelation and the fact that he’d confided in her at all. She’d sensed his unease with many things in his life, but she never thought he’d let her in enough to explain. Ethan had once mentioned that he’d let his brothers down, but he’d been vague and she hadn’t wanted to pry. Now she wanted to know more from Nash, but she had no time to ask.

“Just hold your head up high and believe you belong here. You’ll be fine.” He reached out and squeezed her hand, the unexpected reassurance causing a lump to form in her throat.

He hid himself so deeply that she hadn’t known he could be kind. Now that she did, it only added to his appeal.

“Thanks.” She smiled in appreciation.

“You’re welcome.”

“And don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone you’re really a nice guy behind that gruff exterior,” she said with a laugh.

He raised an eyebrow. “I am a nice guy!”

“Then try smiling more often. Maybe more people would know it.” Like Tess. But she didn’t voice the thought out loud. She already knew his strained relationship with her was a sore subject.

“Come on, wise guy.” He placed a hand behind her back and led her toward the classroom.

Tess’s homeroom teacher, a woman named Julie Bernard who looked to be in her midfifties with glasses, gestured for them to come in and waited for them to sit down across from her desk.

“So,” Ms. Bernard said when everyone was settled.

“We’re looking forward to hearing about Tess,” Kelly said. “I’m her sister, by the way. Kelly Moss.” She extended her hand and the woman shook it, her grip cold.

“I’m her brother. Nash Barron.” Nash also shook the teacher’s hand.

Julie Bernard treated them to a curt nod. “I understand Tess has a complicated family situation,” she said through pursed lips.

Kelly tried not to read anything into the other woman’s words. “Yes, but no more so than many kids today,” she said with a smile. “Tess lives with her brother, Ethan. He’s away on his honeymoon.”

“So you’re all related?” Ms. Bernard asked.

“Actually Tess and I share a mother,” Kelly explained. “Nash, Ethan, and Tess share a father. It’s complicated, as you said.”

The woman clasped her hands together on her desk. “Well, that explains a lot.”

Kelly narrowed her gaze, no longer so willing to assume the best about the woman. “I can assure you that Tess has a solid foundation behind her and people who love her. So perhaps you’d like to tell us what you mean by ‘that explains a lot.’ ”

“Your sister has a bit of an edge.”

So do you, Kelly thought. “So do most teenage girls.”

Nash placed a hand on her arm, warning her to relax.

“Not most teenage girls here, Ms. Moss. At Birchwood, we place higher expectations on our students.”

Could her nose reach higher in the air?

Nash leaned forward in his seat. “Is Tess acting out in class?”

Ms. Bernard met his gaze. “Not particularly.”

“Mouthing off?” Nash asked.

Kelly bit the inside of her cheek, knowing firsthand how foul Tess could get.

She shook her head. “Not with the teachers or the staff.”

“Then what’s the problem? You just don’t like her?” Kelly couldn’t help but ask. Obviously this woman did have an issue with Tess.

She pushed her glasses farther up on the bridge of her nose. “As I said, she has an edge. She does what she’s asked but often begrudgingly. Her work is completed on time but often looks rushed. She has an attitude that’s not acceptable here.”

What is acceptable? Kelly wondered. Stepford children?

“We’ll definitely talk to Tess about her attitude, but I sense there’s something more,” Nash said, “another reason you don’t like Tess, because based on your description, I have to agree with Kelly. Tess sounds like a typical teenage girl.” He braced his hands on the desk, his knuckles white as he gripped the edge hard. “That you happen not to like.”

Kelly had picked up on Ms. Julie Bernard’s attitude, but she figured Nash would be the first one to jump all over Tess for hers. Instead, his perceptiveness surprised her.
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