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            Prologue

            Phoenix, Arizona

Summer 2006

         

         Margot tried not to stare at him.

         Then again, so did every other girl at the country club.

         With a smug smile, she sat back into her deck chair while a loud splash sounded to her right. At least twenty people were at the barbecue, laughing, eating, swimming.

         And then there was Margot.

         Reading.

         She peeked over the edge of her book one more time.

         At least she promised herself it would only be one more time.

         Her best friend loved the attention.

         She hated it.

         Maybe that was why they worked?

         She read, and Bentley basically charmed the world with his smile and that small dimple near the right side of his mouth.

         Her stomach fluttered.

         She really needed to stop thinking about his smile, because that almost always meant she’d start thinking about his perfect lean physique and perfect hair.

         Everyone was under his spell—herself included, which just made it that much worse.

         They were friends.

         Best friends.

         Nothing more.

         “Are you even reading that?” Brant said as he plopped down next to her. Bentley’s twin was equally attractive, but for some reason it was always easier for her to talk to him. Maybe because he never made her feel like there could be something more.

         His stares never lingered like Bentley’s.

         Ugh. Maybe she’d been reading into things too much lately.

         “I’m totally reading.” She swallowed the lie and stole another glance at Bentley.

         His deep laughter rang out and then his searching eyes found hers, locked on to her with an intensity that had her heart pounding and her stomach in her throat.

         “You should tell him,” Brant said under his breath, as Bentley made his way over to them.

         She feigned ignorance. “Tell him what?”

         “That you’re in love with him.”

         “I’m not.”

         “Are too.”

         “Brant—”

         “—Good luck!” He winked, gave her a playful pat on the head, and sauntered off in the direction of his brother. They did a weird head-nod thing, which looked way cooler than it should have, before Bentley finally stopped in front of her.

         She cleared her throat and pretended to be reading her novel—the exact same page she’d been on since the minute Bentley Wellington had walked outside with all the arrogance in the world. He wore his confidence well.

         Just breathe.

         Breathe, stupid!

         In through your nose.

         Out through your mouth.

         He was her best friend, for crying out loud! She knew how to have a normal human conversation with him without passing out.

         Why then did it suddenly feel different?

         Charged?

         Yup, her romance novels really were starting to alter her sense of reality.

         “Hey, Margot.”

         Lips trembling in a nervous smile, Margot glanced up and managed to squeak out, “Hey, there.”

         Hey? There?

         She inwardly groaned while Bentley chuckled low in his throat and pulled up a chair next to her.

         Around them, the annual Fourth of July barbecue for the country club both of their families belonged to continued as though her world hadn’t just been tilted on its axis by his proximity.

         The barbecue was a forced tradition that had gotten worse over the years, mainly because everyone around her seemed to be growing into their bodies, the girls with the beautiful, bouncing blond hair and perfectly toned arms and curved hips. The boys with their sensual lips, six-packs, and muscular arms.

         And then there was Margot.

         As if to prove a point, a piece of fire engine–red hair worked itself free of her bun and tumbled across her shoulder.

         Bentley’s eyes locked on the piece of hair, and before she could tuck it behind her ear, he reached out and rubbed it between his fingers.

         “I love your hair,” he whispered.

         Margot’s mouth gaped open as a searing heat surged through her and finally settled on her cheeks. “It’s my conditioner.”

         Kill me now. My conditioner? Really?

         Bentley smirked then dropped his hand. “Another romance novel? You’ve been devouring these things like chocolate lately.” He leaned in. “Is this your cry for help? Do you need a little romance in your life?”

         It was hard not to focus on the shaking in her hands or the fact that the only person she wanted romance from was staring at her the way she’d always dreamed. “Sometimes fantasy is better than reality.”

         “You sure about that?” he fired back, scooting closer to her until their thighs touched.

         “You tell me.”

         His blue eyes lit up with surprise before suddenly focusing on something behind her.

         Within seconds, she knew why.

         “Jennifer.” Bentley smiled and his slow, appreciative perusal wasn’t lost on Margot as he finally stood and held out his hand. “How’s your summer?”

         “Horrible. My mom’s a bitch and I’m bored.” Jennifer stomped her heel into the ground and then glanced at Margot. “Oh, hi, Marg.”

         Marg. She hated that nickname.

         “Hey, Jenn—”

         “Ugh, did you know that I’m grounded after last night?” She smacked Bentley on the chest with her purse. “I hope it was worth it.”

         Rejection slammed into Margot so swift, so hard, that breathing was almost impossible.

         Last night?

         He’d been with Jennifer last night and now he was hitting on Margot?

         Bentley stiffened next to Margot and then gave a casual shrug as he stood and snaked an arm around Jennifer’s shoulders. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

         Next time.

         As in: There was going to be a next time.

         As in: Whatever had just taken place between them was nothing but another stolen moment where Margot’s hopes were crushed beneath Bentley’s expensive shoes.

         Tears burned.

         Margot refused to let them fall.

         “I’ll see you later, Red.” Bentley winked at Margot. “We’re still on for later, right? Your house or mine?”

         Huh? They hadn’t made plans.

         And by the look of it, Jennifer was pissed.

         Straightening a bit, Margot shrugged and said, “How about we go to yours this time?”

         Last weekend they’d spent two nights in a row watching a horror movie marathon—probably not the kind of marathon that Jennifer and Bentley had participated in, but Jennifer didn’t need to know the details. Right?

         “Cool, see ya!”

         She sighed longingly after Bentley and Jennifer.

         Her book was long forgotten.

         “So not a complete crash and burn, I take it?” Brant’s voice scared the crap out of her, and she nearly toppled out of her lounge chair. “I mean, you’re smiling way too big for it to be fake.” Brant made his way around the chair and sat again, crossing his arms.

         “No, in fact we’re hanging out later.”

         Brant’s smile fell. “Just be careful.”

         “Careful? He’s your brother and my best friend. Trust me, I know him.”

         “Not everything, though.” There was an edge of warning to Brant’s voice. “Just…be careful, that’s all I’m asking.”

         “Yeah, thanks, Dad. I’ll get right on that.”

         Brant pressed a hand to his chest. “Ouch.”

         They fell into fits of laughter as Margot’s grandmother’s voice rang out.

         “Margot!” her grandmother yelled from the door. “Margot!” She sounded frantic. “Margot!”

         Grandma almost teetered over into the pool as she made her way toward Margot and Brant. They shared a look before rushing to her side.

         “What happened?” Margot asked.

         Grandmother exhaled and then frowned.

         “Grandma, what’s wrong?”

         Her grandmother tugged at her pearl necklace and shook her head as she leaned heavily on Brant. “I need you to go retrieve your parents.” She handed Margot the keys to her brand-new Mercedes. “And don’t you worry a bit about me, I twisted my ankle. There was a hole.”

         That explained the hobbling. If there was a hole, Grandma would find it.

         Or a mailbox.

         Or a telephone pole.

         Or anything that resembled danger to her person. Her grandmother refused to wear the glasses she desperately needed; it was as simple as that.

         “Okay.” Margot nodded. It wasn’t like she was doing anything important other than lusting after a boy whose only fault was that he was too good-looking for words—and liked blondes.

         “I got her.” Brant smoothly led Grandma to a chair. “So, Mrs. McCleery, where was the hole?”

         Margot suppressed a smile. Brant, like Bentley, could charm anything with a pulse. Her grandmother was probably loving the attention.

         She tucked the book back in her purse and slowly made her way to the parking lot.

         It took ten minutes to get downtown, where her parents were already waiting outside their office building. They had been called away from the club to address an emergency at the office, and since Nadine Titus, an old family friend, was headed that way, she’d offered them a ride.

         “Hey, guys.” Margot unlocked the doors as her parents piled in the back. “Everything okay?”

         Her mom looked furious, her dad calm.

         “Fine,” they said in unison.

         Margot rolled her eyes. She loved her parents, she really did, but they rarely shared the burden of their work with her. They wanted her to be a regular teenager.

         Too bad that ship had sailed long ago. She was a redheaded book nerd who had only the Wellington twins as best friends and wouldn’t know what to do in a social situation if they weren’t with her, thus the book she’d brought today.

         She pulled out onto the road and glanced in the rearview mirror at her parents as they held hands and shared a kiss. Her mom looked up, and horror registered in her eyes as she screamed, “Margot! Watch out!”

         Everything went black.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Present Day

         

         Bentley groaned as the woman, whose name he’d already forgotten a few hours ago, spread her toned thighs over his body and rode him. The scent of her vanilla lotion clung to the air as he slid his hands up and down her hips.

         She was just another nameless face.

         Another willing female in a long list of women who wanted to have a piece of the notorious playboy Bentley Wellington.

         Because that was all he was to her—all he was to anyone. And most of the time? He was completely okay with it—he had to be. A familiar tightening threatened to choke him. He feigned boredom until he could get the unwanted emotion under control.

         And covered his fake yawn with his hand as she started to increase her speed, her breath coming out in small, fake pants.

         With a smug-as-hell smirk, he winked. “That the best you can do, Sarah?”

         “It’s Christine!” She smacked his chest and panted as she rode him harder, her skin slapping against his in a way that should have felt good but instead irritated the hell out of him. “You’re a complete asshole!”

         He gripped her hips and quickened her movements with deep thrusts. “But…” Another punishing thrust. “I’m a handsome asshole.” Her lips parted on a moan. “Right?”

         “The last thing you need,” she said in a breathy whisper, “is for me to stroke your ego.”

         “Aw.” He made a face and pulled free from her body. Bored. Angry that she was speaking. And maybe a little bit sick of himself if he was being completely honest. “Play fair. I’m always in the mood for a good stroking and a willing hand.”

         Her bright blue eyes flashed before she rolled off his sweaty body and out of the bed. “I’m leaving.”

         “That was fun,” he called after her. “We should do it again sometime.”

         She screamed in fury, and two minutes later he heard the door slam.

         Frowning, he sat up on his elbows. Whatever. Where one left, there were at least a hundred waiting in line for a glimpse or even just one small taste of what he had to offer.

         His sexual appetite was huge—and legendary. His twin, Brant, was better at relationships—or at least he had been until the incident that had pushed him into a drunken state that even Bentley hadn’t been able to pull him out of.

         But unlike his twin, Bentley hated anything that sounded long-term. Besides, the last real relationship he’d had hadn’t ended well.

         He gulped as a memory of red hair flashed in his line of vision. Sometimes it felt like she was still sitting next to him, teasing him, touching him.

         It didn’t matter anymore.

         What was done was done.

         Besides, she was a long-term girl.

         Long.

         Term.

         Like a contract he would never be able to get out of. And the last thing he needed was to allow someone in—someone who would want to share all his burdens or, worse, ask questions.

         The door opened again and clicked shut.

         “Back for more?” He chuckled and pulled the covers over his naked body, waiting for whatever her name was to come back in and finish the job she’d started. Damn it, he could have sworn her name really was Sarah.

         He snapped his fingers. No, no, Sarah was the night before. Amazing mouth. Jet-black hair.

         He hardened again just thinking about how she’d used her long silky hair to—

         A shadowy figure stomped toward his bedside with clenched teeth and a furious look in his eyes. “Shouldn’t you be on your way?”

         “My way?” Bentley repeated, fisting the sheets with his hands. His grandfather was a giant pain in the ass. “To hell?” Another nonchalant shrug, because that was what his grandfather was used to. The youngest twin by a few seconds, the one who would never amount to anything—not for lack of trying.

         “Don’t be a jackass.” His grandfather’s mouth twisted into a disapproving frown.

         “Prudence McCleery spent ten thousand dollars for your services.” Grandfather’s voice sounded calm, but he was still clenching his fists and his cheeks flashed red. “Today is the day you were supposed to arrive at their country estate and make good on your promise.”

         “Right.” Bentley hadn’t forgotten. How could he, when he’d been nearly scarred for life two weeks ago as every rich and single woman in the greater Phoenix area had bid on him? In an effort to help save his lovesick brother and the woman he loved, he’d agreed to participate in the bachelor auction their grandfather was convinced would save the face of the family business. The stockholders had needed a reason to need the Wellingtons, and Bentley and his brothers had given them a damned good one.

         They were the new face of Wellington, Inc., and people loved them for it. Besides, Bentley’s participation had helped his image—which in turn made his grandfather momentarily happy.

         Momentarily being the key word.

         He’d assumed some bored, rich trophy wife would take him home, have her way with him, then slap him on the ass and send him on his way.

         Instead, a woman with bright green eyes and equally bright white hair had lifted her paddle—and purchased him for a weekend getaway.

         She’d looked familiar.

         And then her name was called.

         A name that caused a slow burn to invade his body as he tried to suppress every single ounce of the guilt and longing that he’d fought to keep locked away all these years.

         She’d bid on him for her granddaughter.

         And suddenly, the past, his past, became the present as images of a girl with red hair burned his vision.

         And continued to do so for fourteen days straight.

         Bentley hadn’t had a choice—for the first time since they were children, his brother Brock was smiling, laughing, and disgustingly in love.

         It had been worth it.

         It was still worth it.

         And it was only a weekend.

         “I tried.” Grandfather’s shoulders slumped. “I tried to do right by you boys. Maybe, maybe I was just too focused on Brock to realize how horrible you and your brother have turned out.”

         “Thanks?” Bentley offered with a grimace. It wasn’t like he didn’t work for what he had. He just didn’t have to work very hard—a fifty-million-dollar trust fund had a way of doing that to a man.

         After all, people worked to make money.

         They worked for success.

         And he already had all of those things.

         A nagging voice shattered his confidence, the same voice that reminded him how he used to be a man who had dreams—an actual purpose—direction.

         And that same voice reminded him that his life was a boring, useless cycle of using women and hiding who he really was from the world.

         Because the last time he had tried to be himself…

         Hell, the last time he’d actually felt like himself, had trusted someone else, he’d put all of his eggs into one giant basket.

         His world had shattered.

         It wasn’t worth it.

         It would never be worth it.

         Grandfather glared at him. “The VP of marketing stepped down this morning,” he said hesitantly. “I want to hire within.”

         Bentley froze; his heart hammered against his chest. On the outside, he was calm, rational, thoughtful, but on the inside, he was freaking the hell out. “Oh?”

         He’d spent the better part of his teen years trying to impress his grandfather, not to mention his time at college, and once that crashed and burned he’d simply given up.

         “Yes.” Grandfather leveled a perceptive stare at Bentley, interrupting his dark thoughts. “I don’t suppose that would be something you’d be interested in? Although if you are, you’ll have to take ‘fucking’ off your list of hobbies in order for me to actually process your résumé.”

         Bentley smirked. He’d been pissed when he’d filled out his résumé, mainly because he didn’t think it was necessary for someone who owned part of the company to have to fill one out in the first place. “It was a joke.”

         Grandfather narrowed his eyes. “It wasn’t funny, nor was it professional.”

         “Brant thought it was funny.”

         “Your brother doesn’t count.” Grandfather’s mouth twitched like he wanted to smile but thought better of it. “So…what do you say?”

         “Are you hinting that you’ll give me an actual position within Wellington, Inc.?”

         With a heavy sigh, Grandfather nodded once. “The board, of course, won’t like the idea.”

         “They can go to hell.” Bentley clenched his teeth. The board never liked any of their ideas. Mainly Bentley’s.

         “It might help your image”—Grandfather’s body was rigid as he spoke—“to be seen doing charity work. The board isn’t impressed with your floozies.”

         Bentley stiffened.

         Because he knew exactly what type of charity his grandfather was referring to and her name started with an M.

         Hell. It would do more than help. But he had a life in Phoenix. One that on most days, he actually enjoyed, or at least liked.

         Seeing her.

         Being with her again.

         It brought everything back to the surface. Everything he’d fought like hell to keep buried in the past.

         “Or don’t make good on your promise with the auction and keep sleeping with every woman who will spread her legs for you in hopes you’ll get them pregnant and pay child support.”

         Low blow.

         “I’ll go.” Bentley sighed. It wasn’t like he had a choice, not if he wanted the job, not if he wanted more purpose outside of what he already did for the company, which was basically just smile for pictures when they had charity events and business dinners.

         His grandfather was finally, finally, giving him a chance to prove himself, and he wasn’t going to fail.

         He’d always wanted more.

         And now he was getting it.

         Three days?

         A weekend?

         He could do anything for a weekend. And then the job would be his and he’d leave.

         A small, annoying voice reminded him that was what he had done before.

         He’d left.

         But he’d had his reasons.

         Just like he had his reasons now.

         “Of course you will.” Grandfather straightened. “You’re going to be late.”

         “Does it matter?” Bentley snorted. He was already irrationally angry, and directing the anger at his grandfather when really he should have been directing it at himself.

         “Punctuality always matters.” Grandfather stood. His thick gray hair was swirled into one sweeping curl that fell across his forehead. Bentley and Brant might be playboys, but his grandfather had an Instagram page dedicated to that very curl. And he was pushing eighty-eight.

         Grandfather lifted a brow. “Well, boy? Aren’t you going to pack?”

         Bentley clenched his teeth until it felt like they were going to crack. “I’m naked.”

         “Ain’t nothing I haven’t had the great displeasure of seeing before.” He moved to the doorway. “Now get your shit together before I cut you off and give your trust fund to your brothers and hire Brant for the VP position.”

         “You wouldn’t.” The words rushed out before he could stop them.

         “I would.”

         “You hate me.”

         “I love you.” Grandfather sobered. “You’re twenty-seven, Bentley. Time to stop playing around and actually take responsibility for your actions, starting with Prudence McCleery’s granddaughter. All you’ve got to do is give the girl a weekend that’ll put a smile on her face. It’s not like she’s a stranger to you anyway.”

         Hah.

         Well, she was now.

         Ever since the day he walked out of her life.

         “Margot,” Bentley whispered without thinking.

         “What was that?” Grandfather cupped his ear.

         “Nothing.” A vision of luscious red hair that went on for days, bright green eyes, and freckles burned before him. At sixteen she’d been breathtaking but quiet, too shy for someone like Bentley.

         Hell, she’d been too good for him.

         Too nice.

         Too proper.

         Too perfect.

         And now…too sad.

         He gulped. How the hell was he supposed to cheer up a woman who’d shut herself away from the world?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         His eyes whispered a promise his words had failed to convey,” Margot repeated out loud as the sound of her fingernails tapping against the keys of her computer filled the room. “‘I love you,’ he declared, tucking his beaver hat under his arm as he took a step toward her waiting invitation.”

         She hesitated and contemplated the computer screen. I love you? Was that it?

         She had exactly forty-seven chapters of historical crap.

         Crap she had thirty days to fix if she had any hope of meeting her deadline.

         She glared at her computer and tried again. The scene was pivotal; it had to be perfect, it needed to be believable.

         Then again, what was believable about a rich, rakish duke falling for one of his scullery maids only to discover she was really part of the ton? Even if she came from a good family, it would still be frowned upon. The story wasn’t historically accurate, and it bothered her, but it was romantic, and that was why she’d decided to write it.

         It was a horrible idea.

         But that was what sold.

         Rakes and Rogues.

         And the poor, sad wallflowers who somehow magically became the object of their affection.

         It was complete BS.

         She’d been that wallflower.

         She was that wallflower.

         And nothing, not one thing, had set her apart from the other girls. Men might say they wanted character, but they wanted something different. They claimed they wanted the girl next door, child-bearing hips, whatever. Their actions, however, said it all.

         Skinny.

         Botoxed.

         Implanted.

         Airheads.

         Margot slammed her hands against the keyboard and stood in a huff.

         It was his fault.

         Because he was late.

         Not that she wanted to see him anyway.

         She could live an entire lifetime without seeing him and be perfectly happy.

         Liar.

         She tried to focus on the words she’d written, but her mind had other plans. She didn’t want to remember that day. She never thought about it. She didn’t allow herself to go there. Except now, now, it was all she could think of.

         “Your parents didn’t make it.” Grandma clenched Margot’s hands tightly. “But you have me. You’ll always have me.”

         And Bentley.

         Her best friend.

         But he never came.

         She’d lost three people that day.

         And so many pieces of her heart, it was a miracle she was able to survive surgery.

         Her grandmother meant well, most of the time. Margot didn’t blame her for being overprotective and worried. In a moment of complete insanity, her grandmother, God bless her, had bid on one of the country’s most notorious playboys in an auction set up for cancer research.

         Unfortunately, her grandmother had won.

         Margot still remembered the phone call from that night.

         “I’ve landed you a man!” her grandmother yelled loud enough for half the country to hear. “Paid a pretty penny for him, too! Oh, muffin, you’ll love him, he’s strong, and—”

         “You bought—” Margot pressed her fingertips against her temple “—a man?”

         “He was spendy, too.” Grandmother slurred her words a bit. “Cost at least half of what I was willing to spend, though.”

         “Half?”

         “Ten thousand dollars is a bargain!”

         Margot choked.

         Grandmother laughed.

         “Are you drunk?”

         “I had the whiskeys, yes.” Her grandmother sighed happily. “Such a delicious burn. Did you know Titus Enterprises just bought out Honey Whiskey, Inc.? Nadine’s such a dear, she even brought me a few bottles. Has her sights set on McCleery Whiskey, too, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

         “Grand—”

         “You know him! This man.”

         “The man you paid ten grand for? That man?”

         “Yes. Your old friend.”

         Oh no, that was even worse. She knew the man her grandmother had bought for her?

         “Thanks, but I don’t need you to buy me a man. I can find my own man,” Margot said through clenched teeth.

         “How’s that working out for you, love?”

         “I’m busy!” she snapped.

         “You’re sad.”

         “I’m—” Margot flexed the toes of her left leg and tried not to stare at the right. “I’m not sad.” How many times had she said it before? She wasn’t sad! She was successful! “I’m fine. I have my books. I have my house. I have my work—”

         “You have wild tomcats, too, and cats are a bad omen.”

         “How much whiskey did you say you had again?”

         “Whiskeys. Plural,” Grandmother corrected with a hiccup. “Now, he’s going to report to the estate in two weeks. He’ll arrive at nine in the morning, I told him to be punctual. And you’re to give him the downstairs blue room during his stay.”

         “His stay?” Margot yelled. “He’s not staying anywhere!”

         “Of course he is,” Grandma said in soothing albeit slurred tones. “It’s part of the package. Hah, not his package, but the package. I bought you a Wellington!”

         Margot gasped.

         “I know! A full weekend! Think of the possibilities!”

         “Did you say Wellington?”

         Please God, she thought, let it be Brant. He always had a teasing smile for her. Besides, Brant didn’t tempt her; he didn’t promise to be there and then abandon her during the darkest moments of her life. At least let it be Brock. Brock, the serious one. No, it wouldn’t be Brock, didn’t he just get married?

         “Bentley Wellington!” her grandmother shouted with glee. “Lovely man. When he keeps it in his pants, which, let’s hope for the sake of my great-grandchildren he doesn’t—”

         Tears burned the back of Margot’s eyes as she blinked away the blurry vision of a boy she’d always wanted.

         And never had.

         He was a man now.

         Featured in Forbes, among other magazines.

         He dated supermodels, celebrities, gorgeous women.

         Her ex–best friend.

         The one who didn’t even visit her in the hospital.

         The one who pulled her out of her shell in high school only to drop her the minute she wasn’t pretty anymore.

         She was exactly the type of girl men like Bentley Wellington turned their noses up at.

         She glanced down at her right leg. The amputation had been done right below her knee, so while her thigh looked normal, the prosthetic clearly marked her as damaged goods.

         “Oh, must go, I’ll fill you in later on the more pertinent details.” Her grandmother hung up before Margot could protest.

         Two weeks later she still hadn’t figured it out. Why would Bentley agree to be auctioned off? It made no logical sense. He was either bored, stupid, or doing it for good PR. God knew he needed it, since he’d allegedly been having an affair with a senator’s wife; not that she was the first—or the last—of his conquests. The boy she’d known had clearly grown up to be a sex addict.

         Though he’d already been well on his way to charming every single female in the city when their friendship had ended.

         She’d called.

         She’d waited.

         She’d made numerous excuses.

         And still. Nothing.

         Which just proved the point. Bentley was friends with the beautiful, the pretty, the people that made him look good.

         It was probably why Brant was always so hesitant about her relationship with his brother. He knew that Bentley only wanted something from her, just like he only wanted something from every girl he hung out with.

         Sex.

         A good time.

         She groaned into her hands.

         And now she was going to be stuck with him. For an entire weekend!

         Margot shook her head at the memory of Bentley’s smile and wandered over to the window. A sense of dread filled her as a red sports car sped up her driveway, scaring the crap out of every small creature in its way and kicking up enough dust to make the road nearly impossible to see.

         Bentley Wellington had arrived.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         He’d driven like hell to get to the damn mansion in time.

         But he was still late.

         And if there was one thing he remembered about Margot, the woman loved rules, and shirts tucked in, polite smiles, and sweet good-byes.

         Etiquette.

         The woman loved etiquette.

         And God, he’d loved being the guy to throw her off her perfect little path. Not a day had gone by where he didn’t tease her until they both laughed so hard they cried.

         He was always tugging that tight bun loose and dipping his hands into her thick, luscious red hair.

         Bentley shuddered as he finally allowed a few memories out, one, two, maybe three and then they were going back on lockdown.

         She wasn’t his to want.

         Not then.

         Not now.

         “What are you doing?” Margot covered a yawn with her free hand while Bentley toyed with her left hand, drawing small circles across her palm.

         “Looking at your lifeline.”

         “Is it long?” She nearly hit his head when she peered over their clasped hands. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

         Because I could love you, he thought.

         Because at eighteen you make me think I could do anything if you smiled at me like that.

         He knew saying those things would freak her out, so he settled for: “Because you look way too excited over the fact that I’m touching you.”

         She rolled her eyes and shoved him away, but not before a pretty blush stained her cheeks.

         His fingers strained to touch those cheeks.

         Instead he grabbed the remote, scooted away, and pressed Play. “All right, you ready for the movie?”

         It was one of the last times they were together.

         Before the accident.

         Before he disappeared from her life.

         And she from his.

         All he knew about her now was that she wrote books and kept to herself, which made sense. He’d teased her relentlessly about her reading, and now she had a very successful career as a writer. It made sense.

         It wasn’t hard to picture prim and proper Margot with a tight librarian bun sitting behind a computer typing out romantic scenes. She’d always been a romantic, and a romance novel addict.

         He rang the doorbell, tugged off his black Prada sunglasses, and tapped them impatiently against his leg.

         When she didn’t come to the door, he double-checked the address his grandfather had texted him.

         It was the right house.

         Maybe he’d luck out and she’d answer the door, tell him to go to hell, and kick him to the curb.

         Finally, the door creaked open, revealing just how dark the inside of the house was.

         A feminine hand with red fingernail polish slid elegantly across the door frame, and then the woman attached to that oddly pretty hand appeared.

         And Bentley Wellington, certified playboy, knew he had been completely and royally screwed by lying down on the altar of brotherhood and sacrificing himself in order for Brock to be happy.

         He was screwed.

         Sad?

         She looked anything but sad.

         She looked…

         Angry.

         Spirited.

         He gulped and then narrowed his eyes. “I think I have the wrong house.”

         “Do you?” she asked in a husky voice that wreaked havoc on certain parts of his anatomy.

         Bentley grinned. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

         And then, without another word, she slammed the door in his face.

         “Hell.” He should have expected that.

         He knocked again.

         Once.

         Twice.

         Then resorted to pounding.

         “Damn it, open the door, Red!”

         With a whoosh the door opened wide, revealing her voluptuous curvy body in all its glory.

         He swallowed and tried to find words. After all, he was good with words, almost as good as he was with his hands.

         “I don’t want you here,” she in that husky sexpot voice. “And I’m one hundred percent sure you’re here because you have no choice. So this is how this is going to work.” She shoved a key in his hand, the metal digging into his palm. “You can come and go as you please, lie out by the pool, eat my food, watch TV, and do whatever bored millionaires do—and when this whole disaster is over with, we’ll go our separate ways. I’ll tell my grandmother I had the time of my life, and you’ll do the same and continue sleeping your way through the greater Phoenix area and—” she sighed, finally sucking in a breath “—and, well, I think that’s it.”

         He opened his mouth to speak when she turned back on her heel and called over her shoulder. “By the way, you’re late.”

         “About that—”

         “Your room is that way. It’s the one on the left, can’t miss it. It’s blue.” She said the word slowly like he had a learning disability then pointed to the right of the stairs. “I’m not cooking for you.”

         “Red—”

         Her hips swayed as she limped up the stairs, and his gut clenched as his eyes fell to her legs. Her right leg seemed almost stiff.

         Frowning, he tried to recall details from the accident that had taken her parents’ lives. He’d heard she’d shattered most of the bones below her right knee and her parents were killed instantly, but beyond that, he’d been too engrossed in his own life, his own demons, to get all the grisly details of that day.

         Demons that flared to life the minute her parents lost theirs.

         If he was being completely honest—they’d always been there, but they’d hidden in the shadows until Margot’s accident and then they pounced, attacked, ripped him to shreds, and left him a bloody mess.

         She wasn’t the only one hurting.

         But he knew he couldn’t compare their pain.

         And at the time, he’d taken the only option given to him.

         By the time he was healthy again, he’d looked for her, only to find out she’d moved out of the city.

         And it was easier.

         Ignoring her.

         Ignoring the past.

         Ignoring his mistakes.

         So he did what he did best, what he did when he needed a distraction, when he wanted to ignore the pain—he fucked any girl that batted an eye in his direction and forced himself to forget just how much Margot had inched herself into his life.

         He fucked to forget.

         And as he gazed into her emerald green eyes, he finally realized: You couldn’t forget a woman like Margot.

         No matter how hard you tried.

         The skin on her neck burned bright red under his perusal.

         He grinned.

         Some things…never changed.

         “I hate it when people are late,” she said more to herself than anything and then flashed him a glare that would send most men running. “Don’t stare.”

         “I was just—”

         “It isn’t polite.” He could have sworn her heard her mutter jackass under her breath.

         “So I’ll just see you at lunch?” he called after her quickly disappearing form. She hobbled a bit, but she still managed to take the stairs pretty fast.

         Was she still injured from the accident? Even after all this time?

         “I eat in my room.” she said once she reached the top of the stairs. Then she disappeared from sight.

         “What the hell just happened?” Bentley muttered, key in hand, sanity left somewhere between the door and the stairway, and pride a bit wounded that she hadn’t once given him the impression that she cared he was here after all these years.

         Everyone cared.

         They always said they didn’t care.

         They lied.

         They did.

         They always did.

         He represented money, power, sex, although he knew it was the sex part that got him the most attention.

         Bentley gazed up at the tall spiral staircase and waited for any sort of sound that indicated she was coming back.

         He waited for a good five minutes then begrudgingly went back to his car to grab his things. Damn, the house was monstrous for just one person. He gazed up and smirked when he saw a curtain fall, hiding the woman who had just been spying on him from a second-floor window.

         Just like he thought.

         They always cared.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         It wasn’t fair.

         It wasn’t right.

         That he should be so handsome. But wasn’t that just the thing she wrote about on a daily basis? The guy who made the girl’s heart slam against her chest in an unnatural cadence. Her pulse hummed, and yes, she did in fact feel the intense need to flex every muscle in her body in order to keep herself from touching him to make sure he was real.

         His hair alone.

         God, his hair.

         Why?

         Why would God bless a man with hair that thick? That wavy and tantalizing? Shots of caramel mixed in with the nearly black tresses, falling in a haphazard fashion over his forehead. The dimple was deeper; his blue eyes were even clearer and more mesmerizing than she’d remembered.

         And his body?

         She shuddered and took a steadying breath, in and out, in and out. He was just a man. With broad shoulders, and full lips. His mocking smile burned. How dare he stomp in here like he owned the place? And stare!

         His stare.

         Her cheeks burned. She’d always dreamed of the way his hypnotic eyes looked at her—made her want things she had no business wanting.

         The accident had stolen so much more than her parents.

         It had stolen her dream of ever being with someone who was able to look at her like she was still her. Still a desirable woman.

         Whole.

         Instead, men treated her like she was broken, fragile, disabled.

         Just thinking about it made her want to punch something. Once she had looked forward to seeing Bentley’s smile. And now? Now she just wanted him to go away.

         His gaze had lingered on her leg; she’d felt it. And she’d seen it. Her stomach did flip-flops, and not the good kind.

         She put her hands on her hips. Well, he’d better know how to cook or he was going to starve to death.

         Not that she cared.

         At all.

         He could die for all she cared.

         A fleeting wave of guilt washed over her. Okay, maybe that was too far, but still. She worried her lower lip and glanced out the window only to see the man himself glance up at her with a knowing wicked grin.

         With a gasp, Margot dropped the heavy gold curtain and stumbled backward. Hands shaking, she allowed herself a few moments to organize her jumbled thoughts and the irritating way they all pointed toward the man who would be living with her for the next few days.

         His smile was the same.

         Okay, that was a lie. The smile resembled the boy she once knew, but all traces of that boyish charm were gone, replaced with this red-hot manly vibe that she barely recognized.

         Not that she wanted to even acknowledge the way he made her feel.

         He was still a horrible person.

         And an even worse friend.

         He reminded her of everything she tried to keep in the past: the accident, her pain, the feel of the uncomfortable hospital bed, and the sheets that scratched against her skin.

         He had walked out of her life years ago.

         Why now? Why would her grandmother do this to her now?

         What type of auction sold a grown man as a companion for a weekend?

         And a millionaire on top of it? Didn’t he have more important things to do?

         He was either really charitable, or he’d done something so horrible that he needed to get back into his grandfather’s good graces. Yeah, her money was on the latter.

         Huffing out an exhale, she marched over to her desk and pulled out the chair. She had a deadline to make.

         But as she stared at the cursor blinking on the blank screen before her, all she could think about were Bentley’s lips, the way they curved into that deliciously sinful smile, spreading across a row of perfect—and more than likely, capped—teeth.

         Because, really, who had teeth like that?

         She was never going to finish this book if her thoughts kept straying toward Bentley Wellington’s teeth.

         “Focus,” she scolded herself. “You’re a grown woman. You can—”

         A knock sounded at her door.

         Nobody ever knocked on her door.
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