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This Christmas, chill out
and cuddle up with these enchanting holiday stories...

 


Mistletoe and
Holly

Accountant Holly Aldridge
scrupulously plans everything in her life—until her boyfriend gets
spontaneous by dumping her right before Thanksgiving. Still,
Holly's sure he'll reconsider, given a little time...and a reason
to be jealous. That reason, all six-feet-plus of him, is her new
roommate, Sam McKenzie. If Sam has his way, Holly will have a
sizzling new romance by Christmastime...

 


Christmas
Honeymoon

Some women would consider it
the perfect Christmas gift: an all-expenses-paid Vegas honeymoon.
But Stacy Ames isn't some women. Actually, she's supposed to be
posing as her cousin Janie. Too bad Stacy's faux hubby turns out to
be her infuriatingly sexy ex, Dylan. Fortunately, mistletoe and
free champagne have a way of turning "too bad" into very, very
good...

 


A Baby for
Christmas

Kahlúa, coffee, and
sympathy—it's amazing the trouble they can get a girl into. Chloe
Carmichal was only trying to help her best pal (and secret crush),
Nick, drown his sorrows. She never expected they'd end up having a
hot-and-heavy tryst that Nick's hangover would make him forget, but
that Chloe will always remember...since she'll have his baby as a
Christmas memento...
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USA TODAY best-selling author Lisa
Plumley has delighted readers worldwide with more than
three dozen popular novels. Her work has been translated into
multiple languages and editions, and includes contemporary
romances, western historical romances, paranormal romances, and a
variety of stories in romance anthologies. Her fresh, funny style
has been likened to such reader favorites as Rachel Gibson, Susan
Elizabeth Phillips, LaVyrle Spencer, and Jennifer Crusie, but her
unique characterization is all her own.

 


To sign up for new-book reminder
e-mails, read first-chapter excerpts, catch sneak
previews of upcoming books, and more, visit www.lisaplumley.com
today.
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as Colette London. Her
Chocolate
Whisperer series (featuring chocolate expert—and amateur
sleuth!—Hayden Mundy Moore) kicked off with Criminal Confections
and now includes Dangerously Dark, The Semisweet Hereafter, and
Dead and Ganache, all from Kensington Books.
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Special Note from the Author

 


"I'm thrilled to share these stories with
you! Once Upon a
Christmas is a special edition of my first three
romances, which I spiffed up, revamped, and Christmasified for the
holiday season. The originals are out of print, so if you missed
these stories (Surrender,
The Honeymoon
Hoax, and My Best Friend's
Baby) the first time around—when they were in limited
release—please be sure to check out this mega-collection."
—Lisa

 


 



MISTLETOE AND HOLLY

by

Lisa Plumley

 



Chapter One

 


It should have been a perfectly romantic
evening. The lighting was soft, the music was seductive, the wine
was cold. Even the weather had cooperated, in the form of a
late-autumn Arizona rainstorm that thrummed on the roof with a
hypnotic rhythm. It was the kind of night that invited snuggling up
together and forgetting the rest of the world existed.

And it would have been that kind of night,
had everything gone according to Holly Aldridge's plan. Instead,
things had started going downhill from the moment her boyfriend
Brad came home to the cozy Craftsman-style bungalow they shared,
swearing and dripping rainwater on the foyer tile. He stripped off
his wet suit jacket and, tugging at his tie, came toward her in the
darkness.

"Power go out?"

"Nooo."

"Then what's with all the candles, Holly? I
can hardly see a thing in here," he complained, finally whipping
off his tie with a last irritable tug.

He's had a hard day, Holly told
herself. Be nice to him.

She patted the sofa cushion. "Mood lighting.
You'll get used to it in a minute. Come sit by me."

He did, first catching hold of her feet and
swinging her legs up on the coffee table to make more room. So much
for her seductive pose. She leaned into him and lay her head on the
rain-dampened curve of his shoulder. "Tough day?"

Brad dropped his head back and sighed,
staring up at the ceiling. "Yeah, you could say that."

"Sorry," she murmured, turning her head to
glance up at him. Even wet and grouchy he looked good, like a
glossy sort of Young Republican poster boy—not a single dark hair
deviated from its prescribed course. Holly admitted to no one but
herself Brad was more skilled with styling gel than she was.

She didn't want to ask about his day and be
treated to an hour-long discourse on the impossibility of
practicing medicine on a bunch of patients who—as Brad put
it—wouldn't recognize common sense if it fell on their heads. Once
he got started on that, things would really go awry. So she slid a
little closer and started undoing his top shirt button.

"Holly."

Buttons two and three down. He was always
telling her how he was tired of making the first move. Tonight
would be different. She moved lower and tackled button number
four.

"Holly." This time Brad caught her wrists in
his hands, as though she'd maul him if unrestrained. "Give me a
little time to decompress, okay? It's been a long day."

"Okay. Sure."

He let go of her wrists and pulled the ends
of his shirt together again. Paradise lost.

"How about a drink, then?" Holly asked
brightly. She filled two wineglasses with rosé and handed him
one.

He drained his glass, then set it on the
glass-topped wrought-iron coffee table with a thunk that set the
tabletop ringing, completely bypassing the coasters he usually
insisted on using. Holly frowned. Either Brad was very, very
thirsty or his mood was even worse than she'd thought.

She splashed more rosé in his glass, hoping
it was the former. When Brad finally looked at her, fixing her with
what she immediately recognized as his I'm-serious-as-Hell look,
Holly knew it was the latter.

"I'm sorry, Holly," he said, now looking
everywhere but at her. "Really sorry. But I just can't do this
anymore. You and me...it's not working. Things just aren't right
for me."

Cold trickled down her spine. Of course
things were right. She'd planned everything, down to his favorite
ratatouille simmering on the stove, down to the CDs she'd
programmed on the stereo, down to the perfume the tastefully
made-up woman at the Esteé Lauder counter had assured Holly was
"irresistible, dear."

She wouldn't have gone to such trouble for a
doomed relationship, would she?

"What do you mean?" Her voice sounded
faraway, broken. She finished off her wine for fortification and
glanced at him. Any second now he'd come out with some clichéd line
like, "I need some space, that's all," and she'd nod wisely and
tell him she'd been thinking exactly the same thing about herself,
wasn't that funny, ha ha. And then she'd brain him with the wine
bottle and boot him out into the rain.

"I—" He spread out his arms in a
choreographed sort of helpless gesture, careful not to actually
touch her. "I've got to get away for a while, do some thinking. I
guess I just need some space, that's all."

Oh, God. "Brad, I—" Her lower lip
trembled and her chin wobbled. She would not cry, she
wouldn't. Holly poured more rosé and gulped it down. "I...that's
funny, 'cause I was just thinking the same thing."

Her croaked statement lacked a certain
conviction, but it was the best she could do under the
circumstances.

He pressed both hands to his thighs and
pushed up from the sofa. "I knew you'd understand," he said,
ruffling her hair as he passed by.

So much for her carefully arranged,
seductive hairstyle.

"Mmmm—what's that great smell?" he went on,
looking brisk and assured. Whew, his expression said.
Glad that's over with! Brad hated scenes. "Mind if I eat
before I pack up? I'm starving."

"It's ratatouille," she replied numbly.
"Help yourself."



 


"Help yourself? You actually said to
him, 'Gee, Brad, help yourself'? Oh, Holly."

Feeling miserable, Holly slumped further in
the corner of her kitchen banquette. She rested her cheek against
its soft yellow upholstery.

"Quit shaking your head at me, Clarissa.
Come on, it wasn't as dumb as it sounds. It just popped out. I
couldn't help it."

"Uh-huh."

"It was supposed to sound cosmopolitan.
'Sure, darling—of course we can still be friends,' something like
that. You know. And I didn't say, 'gee,' either," Holly added
indignantly. "Geez, you're supposed to be my friend! What am I
supposed to do now?"

Clarissa gave her a sympathetic look.
"Sorry. I didn't realize Brad the Bad meant so much to you."

"Ha, ha." With a sigh Holly wrapped one arm
around her upraised knees and reached for her cup of
cappuccino—courtesy of the espresso machine Brad had left behind.
She'd need to drink a gallon of the stuff to feel awake after what
she'd been through. Maybe two gallons. In fact, maybe she should
just skip a step and gnaw on the coffee beans. The wine she'd drunk
last night had been a mistake, especially when followed by a can of
Brad's orphaned beer and a vodka chaser. She didn't know what she'd
been thinking.

"I feel like such an idiot. I didn't even
see it coming. How could I have been so blind?"

"You weren't blind, he was stupid," Clarissa
replied loyally. "What kind of cheesy line is that anyway?" She
flipped her long pale hair over her shoulders and pantomimed a
Brad-like stance, both hands on her hips with her chest thrust
forward. "'Babe, I need my space.' Didn't that line go out about
the same time lava lamps did?"

Holly managed a brief smile. Clarissa was
right. Brad's reasons for ending their relationship were weak, but
the fact of the matter was, he didn't really need an excuse. He
only needed to be gone for it to be over, and he was.

She was alone. All alone. Completely,
utterly alone. The holidays were on their way, and she'd be alone
then, too. Thanksgiving for one. A solo Christmas. A blue
Christmas. A blue, blue, blue, blue Christmas.

Lord, she sounded pathetic. Poor me. Pity
party. Get a grip already, Holly commanded herself.
You've got a good job, good friends, a good life. Where's your
self-respect?

"Anyway, I have a plan," she announced.

Clarissa grinned. "Somehow, I thought you
would."

"What's funny? In case you haven't noticed,
this could be considered a tragic moment in my life, here." She
picked up a pen and opened her day planner, trying to ignore her
friend's skeptical expression. "Okay. Brad and I have been together
for a little over a year now. No problems until last night."

"Really? That's amazing."

"You're turning into a cynic."

Clarissa carried both coffee cups to the
sink. Prompted by Holly's meaningful glance at the brown-ringed
mugs, she turned on the tap and gave each one a cursory swish. "No,
really. Didn't the two of you ever argue? About anything?"

"Nope."

"Hmmph." Clarissa grabbed a cinnamon-raisin
bagel from the basket on the kitchen table and settled back on the
other banquette, picking out the raisins with her long red
manicured fingernails. She popped a raisin in her mouth, then
another. "I've got to be honest here, Holly Berry. That's
abnormal."

"It's true," Holly insisted, printing one
last note in her day planner. "Maybe we didn't argue because we
were so well-suited for each other."

"Well-suited? Did we warp back into the dark
ages when I wasn't looking? What are you talking about,
well-suited? I don't think arranged marriages are happening
anymore."

"Very funny." Ticking off each similarity on
her fingers, Holly said, "Brad and I are the same age. We went to
the same schools. Both of us grew up here. We've got the same
goals—"

"Career, career, and...career?" Clarissa
suggested.

"No, I mean life goals. Like we both want a
family." Or at least Brad hadn't actively discouraged her on those
few occasions when she'd talked about having children together
someday. Holly tilted her head sideways, thinking. There had to be
more things they had in common. "We're even the same height," she
announced triumphantly.

Twirling the remains of her bagel on one
finger, Clarissa asked, "Really? I always thought Brad was taller
than you."

"I slouched," Holly admitted. They both
grinned. Meanly. "But all the right elements were there, and I'm
not just going to let this pass me by. I'm practically thirty—"

"Nearly dead," Clarissa broke in, nodding
and grinning.

"—and it's time I settled down."

Clarissa shook her head. "You've got to be
the most settled down person I know. You've got a retirement plan.
You've got coordinated bath towels, for crying out loud. Even my
mother doesn't have towels that match."

Holly's towels did match. Down to the
washcloths, they were all a suitably masculine burgundy color, the
only one she and Brad had both liked.

"There's more to life than decorating,"
Holly said, ignoring Clarissa's raised eyebrows. "Besides, Brad and
I had a good relationship. Maybe we were taking each other for
granted, maybe some of the spark went out of things, but I think we
had something worth saving."

Clarissa looked doubtful. Well, let her,
Holly thought rebelliously. It wasn't Clarissa's love life
that had taken a nose dive. Clarissa had been happily married for
three years now. She could afford to take the high moral
ground.

Squinting at the notes she'd penned neatly
in her day planner, Holly went on. "Anyway, my theory is what we've
got here is a fear of commitment. I think Brad and I just got so
close it scared him."

"I guess so. Maybe."

"Your enthusiasm is too much for me," Holly
muttered wryly. She gathered her convictions again. "It's like I
said. Maybe Brad and I were taking each other for granted and got
caught in a rut, or something."

She hoped her reasoning sounded more
convincing to Clarissa than it suddenly did to her. Last night,
lying in bed alone, it had all made perfect sense. Unfortunately,
Holly hadn't come up with any better interpretations since
then.

Her feelings, her love life, her pride were
at stake. Her life didn't feel like it was supposed to
anymore, and she couldn't bear to sit back and do nothing at all
about it.

"I mean, Brad didn't actually say we were
through," she said, "not in so many words..."

Clarissa gaped at her. "Oh, geez, tell me
you don't mean what I think you mean—"

Holly nodded, smiling with renewed hope at
the notes she'd made. Her plan. Just looking at it made her feel a
little better.

"You guessed it. I'm going to win Brad back.
I've already got it all planned out. And I'll need your help to do
it."

Clarissa smacked her palm against her
forehead. "Lord help us. That's just what I was afraid of."



 


Sam McKenzie had always loved the last day
of school. His final act as a student each year had been to haul
everything out of his locker and cram it in a backpack for the trip
home—where it would sit, untouched, until September. Now, as the
college English professor he'd become, things weren't much
different.

Sure, these days it was his desk he emptied
out, and his things were going in a battered old box instead of a
backpack. But as he wedged the last file folder beneath his weighty
American Literature text, Sam doubted he'd crack a book again
before January rolled around.

For much of the semester, he'd been filling
in for Professor Alvarez, who—until this week—had been on maternity
leave. Now that she was back, Sam had cut his own semester short to
turn her students over to her again.

The decision left him at loose ends, with no
classes to teach until winter term—not that he minded very much.
Somebody had needed to fill in for Lupe, so Sam had volunteered.
They were friends, and he'd never been on the tenure track, anyway.
He didn't much care about impressing the faculty. All he cared
about was teaching.

Okay, teaching and his family. Which
explained why Sam was leaving Tucson for a couple of months, headed
back to his hometown of Saguaro Vista, where a temporary job with
his dad's construction company waited.

Working for McKenzie & Sons was
something Sam tried to do on a regular basis, especially now that
his father's arthritis was kicking up more often. He liked working
with his hands, liked mixing it up with the carpenters and roofers
and bricklayers. They reminded him of where he'd come from and what
was real...as did the inevitable
get-a-haircut-and-get-a-real-man's-job lecture from his father that
was the price of admission. Until after the holidays, Sam would
belong to that world again. Just as soon as he said good-bye to
this one.

He hefted the box in his arms. "Okay, I'm
outta here."

Malcolm Jeffries, campus advisor for
returning students and Sam's officemate for the past semester,
sniffed vaguely but didn't bother to look up. He'd made his
disapproval of what he called Sam's "unorthodox teaching methods"
plain from the start, and Malcolm was nothing if not unvarying in
his opinions. It had made for a bumpy partnership.

Today, not even Malcolm's
standardized-test-approach to life could get to Sam. "Hey, have a
good rest of the semester," he told Malcolm with a grin. "See you
next year."

The grunt he received in response could have
meant anything. Optimistically decoding the sound as, "You, too,"
Sam turned toward the door and all but ran into one of his
students, Jillian Hall.

Affectionately known to the student body as
Jiggly Jillie, Jillie lived up to her nickname and then some. Even
when standing still, Jillie's blond froth of permed curls, combined
with the twirl of her short skirt and the sway of her breasts
beneath her T-shirt, somehow gave the impression of perpetual
motion. It was quite a phenomenon.

"Professor McKenzie, I'm so glad you're
still here," she said breathlessly. "I wanted to talk to you about
my research paper."

She watched him so earnestly, it looked as
if her wide blue eyes might cross at any second. Sam shoved all
jiggly thoughts aside and assumed a more professorial demeanor.

"Sure, Jillie. What's on your mind?"

"Well, there must have been some kinda
mistake on my research paper. I can't have gotten a D," she wailed,
holding up a stack of typed pages for him to see. "If I don't do
better than that in this class, my financial aid is history!"

Sam took the papers she waved at him. He
recognized them all right—it had taken him four aspirin and several
cups of coffee to finish reading and grading those few pages of
freshman composition.

"What happened to your paper on the use of
lab animals in cosmetics testing—the one you outlined for me?" he
asked gently. "You had some very good ideas for that. It could have
been a good position paper, like we discussed in class."

Jillie ducked her head and thrust her lower
lip forward. The gesture would have looked more at home on a
four-year-old than the twenty-four-year-old single mother of two
toddlers Sam knew her to be.

"I thought you'd like this better." She
fiddled uncomfortably with her pink-polished fingernails. "It's
more serious. I thought you'd be impressed."

"Hearing your own ideas would impress me the
most. The best papers come when you really care about your subject,
Jillie. Maybe I'm wrong, but I'm not sure global warming is
something near and dear to your heart."

Sam glanced meaningfully at her paper.
Touching her shoulder, he added, "Environmentalism is a worthy
subject, but I don't think you had time to research this properly,
and—"

Her eyes filled with tears. "You're just
like Mr. Jeffries!" she accused, darting a narrow-eyed glance at
Sam's officemate. "He doesn't think I belong in college. Him and
all those tests he does say I was meant to be a cosmetologist and
that's what I ought to stay." Her tearful gaze swung around to Sam
again. "You're no better, are you? You two don't want people like
me here at all."

Temporarily setting down his box, Sam shook
his head. Hell, he was 'people like Jillie,' a guy who'd
spent high school screwing around and the years afterward getting
in one scrape after another. He was twenty-three before he finally
worked up the guts to walk into the college admissions office. Even
then he'd half expected to get laughed out of the place. He
remembered what it was like to sweat over the placement tests, the
first few papers, the exams.

Besides, he'd rather die than be lumped in
the same tight-assed category as Malcolm Jeffries.

"Tell you what." Sam nodded toward his box
of books and files. "My grade sheets are still in there. I've got
to drop them off to Professor Alvarez by five o'clock, but I think
I could see my way clear to writing in a C for your research
paper—"

"Really?" Jillie interrupted, sniffling.

Sam nodded.

"Oh, professor—you don't know what this
means to me!" She hugged herself, bobbing in a happy jig.

"Hold on," he said sternly, one hand
upraised. "There's a catch. I want you to rewrite your paper. You
can redo global warming—and put some hard research into it this
time—but it would be a shame to waste all the work you've already
put into your cosmetics testing idea."

Jillie stopped jiggling. She glanced
sideways, biting her lower lip. "Oh, I guess you're right.
Okay."

"I know I'm right." Shuffling through his
files, Sam tore off a slip of paper and wrote his address on it.
"You've got my phone number. Call me if you get stuck." He handed
Jillie the paper. "Otherwise, you can drop off your paper to me no
later than Friday. I'm leaving town after that."

She clutched the scrap of paper like a
lifeline. "Thanks, thank you so much. You'll have it by Friday, I
promise."

Her smile widened as she turned to go. Sam
picked up his box again, watching her. Halfway down the hall,
Jillie paused.

"You won't regret this, professor!
Thanks!"

Sam wanted to believe she was right.
Something warned him otherwise. Some niggling doubt in the back of
his mind told him he might regret his decision very much. Then he
realized it wasn't intuition at all. It was the sight of Malcolm
Jeffries' gloating face peering at him through his open office
door.

"I'll have your butt in a sling for this,
McKenzie," his officemate said with a sneer. "I always knew you
were a lousy teacher, and now I've got proof. You just wait. Your
little arrangement with Jiggly is going to blow up in your face
like your worst nightmare."

Sam glanced at him, making a little tsk-tsk
sound. "Gotta watch those mixed metaphors, Malcolm," he said.

Then he was off to enjoy the next few
months, academia-free—and, more importantly,
Malcolm-free.



 


Two days after the romantic dinner that
wasn't, Holly's conviction that she and Brad belonged together
hadn't wavered. This was despite a minor setback that occurred when
she came home to find Brad sneaking out of the house, his arms
laden with the cappuccino maker and both stereo speakers.

"Hey, those are mine!" She hurried up the
front walk as fast as her two-inch heels and double burden of
briefcase and gym bag would allow, meeting Brad just outside the
front door.

"Huh?"

He craned his neck sideways and peered at
her through his glasses in that adorably owlish way he had. His
eyes looked greener than ever, Holly noticed before steeling her
resolve.

However appealing Brad might look, she
wasn't about to let him demolish their stereo system, even for the
short time they were going to be apart.

"Oh, it's just you, Holly." He looked
surprised. "I, uh...didn't think you'd be home yet."

She tapped the nearest speaker. Her new
manicure—one of Clarissa's contributions to The Plan—gleamed richly
in the sunlight. Brad hated sloppy-looking women. "These are mine,
remember?"

"The stereo is yours, Holly. These
speakers belong to me," he reminded her as he headed down the
sidewalk toward his car.

Holly pivoted on the welcome mat and
followed him, kicking aside dried bougainvillea leaves with every
step. She could always tell when Thanksgiving was on its way,
because the first serious cold snap wreaked havoc on her yard.
Soon, she'd camouflage the bougainvillea's crispy vines with a few
cheerful strings of Christmas lights, but in the meantime she had a
boyfriend to reclaim.

Prompted by that reminder, Holly pursued
Brad to his car. She needed to move things along before she found
herself stringing lights, roasting chestnuts, and trimming
the tree all alone.

"I'm pretty sure those speakers are
mine, too," she said.

He sighed. "You blew your tinny little
speakers the day after we moved in together. Remember?"

"Oh, yeah." Some passing spiteful impulse
made her lean against the door of his red BMW while she watched him
load up his things. He slammed the trunk shut, noticed she was
still there, and yanked her away from the car. He even looked cute
when he scowled.

"Christ, Holly. I just waxed it."

I'll bet. "Ooops," she said. The damn
car got more stroking than she ever had, it occurred to her.

"What are you doing here, anyway?" he asked
accusingly, glancing at his watch. "It's only...oh. You're right on
time, I guess. I didn't realize it had gotten so late already."

Holly propped her hands on her hips. She
turned her body toward him in a friendly way so the neighbors
wouldn't guess they were anything less than blissfully happy
together. Temporarily. "What are you talking about?"

"Well, it's 6:30, isn't it?" Brad rummaged
around in his pants pocket and came up with his car keys a few
seconds later.

Holly could tell from his expression this
cryptic explanation was supposed to mean something to her, but for
the life of her she couldn't figure out what. "So what?"

To his credit, he looked almost sorry to
have brought up the whole subject. "So you're a little predictable,
that's what. You leave work at 5:15 every weekday. Afterward you go
to the gym for an hour—if it's Monday, Wednesday, or Friday—then
home. They could set clocks by you, you're so unspontaneous."

"I am not!" Holly protested, but he was
warming to his subject now, she could tell.

He nodded at the neatly folded paper bag
sticking out of her gym bag. "Your lunch, right? I'll bet it was a
turkey sandwich on wheat—"

"This is dumb."

"—with brown mustard and lettuce on the
side. Tomato juice to drink, with a bendy straw. And a green
apple."

"It was a red apple," Holly shot back.

"I'm leaving." He opened the car door, slid
inside, and revved the engine. She rapped on the window.

He pressed the button that rolled it down.
"Let's not make this any harder than it has to be," he said. "I'm
not trying to hurt you, you know. I just can't deal with all this
right now. I told you—I need some space."

Was it just her, or was his regretful
expression a little at odds with the way he kept impatiently
revving the car's engine?

"Sure." Predictable, he'd said.
Unspontaneous. "I understand." When she got done with her
plan, Brad wouldn't know what hit him. "I just wanted to tell you,
I need your house keys back."

He grinned. Then he laughed. She felt like
kicking him.

"What for?" He twisted his key ring to
release his set of house keys. He dropped them, warm from his
fingers, in her palm. "You've found another roommate already?"

Predict this, Holly thought. "As a
matter of fact, I have. And he's moving in this weekend. See
ya'."

Nothing like a little competition to enliven
the game, she told herself. Didn't every man want what he couldn't
have?

Tempting as it was, she didn't even linger
to savor the sight of Brad's mouth hanging open in surprise. She
couldn't—she had to get busy finding that new roommate.



 


"I told you, I'm not interested in having a
roommate."

Easing his pickup truck into the early
morning traffic that streamed into town, Sam McKenzie glanced away
from the road long enough to be sure his cousin Clarissa was
listening to him. She wasn't. Oh, she was nodding her head, all
right, but he'd known Clarissa since they were both four feet
tall—long enough to realize that with her, a nod didn't necessarily
indicate agreement. Sam sighed.

"I'm only in town until after the holidays,
then I'm back to Tucson. I'm sure your friend Holly is terrific,
but I'm not in the market for a roommate. I like to live
alone."

Beside him across the wide bench seat,
Clarissa snorted. "Is that why you're staying with your folks,
because you like to be alone? You know I love you like a brother,
Sam, but I've got to be honest, here. That's truly pathetic."

"Don't hold back. Tell me what you really
think."

She hit him in the shoulder, a punch
probably aimed at his upper arm but sent awry by the bouncing of
his old truck.

"Ouch! Does David know he's married to such
a bruiser?"

"My husband doesn't give me any reason to
punch him," Clarissa returned archly. "Unlike my knot-headed
cousin. Besides, I barely touched you."

She twisted in the seat, nearly crushing the
sack of bargain-priced Christmas wrapping paper Sam's mother had
left in his truck yesterday. He grabbed it, then deposited it in a
safer spot—beside the six cans of cranberry sauce and packets of
instant turkey gravy she'd also purchased.

Turning his attention to the road again, Sam
automatically scanned the streets and buildings around them.
Everything looked the same as it ever did in Saguaro Vista, the
same as it had since he'd been a kid steering a bike down Main
Street instead of his pickup. The old adobe buildings looked a
little more worn, and now there were strip malls sprouting up like
weeds at the edges of town, but all in all it was nice to come back
to. Comforting.

His mouthy cousin was anything but.

"Anyway, the only time you're alone is when
you're between girlfriends," she was saying, sounding so primly
sure of herself he couldn't stand it.

"I've never lived with any of them, either,"
he protested, but Clarissa overrode him, giving Sam a look that
allowed no argument.

"I'm not asking you to marry Holly, for
God's sake! She's got a boyfriend she's dead-set on already, though
I can't imagine why."

Clarissa gazed out the passenger-side
window, the very picture of nonchalance. Sam didn't buy her act for
a minute. This roommate thing mattered a lot to her, or she
wouldn't have been nagging him about it for the past two days.

"This boyfriend doesn't object to her having
a male roommate?" Either the guy was very, very sure of himself—and
her—or he was just plain stupid.

"Well, technically they're separated." She
must have sensed him weakening, because Clarissa smiled and moved
in for the kill. "Come on. Do it as a favor to me, if nothing else.
I know! Consider it an early Christmas present."

"Ha. I know you, remember? You'll
still expect a boatload of gifts under the tree."

"Naturally." She grinned. "But you'll be one
ahead, won't you? That's got to count for something. And all
before Thanksgiving, too."

Considering it, Sam jerked the truck to a
stop in the mesquite-shaded parking lot of the Downtown Grill. He
still didn't want a roommate. "Nope."

"What?"

Clearly, she couldn't believe he was
refusing her.

"Bah, humbug," he said for emphasis. "You'll
have to wait until Christmas morning for your presents, just like
all the rest of the kids."

She snorted, not the least bit deterred by
his Scrooge impression. Snapping open her seat belt, Clarissa gave
him a no-nonsense look. "Listen. I just want the people I care
about to be happy, that's all. If your answer's still no after you
meet Holly, then I'll drop the whole thing, okay?"

Sam stared at her suspiciously. Maybe it was
because she'd worn him down, or maybe it was just because he was
starving and wanted their conversation to end. Whatever the reason,
he found himself nodding.

"Fine. I'll meet your damn friend."

"Great!"

Clarissa hopped out of the truck. She came
around to Sam's side to meet him. Apparently undaunted despite the
fact he'd used his best, most grumbly, feet-dragging tone, she
grabbed his arm and swept him along beside her toward the Downtown
Grill.

"There's Holly's car right over there," she
said, her wave indicating a white convertible parked a few feet
away. "She must be inside waiting for us right now."

Sam stopped walking. "Did it never occur to
you I might say no?"

"Nah." Clarissa stepped back to let him open
the door for her, offering him a self-satisfied smile. "I usually
get what I want."

With an answering grin, Sam ushered her
through the door. "Must run in the family," he said. "So do I."

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


All right. Maybe it was just a teensy
bit juvenile to try to make Brad jealous, Holly admitted to herself
as she sat alone in a cracked leather booth at the Downtown Grill
waiting for Clarissa to meet her for breakfast. Granted, she'd been
provoked into her boast about a roommate she didn't have yet. And
her decision had certainly been a spontaneous one, which was some
consolation to her bruised ego. Still, she was almost starting to
regret the way those words had just popped out of her mouth.

"Hey, Holly Berry!"

Clarissa's voice, loud enough even to carry
over the din of the restaurant, yanked Holly out of her worries.
Glancing up, she saw her friend wending nearer between the rows of
customer-filled booths.

She wasn't alone. There was a man with her.
Tall and shaggy-haired, dressed in paint-splattered Levis and a
white T-shirt, he somehow managed to look both friendly and
slightly disreputable at the same time. He didn't seem familiar,
but then Holly had been working such long hours she'd fallen out of
touch with many of the people in town.

"I've solved your roommate problem!"
Clarissa announced gaily when she'd reached the table. She waved
one arm in the general direction of the man beside her. "Holly
Aldridge, meet Samuel McKenzie."

"Sam," he corrected. "Clarissa's told me all
about you."

His smile was so inviting that, despite her
better judgment, Holly smiled back at him.

"I hope everything she said was good," Holly
said, accepting the handshake he offered.

His palm was callused but clean, and big,
like the rest of him. She felt his gaze sweep over her, from the
collar of her black suit jacket downward and back again. His
appreciative expression took her by surprise. How long had it been
since Brad had looked at her like that? Since any man had looked at
her like that?

Too long.

"Every bit of it was good," he assured her.
"It's nice to meet you."

He actually sounded as if he meant it. Holly
gave herself a mental shake and withdrew her hand, watching as Sam
and Clarissa settled themselves in the opposite side of the
booth.

He was the answer to her roommate
problem? Okay, so Sam was pretty attractive in a relaxed,
just-rolled-out-of-bed sort of way, but by the looks of him Holly
doubted he even had a job, much less the means to pay half her
mortgage payment each month.

She slid the hot water and tea she'd already
ordered for Clarissa over to her friend, along with a curious
glance.

Clarissa ignored Holly's questioning look.
Uncharacteristically, she remained absolutely silent as she fussed
with her tea. In fact, Holly noticed, her lips were pressed tightly
together, like a child zipping her lips to keep a secret. Something
was definitely up.

"Clarissa says you're looking for a
roommate," Sam said, filling the silence at their table.

He turned over the thick white porcelain cup
in front of him and settled it in its saucer. Like magic, a
pink-skirted waitress appeared and filled it with coffee. Holly
wondered absently if Sam got service like that every place he went.
She decided he probably did.

"Yes, I am. My last roommate just moved
out." Why had she called Brad her roommate? "And I've been looking
for someone to, um, replace him."

Sam nodded. Clarissa snickered and dunked a
teabag in her cup with far more interest than the Earl Grey
required. She looked like the cat who ate the canary. Holly
frowned.

"Is it a house or an apartment?" Sam
asked.

As though pulled by his voice, she looked at
him again. He had nice eyes, too—clear blue beneath a pile of
sandy-colored hair. Hair that looked way too straightforward
to have been gelled or moussed or fussed with the way Brad's always
was.

"It's a house. One of those old bungalows
downtown," she replied. Why wasn't Clarissa saying anything?

"Those Craftsman-style bungalows near Spring
Street?"

She nodded, surprised he was familiar with
the architectural movement that had spawned row after row of houses
downtown in the first decades of the century. Hers was one of the
few examples of the style that remained unchanged. Many had been
demolished to make way for shops and newer stucco houses.

"Those are great houses," he was saying.
"Ahead of their time, I think. It's too bad there are so few left
now."

"Holly's renovating hers," Clarissa chimed
in. "It's going to be beautiful."

"Tell me about it."

Sam handed her a leather-bound copy of the
Downtown Grill's menu as though the motion was the most natural
thing in the world. As though they'd shared meals together
forever.

Holly blinked. Get real, she ordered
herself, pushing that wild thought out of her mind. She couldn't
really be interested in him, could she? Muscle-bound laborers had
never been her type. She wanted a man with a future, a man with
intelligence and wit, a man who thought beyond his next
conquest...a man like Brad.

Besides, a guy like Sam probably favored
leggy blondes in spandex, not sensible redheads in Chanel-knockoff
business suits. Holly put down the menu without opening it.

"I'm still looking for a contractor to
handle the bulk of the renovation," she told him. "There are parts
I can do myself, but I'd like to get an expert's input, too."

Sam raised an eyebrow at Clarissa, giving
her an odd look. "What a coincidence," he remarked. To Holly, he
said, "I know a little about whole-house renovation. I'd love to
have a look at it sometime."

"Sure."

The waitress, pen and pad in hand, chose
that moment to take their order. Holly declined anything but her
coffee, but Clarissa and Sam both ordered plates of the Grill's
special pecan pancakes, his with a double side of bacon. Scooping
up their menus, the waitress went on her gum-snapping way toward
the restaurant's kitchen.

"Sam's doing some work for my uncle's
construction company," Clarissa explained. "He's one of the 'and
sons' in McKenzie & Sons."

At least this potential roommate Clarissa
had found for her was employed. "Do you like it?" Holly asked.

"I like the work. It's absorbing, doing a
job just right, seeing a vision come to life. Done well, renovation
is demanding, but creative." Sam's eyes met hers. "Besides, I'm
very good with my hands."

Very good echoed in her head as her
gaze flew to his hands. Her mouth went dry. Had he meant to say
those words that way, so...loaded with erotic meaning?
Surely it was only her imagination.

"I could give you a demonstration." He
leaned against the booth again, his shoulders nearly reaching the
top of it. "How about tonight? Say, 6:30?"

"Tonight?" For a few confused seconds, Holly
actually thought he was proposing some sort of illicit meeting,
some personal presentation of those hands' promised abilities. One
glance at Sam dispelled that illusion, however. He was asking to
see her house, nothing more.

Before she could reply, Clarissa said, "You
sound just like your dad, Sam. Straight down to business." Turning
to Holly, she added, "My uncle Joe has got to be the most
single-minded guy in town."

How she was supposed to react to that
statement, Holly had no idea. Then the significance of Clarissa's
words dawned on her. Sam McKenzie was Clarissa's "little cousin
Sam." Funny how she'd never mentioned that in this case, at least,
"little" meant he was a couple of years younger. Sam was most
definitely not the Little League-sized relative Holly had always
assumed him to be. She glared at Clarissa and silently mouthed,
"I'll get you for this."

With feigned innocence, Clarissa raised her
eyebrows. Who, me? her expression asked.

"That's why I thought Sam would make such a
perfect roommate for you, Holly," she said. "He's dependable"—Holly
couldn't decipher the look that passed between the two
cousins—"great with old houses, and he'll only be in town for the
next couple of months."

"Through the holidays?" Holly asked.

"Until next semester starts," Sam explained,
going on to describe his work as an English professor at the
university in Tucson.

Holly was surprised—they definitely hadn't
had professors like Sam when she was a student at the
University of Arizona. She'd bet his students loved him.

A few minutes later the waitress slid two
enormous plates of pecan pancakes on the table, followed by an
aromatic pile of bacon she set in front of Sam, along with the
bill. Holly's stomach rumbled as the sugary smell of maple syrup
reached her.

Sam swallowed a bite of pancake, speared
another with his fork, and held it out to her. "Want a bite?"

She couldn't imagine doing anything so
intimate as eating from his fork, Sam guiding the bite of food into
her mouth as Clarissa and the whole world looked on. Brad would
have been appalled by the very idea, had she ever suggested it to
him.

With Sam on the other end of the fork,
though, the idea had a new appeal. Some small, hidden part of her
wanted to try it, urged her to try it. Holly considered it
as, spellbound, she watched an amber drop of maple syrup gather on
the tip of his fork tines, tremble, then drip slowly to join the
butter and syrup puddle on Sam's plate.

Oh, boy. She was really losing it. This
whole debacle with Brad had clearly sent her around the bend.

Sam raised his eyebrows. "It's delicious. Do
you want to try some?"

Holly shook her head. "Um, no, thanks. I
already ate breakfast," she managed to say.

"Anyway, Holly Berry, wouldn't it be perfect
if Sam moved in with you? I mean, as your roommate, of course,"
Clarissa said with a wicked grin. "Aren't you expecting your, ah,
former roommate to move back in by the new year anyway?"

Naturally, she meant Brad. "Maybe even
sooner," Holly felt compelled to say. "In fact, I'm starting to
rethink this whole idea of finding a temporary roommate
altogether."

Clarissa looked stricken. "But that's not
what you planned," she said. "I think Sam here would really
help with your plan, don't you?"

Her emphasis on the word plan left
little doubt what she was referring to: Holly's plan to win back
Brad. A broad wink or two would have made their resemblance to Lucy
and Ethel complete.

Sam cleared his throat. They both looked at
him. "Isn't that up to Holly?" he asked mildly.

Holly liked him better already. She smiled.
"Sam's right," she said, gathering up her day planner, purse, and
car keys. "And I'm going to be late for work if I don't get out of
here."

"It's Saturday! You're not taking the day
off?" Clarissa asked, looking appalled.

"And leave my inbox full of work?" Holly
shook her head.

The office was always quietest on weekends.
She'd get tons of work done and be that much further ahead by
Monday. Besides, Thursday was Thanksgiving. She wanted to make up
for the productivity she'd lose during the holiday.

"Oh, right—what was I thinking?" Clarissa
smacked her forehead with the heel of her hand. "You probably only
put in sixty hours last week, huh?"

Okay, so Holly would be the first to admit
she was ambitious. What was wrong with that?

There'd been a time when Clarissa had put in
just as much overtime as Holly did. They'd become friends over
deli-delivered sandwiches, eaten long past five o'clock in one of
their adjoining office cubicles. Once she'd married David, Clarissa
had decided she was happy where she was, but Holly still yearned
for an office of her own and the title that went with it.

"You've got to stop and smell the roses
sometime, you know," Clarissa warned. "Life's passing you by."

"There's no need to be so dire," Holly said,
feeling exasperated. "Once I make senior-level accountant, I'll
have plenty of time to stop and smell the roses."

Clarissa's expression said she'd believe
that when she saw it. Holly sighed and let go of their old
argument. She couldn't explain what drove her to work more and more
hours, to achieve yet another of her ever-multiplying goals. She
only knew her efforts hadn't quite measured up. Not yet.

"We're firing up the barbecue later," Sam
said, calling her back to their conversation. "Clarissa and David
and I—sure you don't want to come? It would be great to have
you."

Clarissa rolled her eyes. "David saw one of
those TV chefs grill a Thanksgiving turkey on his Weber 6000. Now
he's dying to try it himself, so we're having a test run this
afternoon."

"Sounds tempting," Holly hedged,
"but..."

"Come on," Sam coaxed with a seductive grin.
His voice lowered intimately. "It'll be fun."

He nodded toward the door, as though they'd
pick up right there and head outside, just for the fun of it. Holly
could picture it: a backyard patio filled with friends, a pitcher
filled with sangria...her, getting to know Sam.

You'll never get that promotion that
way, a voice inside her whispered. Shut up, she told it.
But the tide was turned.

"I can't. I'm sorry. Thanks for the
invitation, though. You guys have fun." She glanced at her watch.
"Now I really am late. Do you still want to see the house
tonight?"

Sam nodded. "I'd love to."

Holly whipped open her day planner. "We
agreed on six-thirty, right?"

"I'll be there with bells on," Sam answered.
His words called to mind a very interesting image, one Holly
refused to contemplate beyond a few seconds. Almost as though he'd
guessed what she'd been thinking, he added with a wink, "It's been
a pleasure meeting you, Holly."

She fled before he could guess anything more
incriminating.



 


At 6:25 that evening, Sam McKenzie parked
his pickup truck in front of Holly's white-framed house at the
address Clarissa had given him. The porch light was on, and
lamplight shone through both of the curtained front windows. It
looked welcoming. Heading up the walk, juggling the things he'd
brought, he surveyed the house with approval. It was sturdy, if a
little run-down, and it had a character newer houses typically
lacked.

Pink geraniums crowded together in the
built-in stone planters that flanked the porch steps and filled the
air with their spicy scent. The porch itself was clean-swept,
adorned with only a Happy Thanksgiving welcome mat and a
white wood swing that swayed in the breeze. The loud clunk of his
boots on the floorboards must have announced his arrival, because
just as Sam touched the doorbell, Holly opened the door.

"Hi! You're here."

She sounded surprised. He peered through the
aluminum screened door, trying to gauge her reaction. With the
light behind her, though, her face was cast in shadow.

"Did you think I wouldn't show?"

"I, ummm...well, I guess not." She pushed
open the door to let him in. "I mean, I didn't think you
wouldn't." Holly smiled and rolled her eyes. "That is, you
said you would, and I can't imagine anybody who's related to
Clarissa saying anything they didn't mean. It must be in the
bloodline or something."

He laughed as he moved past her into the
house. He'd say one thing for Holly: She definitely had his cousin
pegged.

"We're not generally known to be hesitant
about things," Sam agreed. One of those things he wasn't hesitant
about was Holly. From the moment he'd touched her in the restaurant
he'd felt something between them, something hot and intriguing and
inevitable. It was that feeling, more than mere architectural
curiosity, that had brought him to her house.

Sam turned to face her and saw she was
looking at the flat white box in his hand. Nodding at it, Holly
sniffed at the savory aroma rising from it.

"Mmmm. I hope that's what I think it
is."

"Dinner." He brandished the box that was
rapidly heating his left hand. "Pizza, from Angelo's." He handed
over the bottle of red wine he'd brought. "And something to drink.
I hope you haven't eaten already."

"No—in fact, I just got home from work."
Holly motioned with the bottle for Sam to follow her through the
wood-framed archway to the kitchen. He did.

"I didn't think I'd be at the office as long
as I was," she went on, setting the wine atop the counter. She
opened the cupboard and pulled out a pair of plates. "Once I get
going, I lose track of time, sometimes."

With a shy smile she reached for the pizza
box he'd been balancing on one hand. She slid it gracefully onto
the countertop. "I was half afraid you'd get here before I
did."

"You're an accountant?" Sam asked,
remembering their conversation at the Grill earlier.

"Officially, I'm a controller, but that's
just a fancy word for it. I work for the county, like
Clarissa."

She went on to describe the people the
agency served and the various functions of her office with an
enthusiasm Sam might have found unbelievable coming from anyone
else. Somehow, it seemed very real coming from Holly. Her words
came faster, keeping tempo with her double-speed gestures. She
talked about depreciation and budgets with the same zeal his
buddies reserved for, say, strip poker or professional
football.

She paused. "Why are you smiling like
that?"

Sam flipped open the pizza box, stalling for
time. "This looks great, doesn't it?"

Holly's inquisitive expression never
wavered. He wasn't going to get off the hook that easily.

"You're lucky to have work you love," Sam
said, realizing only as he said it how true those words were. "Even
if it is something like accounting," he added with a mock
shudder.

"Hey! I happen to be very good at what I
do."

"I believe you."

She looked skeptical.

Sam went on anyway. "Not everybody is lucky
enough to spend their days doing something they love."

She turned her back to the counter and
leaned against it, listening, her palms propped on the edge for
balance. "Are you?"

He'd walked right into that one. "Until
recently, no. Now I am."

He lifted a wedge of pizza from the box and
transferred it to a plate, which he handed to Holly. She watched
him intently.

"But your teaching helps people," she said.
"Do you think that makes a difference?"

Holly took a bite of pizza, then set the
plate down again and moved a little closer. Her eyes were green,
Sam noticed, green as new spring grass. She expected an answer. He
knew it.

Sam wanted to give her one. But standing
there so close, close enough to smell the faint muskiness of her
perfume, thoughts of work and career planning were the furthest
things from his mind.

She seemed different tonight. Why, he
couldn't tell for sure. It wasn't her clothes. They were the same
kind of lady-lawyer stuff she'd been wearing in the restaurant
earlier—a pair of ordinary khaki pants and a plain white shirt. So
why was he imagining himself unbuttoning those buttons, revealing
the woman underneath? Why was he wondering what Holly would do if
he leaned over and kissed her, if he pinned her against the
countertop and lost himself in her?

"Sam?"

He'd forgotten what they were discussing.
Some smooth talker he was. Sam scrambled for the topic at hand.

"Yeah, I think helping people makes a
difference. And for me it was a lot of little things that added up
to a job I loved. I didn't plan it that way. Once I'd taken the
first step, the rest just followed."

He lifted a slice of pizza for himself, not
bothering with a plate, and took a bite. Beneath the toppings, the
double cheese and sauce were still hot. Perfect. Sam closed his
eyes and savored the first bite. When he opened them again, Holly's
curious gaze was still focused on him.

"You're the lucky one," she said. "I don't
think anything's ever happened to me that I didn't have to work
for." She laughed a little and reached for the wine bottle, pouring
them each a glass. "Don't get me wrong—for the most part I've been
successful. But I can't imagine just leaving things to chance like
that, waiting to see what comes."

"Why not? Sometimes what comes along is
exactly what you've been looking for."

Holly shook her head. "I just can't see
it."

Sam wondered what kind of failure she'd come
up against, what it was that had wrecked her "mostly successful"
planning. Whatever it was, it had made her a woman afraid to travel
without a roadmap at her side. He didn't know how to explain
joyriding to a woman like that.

"You must have pretty detailed plans for
your house renovation, then," he remarked, glancing around the
kitchen.

A spacious, open-planned room, it was
trimmed with the natural woodwork and built-in storage cabinets
typical of a Craftsman-era home. It was filled with personal
things, too—flowering plants, copper cookware, and a small
rectangular table with a banquette that probably wasn't original to
the house. Still, it suited her.

"Oh, I do!" Holly said, smiling. "I'll show
you." She disappeared around the corner to the living room. She
returned a few minutes later, balancing an opened book in her
arms.

"See?" She nodded at the opened pages. She
moved closer to him, their heads almost touching as they looked at
the photographs she'd marked. "It'll look just like this when I'm
done."

Her hair brushed his arm. Sam's skin
prickled with goose bumps. He couldn't remember when he'd had a
response like that to a woman. It felt good. It also felt as if he
were seventeen again, trying to hide a surprise erection behind his
history textbook.

Grinning to himself, he concentrated instead
on the pictures Holly was showing him, squinting at the series of
interior and exterior shots of another Craftsman-style house. This
one had been gussied up like a museum, with period furniture and
hardwood floors you could probably see yourself in.

"It's the most perfect example of the style
I could find," Holly said. "What do you think?"

Sam thought it looked like a house that
ought to be roped-off so visitors could pass through without
messing anything up.

"Well," he equivocated, "this house is in
Massachusetts. It would be hard to duplicate the effect out here in
the West. What kind of modifications did you have in mind?"

"Modifications?" She looked puzzled. "Like
what? This house is perfect."

Sam looked at the photos again, trying to
place Holly inside them. Inside that house. He couldn't do it. It
looked too stiff. Unapproachable.

"It's too perfect. Maybe that's the
problem."

Holly shook her head. "That's ridiculous. It
can't be too perfect."

"You've got to be able to live in the house,
too. This house"—he tapped the photo with his fingers—"wouldn't
work in Arizona. The landscaping is all wrong for the climate, for
one thing. The chairs look about as comfortable as stadium
bleachers, and these bare windows here look nice, but unless all
your neighbors live five miles away you're going to want some
shutters or blinds for privacy. And—"

Holly snapped the book shut, all but
flattening his nose with the pages in the process. Sam felt about
as popular as the hunter who shot Bambi's mother.

"Okay," he said quickly, "you don't want me
messing around with your design. Understandable. It's perfect. But
maybe, just maybe, it's not right for this house."

She frowned, drumming her fingertips on the
book.

"Renovating a house can be tricky," Sam
said. "If you're not careful, it's easy to design the heart, the
you, right out of it. Your house has a history. It's had
generations of owners. Every one of them touched these walls." Sam
reached for her hand and pressed it, warm beneath his, against the
white plaster wall. "Every one of them left something here. Now
it's your turn."

Beneath his palm, Holly's hand trembled. He
brushed his thumb along the edge of hers, downward to her wrist,
easing the pressure of his grip in case she wanted to move away.
She didn't. Sam moved closer, until they were only inches
apart.

She was still, watching him. She was warm,
luring him. She was sexy as hell, surprising him. He took the only
action that seemed reasonable under the circumstances, and kissed
her.

His thoughts were veering into new and
dangerous directions by the time Holly ended the kiss.

"Do you always win arguments this way?" she
asked, managing to look both hot and bothered, and just plain
bothered, as she clutched the book to her chest.

"Nah. Sometimes I need a rebuttal," he
murmured, lowering his mouth to hers again. Damn, she felt good.
Kissing Holly was like eating chocolate for breakfast—pleasurable,
sweet, but probably not very smart.

She dropped the design book on his foot.

"Ow!"

"Ooops, sorry."

She didn't look the least bit repentant. She
whipped her hand out from beneath his, then bent to pick up the
book and thumped it on the countertop.

"Listen, Lothario. I think we need to get a
few things straight."

"Can we wait until my foot quits throbbing?
That damn book must weigh at least ten pounds."

She shook her head. "Number one, I didn't
invite you over here so you could perform some pizza and wine
seduction routine on me. That was a cheap shot—"

"A double deluxe pizza from Angelo's isn't
all that cheap," Sam argued. "Have you got any aspirin?" he added,
tugging at his boot. If the pain was any indication, he'd lay bets
his big toe was broken.

Holly, clearly not a woman to be jollied out
of her agenda, cast him a scathing look. "You'll be fine. It's not
that heavy a book." She continued talking, ticking off items on her
fingers as she went. "Number two, I wanted your opinion on my house
renovation, but you just wrecked my whole vision. Have you ever
heard of tact?"

"You asked what I thought. I was supposed to
lie?"

Shaking her head, she paced to the living
room. "How do you ever get any jobs, anyway?" Holly waved the
question away. "No, never mind, don't answer that. I think I
know."

Carrying his boot, Sam followed her. "What
the hell does that mean?"

She faced him. "Oh, come on. I saw how you
worked on the waitress this morning at the Downtown Grill, doing
that...that smile thing you do, all oozing charm. I've got
to say, it worked like a dream. I'll bet you get great service,
don't you?"

"Oozing charm? Yuck." He shuddered.
"I get jobs because I'm good at what I do. Period."

"Of course, it doesn't hurt when your
father's the biggest contractor in Saguaro Vista, does it? Half the
town must work for him."

Wham, direct hit. Sam scowled. "You
don't know what the hell you're talking about. I do not get hired
just because of who my father is. Besides, that's just a temporary
job. Most of the year I have a perfectly respectable job in Tucson,
remember?"

"Whatever," she said infuriatingly. Then,
undaunted, she waggled three fingers at him. "Number three, I
happen to have a boyfriend whom—"

"Whom you're separated from?"

"Whom I care about very much," she said
staunchly, heading back to the kitchen. Sam followed, stopping
beside the refrigerator to massage his injured toe.

Holly picked up a towel, polishing the
porcelain sink and backsplash with far more attention than the
already-spotless surfaces deserved. She poured more wine, set the
bottle down, then picked it up and poured a little more. Carrying
the bottle and her glass, she paced back to the living room.

Sam followed, having visions of tying Holly
to a chair so he could stop hobbling after her on his one good leg.
"What's the matter? Having trouble thinking up a fourth
objection?"

He regretted the words the minute he saw the
wistful expression on her face. He'd rather have her drop ten books
on his toe than look like that, he realized.

"I guess Clarissa told you about me and
Brad, too?"

He nodded. "Unless there's more than one
'Brad the Bad'?"

"Nope." She dropped into a big, flowery
upholstered chair and took a hefty swig of her wine. She sighed.
"Just the one."

He settled opposite her on the sofa. "Why
does Clarissa call him Brad the Bad, anyway?"

"You really can't guess?" Holly eyed him
curiously. "Then I'm not volunteering. Let's just say Clarissa
never liked Brad much, and leave it at that, shall we?"

"Sure." Sam wasn't in any hurry to repeat
what Clarissa had told him, anyway—that Holly took in wrong men
like other people took in stray dogs, and had about as much success
domesticating them. Despite her crack about nepotism, he just
wasn't feeling that mean. Besides, it wasn't any of his
business.

"On a completely different subject," he said
instead, "how much are you asking for rent? I'm assuming you're
still in the market for a roommate, unless you found somebody since
this morning?"

Holly choked on a mouthful of wine, bringing
on an impressive coughing attack. Once her breathing had returned
to normal, she asked, "You're still interested?"

Sam grinned. "I don't scare easily."

"Hmmm?"

"Nothing. How much?"

She told him the rent. "But don't feel put
on the spot just because Clarissa asked you to meet me. I know she
must have put you up to this, but it's really not necessary." Holly
narrowed her eyes and gave him a speculative look. "Besides, I'm
not so sure you're the right roommate for me. I can't go around
dropping things on you every day, you know."

"I didn't make the offer because of my
cousin," Sam assured her. Gingerly, he propped his injured right
foot on the coffee table. "And I promise I'll behave. From now on,
I'll ask first before I kiss you."

She scrunched her nose at him. "And I'll say
no every time, guaranteed," she promised.

He laughed. If her participation in their
last kiss had been so reluctant, he couldn't wait to find out what
Holly was like when she felt enthusiastic.

"You know," she mused, "maybe I could do
without a roommate altogether. Brad and I will probably be back
together again by Christmas anyway. I've got enough saved to tide
me over between now and then."

Speculatively, she glanced around the living
room. Her gaze settled on the fireplace, the centerpiece of a cozy
inglenook formed by the built-in benches and pair of tall
bookshelves that flanked it on both sides. It was a typical
Craftsman construction, spoiled only by the hunk of nailed-on
plywood that sealed the fireplace shut.

"The money you've saved—it's your renovation
money, isn't it?" Sam asked.

She looked at him, surprise evident in her
expression. "How did you know?"

"A wild guess." He readjusted the angle of
his foot on the coffee table, grimacing at the pain the movement
brought him. He didn't want to be a baby, but his toe hurt like
hell. It would be a bitch driving back home.

"If I move in for the next couple of
months—say, until the new year—it'll be good for both of us," he
said. "You'll be able to put your renovation money to its intended
use—restoring your house. And I'll already be here, so working on
your renovation will be a snap. As a bonus, I won't have my mother
hovering over me while I'm in town, trying to make me eat my
vegetables as if I were still six years old."

She smiled. "With my mom, it's milk. 'Does a
body good!' I think I'll need to be completely gray-haired before
she believes I'm a grown-up."

They laughed. Sam leaned forward. "Do we
have a deal?"

Holly still looked hesitant. "What about my
design plan? We didn't exactly agree on renovation ideas, you
know."

"Tell you what. All I ask is you let me make
my case for an alternate design. If you don't like it, okay. We'll
go with your idea instead. The decision's all yours to make."

"Very gracious of you...considering it's
my house under discussion here." Holly smiled. "Just
kidding. That sounds like a workable compromise to me. When do you
want to start?"

"Let's hammer out the details tomorrow over
breakfast."

At her nod, he had another suggestion.
"Shall we seal the deal properly?"

"Properly?"

"With a kiss." He felt his grin widen.
"Shall we seal the deal with a kiss?"

She stared at him for a second. Then,
laughing, Holly put out her hand. "Are you a slow learner, or
what?"

"Can't blame a guy for trying." He accepted
the handshake she offered, then reached for his boot. "Now that
that's done, I need to ask you a favor."

"Umm, sure. What is it?"

"Would you drive me to the doctor? I think
my toe is broken."

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


"Oh, my God!" Holly bent over and peered at
Sam's foot more closely. Now that he mentioned it, his toe
did look a little...unusual.

"Umm, you know the cartoon where the coyote
has an anvil dropped on his foot and it blows up like a big furry
balloon?" she asked, poking tentatively at his stockinged toe.

"Ouch! Yeah?"

"That was actually pretty good, compared
with this."

"You're making jokes now?"

Holly glanced at him. His eyebrows drew
together, making him look surprisingly fierce. Clearly, he was not
amused.

"You are! You're making jokes at an injured
man's expense," Sam said. "I can't believe it."

Okay, so her jokes never did go over very
well. That didn't mean she couldn't try to cheer him up, she
reasoned.

"I'm sorry. I really am." She actually did
feel fairly awful about smashing his foot with the design book. It
had seemed like a good strategy at the time. She could hardly just
let him maul her right in her own kitchen, could she? Great kisser
or not, she barely knew him.

"Wait here," she told him, heading to the
kitchen to get the phone. "I'll be right back."

"I'm a cripple, where am I going to go?" Sam
grumbled as she passed him.

Men acted like such babies when they were
hurt. Holly felt bad about it, but it had been an accident, after
all. She hadn't meant to really hurt him.

"I do not have furry coyote toes,
either," he called from the living room.

Hiding a grin, she dialed Brad's pager
number. There were some advantages to having a boyfriend who was a
doctor, even if the two of them were temporarily separated. She was
sure he'd agree to come over and have a look at Sam's injured toe.
Brad liked to feel he was rescuing people. It was one of the things
that made him a good doctor.

Plus, a house call would save her and Sam a
drive to the emergency room and probably a three-hour wait for a
doctor there. And if Brad just happened to get a look at her
hunky new roommate when he dropped by, well...what was wrong with
that?

When Holly returned to the living room with
a bottle of pain reliever, the rest of the wine, and Sam's
wineglass, he eyed her warily.

"Here." She tapped some of the medicine in
her palm and handed it to him. "This ought to help a little."

He squinted at the label, then up at her.
"How do I know you're not trying to poison me?"

"Fine." She dropped the medicine back in the
vial and snapped the lid on. It wasn't until Holly glanced up again
that she realized Sam had been joking. He was smiling at her,
giving her the same charm-oozing smile she'd accused him of using
on the waitress. Suddenly the room felt too warm, their position
too intimate, his appeal too dangerously real.

Too bad that smile worked so well on her,
too.

The phone buzzed in her hand. Grateful for
the opportunity to think about something else besides Sam, Holly
answered it.

"Holly! I told you not to page me unless it
was an emergency," Brad squawked in her ear. She'd forgotten how
loudly he spoke on the phone, how overwhelming his presence could
be, even from a distance.

"It is an emergency." She covered the phone
with her hand and mouthed, "It's Brad" to Sam. He looked
interested, if a little confused.

"The Bad Boy himself?"

Holly frowned and waved her hand at him to
be quiet.

"Can you come over here, please?" she asked
Brad. "I think my new roommate has a broken toe. I was hoping you'd
take a look at it."

"I'm a G.P., not a podiatrist. Can't you
just take her to the emergency room? It's getting late, and I've
got appointments in the morning."

She couldn't believe he was arguing with her
over this. "He's really in a lot of pain," Holly said, doing her
best to ignore the way Sam was scowling at her and waving his
hands. She might have known not to make the awful admission he was
in pain, especially to another man.

The phone line was silent. "Brad? Just come
on over, okay? For Pete's sake, I'm sure Sam will pay you, if
that's what's worrying you."

She could practically hear Brad's interest
sharpen. "Sam?"

"My roommate. I told you someone was moving
in, remember? Don't tell me you forgot..."

He hadn't forgotten. He hadn't believed her
in the first place. Holly could hear it in his voice as Brad went
through some lame explanation about how rushed he'd been the last
time they talked. She smiled, feeling less and less
unspontaneous by the second.

"Elevate the foot," Brad said. "I'll be
there shortly."

The line went dead. Holly blinked, then
replaced the phone in its stand. She turned to Sam. "He's on his
way."



 


"It's broken, all right." Brad pinched Sam's
bare big toe between his fingertips and waggled it a little.

Sam turned gray, but remained silent. Good
thing, too. He appeared to be biting back several choice words.
Holly doubted whatever came out of his mouth would be polite.

"Try to stay off of it as much as you can,"
Brad said. "Call my office if the swelling doesn't go down or if it
feels more uncomfortable, rather than less."

He straightened, pulling his car keys from
his pants pocket. As he turned to leave, Holly grabbed his arm to
stop him.

"Let you know if it gets uncomfortable?
That's it?" she exclaimed. "You're just going to pack up and leave
now? What about medicine, what about a cast?"

She looked from Sam to Brad and back again.
She'd arranged poor Sam on the sofa as comfortably as she could,
with his bare foot propped on both pink-fringed throw pillows. It
might have been a mistake to use two pillows—she'd somehow elevated
his toe to roughly nose-height. Holly made a mental note to try a
single bed pillow instead and turned to face down Brad.

Horribly enough, he looked about to laugh.
"I can't put a cast on a toe, Holly. A broken foot, sure, but not a
broken big toe."

"Must be tough to maneuver around all those
other toes, eh Doc?" Sam quipped from the sofa.

Holly didn't find Sam's pain funny in the
least. "I want you to do something right now, Brad. There must be
something you can do."

Sighing, Brad took off his glasses, holding
them in one hand while he rubbed the bridge of his nose.

"Brad!"

"I've done all I can." He handed one of his
business cards to Sam, shaking his head sympathetically. "What did
you do to him, anyway, Holly?"

"Me?"

Sam looked at her with renewed
curiosity.

"Yes, you." To Sam, Brad added, "Watch out.
This woman's a walking recruiter for personal injury lawyers. One
time she knocked a ladder out from under me when I was changing a
light bulb, up near this ridiculously high ceiling. I took the
whole light fixture down with me."

They all glanced upward. "I just bumped into
the ladder," Holly protested.

"Another time she threw a cast iron skillet
at me." Brad spread his thumb and forefinger a couple of inches
apart. "Missed me by that much."

"I did not! The handle was hot, and I let go
of it too quickly, that's all." As an aside to Sam, she explained,
"I was concentrating on a new recipe. I told him to stay out of the
kitchen." She glowered at Brad.

"Naturally, it's not limited to other
people. Did Holly tell you about the time she bashed herself with a
garlic press? Gave herself a really bad bruise on the collarbone,"
he went on blithely. "I wouldn't have thought kitchen utensils were
so dangerous."

To his credit, at least Sam didn't laugh.
Most people laughed at the garlic press story.

"Then there was the time—"

"That's enough for now," Holly interrupted,
steering Brad toward the front door. "Thanks for stopping by. Let
Thomas know I'll be calling him tomorrow to get a second opinion on
Sam's toe, would you?"

Thomas White was Brad's partner, the doctor
he shared office space with. Brad would have preferred his own
office, Holly knew, but he couldn't afford to go it alone yet.

"Thomas is an obstetrician," Brad told her.
"Toes are hardly his specialty. Take my word for it—all that's
required is rest. Sam will be fine."

Sam waved from the sofa. "Thanks, Doc. And
thanks for the warning, too," he added with a grin, nodding toward
Holly.

She scowled. So much for making Brad jealous
with her new roommate. Instead, Brad and Sam seemed intent on doing
some sort of male-bonding thing, although she couldn't imagine
why.

They had nothing in common, aside from
gender. Brad was a successful doctor, respected by his peers. Sam
was...not. Brad was organized, neat, ambitious, and blessed with
model-quality good looks. Sam was...actually kind of
scruffy-macho-looking, and if he were any more relaxed, he'd be
asleep.

And now he was her roommate. Holly hoped
she'd done the right thing. Closing the front door behind Brad, she
went to check on Sam in the living room.

"You and Brad don't go together very well,"
he remarked.

The pain reliever she'd given him must have
taken effect, because he seemed in much better spirits than he had
earlier.

"What makes you say that?" Holly fluffed up
the throw pillows in the brown armchair Brad had been sitting in,
then bent to brush a piece of lint from the edge of the sofa.

"For one thing, you didn't give me your
business card ten minutes after we met," Sam replied, dropping
Brad's beige engraved card on the coffee table.

She scooped it up and put it beside Sam's
wineglass, where he'd be sure to remember it later. "I didn't do
your bookkeeping, either," she pointed out in Brad's defense. "If I
had, you can be sure I'd have given you my card, too."

"Okay, then, for another thing, you wouldn't
have embarrassed a friend for the sake of a funny story."

"I wasn't embarrassed," Holly lied. So what
if she was a little sensitive to Brad's teasing? It would have been
much more embarrassing to admit her embarrassment. Besides, when
she and Brad went to parties together, everyone else seemed to find
his jokes funny.

"Anyway, how do you know I wouldn't?" she
protested. "You don't know—maybe I go around lampooning my friends
all the time."

Sam grunted noncommittally. "I doubt
it."

Holly raised her eyebrows.

"I can't explain it," he said with a shrug.
"But I still think it's true. The two of you don't mesh."

She didn't know how true that could be when
he couldn't even explain it properly. She shrugged right back at
him. "You're wrong. Brad and I are perfectly well-suited for one
another."

"Well-suited?" He made a face.

She'd definitely have to think up another
phrase to describe her relationship with Brad.

"Yes. Brad is exactly the kind of man a girl
dreams of. Even my mother loves him." It was true. Her mom had all
but hired the Goodyear blimp to broadcast the news when her
daughter had begun dating Brad the Doctor.

Sam looked up at her. For once his
expression was serious. "Do you love him?"

Despite everything, Holly hadn't expected
that. "Of course. Why wouldn't I? Brad and I had planned a
nice life together."

What a strange thing for him to ask. She
leaned closer to Sam, intent on picking up the wine bottle so it
wouldn't leave a ring on the coffee table. The next thing she knew,
he'd caught hold of her arm and was gently pulling her down.

"Sounds real cozy," Sam said. "Like a
stockbroker's convention."

Holly had to brace one hand on the sofa back
to keep from toppling onto his lap. Their faces were only inches
apart.

"And anyway, you can't 'plan' love," he
added quietly. "Brad doesn't deserve your loyalty."

"It's not just—"

Sam pressed a fingertip to her lips to quiet
her. She was too surprised by the tenderness of the gesture to move
away.

"I had to know," he said. "I had to ask,
because even though we just met this morning, I'm already crazy
about you. I had to know if there's a chance for us to—"

Crazy about her? How could that be?
Stunned, she tried to pull away. His hand on her arm held her still
for the rest of his words.

"—if there's a chance for us to be together.
I know this sounds crazy. I always thought love at first sight was
just another name for lust, but now...well, now I think maybe it's
more than that."

"Sam—" Her voice failed her. Holly took in a
huge breath and tried again. "I don't—"

"I do want you." His voice was quiet.
Serious. "I'd be lying if I said I don't. But that's not all there
is to this."

His gaze shifted from her eyes to her face.
He moved his hand higher, stroking his thumb across her cheek in a
tiny caress. The way he looked at her was somehow curious,
appreciative, and unmistakably honest, all at the same time.

This couldn't be happening. Holly pushed
away from the sofa, away from him.

"You've had too much wine." She grabbed the
wine bottle and nearly clobbered his injured foot with it in her
rush to get away from him. "Maybe too much pain reliever, too. I'm
sure you won't remember any of this in the morning."

Sam didn't move. "Yes, I will. I didn't have
that much wine. And even if I didn't remember it, you would.
You'd remember, and wonder, and pretty soon we'd be right back here
talking about it again. So we might as well deal with it right now,
don't you think?"

Holly thought she might be hyperventilating.
"This is insane," she managed to say. Then she made good her escape
to the kitchen, leaving Sam stranded atop his pillows and—she
hoped—unable to follow her.

She didn't know what to do. He'd seemed
perfectly sane earlier. Holly set down the wine bottle, saw that
her hand was shaking, and hugged both arms around herself to keep
that unsteady feeling from spreading to the rest of her.

It didn't work.

Clarissa wouldn't have pushed so hard for
this roommate arrangement if her cousin really was unbalanced,
would she? No, of course not. Clarissa had known Sam since
childhood. Surely he couldn't have hidden some kind of crazed
love-at-first-sight tendencies for that long.

Maybe this was just Clarissa's twisted idea
of a practical joke. It was possible. Holly had been the unwitting
victim of a number of her best friend's schemes. Usually they were
funny only to Clarissa. Sidling to the doorway, she peered around
the corner at the back of Sam's head, fully expecting him to be
convulsed with laughter that the joke had gone over so easily.
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