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Eleven years ago Tess Buchanan got Jake Walker expelled from school right before graduation. Now they’re thrown together in a sticky situation, and nothing is going to be easy.

Tess is the straightest of the straight shooters, a pillar of the community engaged to the perfect man. Jake is a born rebel with a terrible reputation and secrets he can’t reveal. He’s been away for eleven years, and he’s only in town for the short haul. He’d leave tomorrow if he could, but he and Tess have work to do before he can make his escape. Neither of them is happy about the situation...or the unexplainable attraction that arcs between them. Jake’s departure and Tess’s wedding can’t come too soon.
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Chapter One
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Jake Walker still looked like liquid sin poured into pants, Tess Buchanan thought, closing her front door and moving toward the shirtless man dominating the crumbling porch of the house across the road. Eleven years hadn’t changed that, but it was a long time. He would have met a lot of people, done a lot of living during those years. What were the chances he would remember who she was?

Slim. Very slim.

“Let’s hope that’s true,” Tess murmured, curling her nails into her palms. If he remembered her face—or her name—her task would be that much more difficult. And she didn’t feel like dealing with difficult just now, not when everything in her life was so...right. She finally had security, respect, a near-perfect future, she thought, remembering the wedding dresses she’d looked at last week. Difficult just didn’t fit into the picture.

Studying the man who had bent on one knee to examine the damage to the rotting boards of his porch, he didn’t look like a potential problem—until one noted the hard line of his jaw and the underlying power in his body.

And when he stood again as he was doing now, there was a lethal grace to his movements. He was long and lean, but strong. Not a man you’d want to annoy.

She’d definitely annoyed him. Heck, she’d done a lot more than that And even if he didn’t remember her, he’d remember that she’d messed up his life, however unwillingly.

Tess took a deep breath and forced herself to continue walking toward Jake. When she’d first seen him she’d been a naive, too-intelligent kid who’d bypassed years of school and had come to the town of Misunderstood, Michigan to observe real teachers in action, a prelude to her teacher training. She’d been a teenager among teenagers, but...different. A child playing dress-up, too soap-dish clean in her pretend teacher garb amid the other kids dressed blue-jean casual.

An invisible student, she’d watched the teachers, but also Jake. From a distance. Shyly. She’d dismissed his dangerous reputation, dreamed a young girl’s dreams and held her breath when he neared her in the sea of students traversing the hall.

But they’d never really met.

And she’d been wrong to dismiss that reputation. She’d seen that the day her path had finally collided with his.

Remembering, Tess forced air in and out of her lungs. She pushed open the gate that led from her yard as she took the steps that would take her into Jake’s path again. She smoothed trembling fingers down her biscuit-colored skirt, holding them there until the shaking stopped.

Keep going, Buchanan, she ordered herself. He’s just a man. This is only business. Nothing more. And what the heck, time changed everything. She’d returned to the town she’d learned to love, made a home and a significant place for herself here. She was wiser. They were both much older.

But some things remained the same. Jake Walker still had that long, shaggy midnight hair.

The thought startled her. If she remembered that...

She moved closer. He loomed larger.

He was obviously still reckless and tempting fate, she thought, noting the Harley in the weed-choked yard. The motorcycle’s rumble had awakened her at midnight and she hadn’t slept since. The knowledge that this moment, this meeting, really was inevitable had kept her far too edgy to relax.

Skirting the swirling puddles where rain had fallen earlier, Tess made it to the middle of the pockmarked road. Halfway between her house and his, she looked up, straight into the cool green eyes of the man who had obviously noticed her. He leaned back against the house, his bare skin against the rough clapboards as he watched her careful approach.

They’d stood this way before, staring, taking each other’s measure.

For half a heartbeat that thought and Jake’s lazy inspection made Tess falter. Then she pushed herself to take the next step. He was taller than she remembered, his shoulders broader and more heavily muscled. She remembered those shoulders because his shirt had been down around his elbows when she’d come upon him in that storage closet at school that day. She’d been sent for supplies, but what she’d found had been Jake with his hand up a girl’s dress. An eighteen-year-old Jake making love, locked in Cassie Pratt’s embrace, and looking at Tess with lightning and ice in those worldly-wise green eyes of his.

Tess stared back at Jake and raised her chin. She’d done nothing wrong. Not today, not then. She hadn’t been the one making love in a public school.

The thought nearly made her stumble. It reminded her of the way she’d felt standing there staring at Jake. Stupid to have felt betrayed when she hadn’t even known him, when she’d been warned about him, when he’d clearly been so intent on having Cassie that he’d broken into a locked closet.

“Old news, Tess,” she whispered to herself, pushing onward. No need to be nervous now. She wasn’t that foolish kid anymore. Jake had never known about her girlhood fantasies, and besides, she hadn’t been the one in the wrong that day.

But she had been the one who had stood there, helpless to move as she held that door open, exposing the vulnerable couple inside instead of closing it as she should have. She’d been the one who’d felt guilt along with her disillusionment. Like a voyeur, a snitch in the end even if it had been Cassie who had shrieked and brought everyone running. Still...

Cassie had been pregnant. Jake had abandoned her. The thought flitted into Tess’s mind and she pushed it aside. For the moment. Thinking about that would only make her angry, and she couldn’t indulge her anger. They had business to tend to. He would need to be cooperative. So would she.

Her careful handling of the situation was key, even without the hurdle of Jake recognizing her. Because she knew for a fact that he didn’t want to be here. She’d been told that he’d been trouble since the day he’d pushed his way into the world, but there would be no trouble today. This meeting would be different from their last. She was in control, and she would not be getting Jake expelled from school today.

She’d already done that.

That was the last she’d seen of him. The stolen keys found inside the closet had been damning evidence, and justice had been swift. Tess had always felt she should have said something more—or less—than she had during the interrogation. She should have tried to help. But she’d done nothing. And Jake had made no attempt to speak at all, except when Cassie’s sentence had been handed out. He’d silently shook his head at Cassie when they’d thrown him out. Hours later that same day he’d left town, and he hadn’t been back since.

But now he was here, moving to the rickety rail, leaning down over her as she stepped close to his house.

He raised one lazy brow, lifting one corner of his lips slightly. He waited.

And in that second, Tess felt her confidence in her ability to control the situation slip. There was trouble, challenge, written all over Jake Walker, from those lean hips that made him look like a living ad for physical relationships to that gleam in his eye, that I-don’t-give-a-damn half smile.

She’d known too many men who didn’t give a damn. Her father. Her former husband. She’d survived them.

Tess took a deep breath and looked up, way up. Her gaze snagged on Jake’s again. He was pure male, muscle and bone and testosterone—and an eyeful of I-dare-you-to-cross-this-line.

She wasn’t into dares, but she had a job to do.

Tess touched her toe to the scarred wood of the porch stairs.

“Don’t even bother.” His voice was a low growl.

She stopped.

“Lady, I don’t know who you are or what you’re doing, but I’ve got to tell you, if you’re the law, I’m clean. If you’re selling something, I don’t want any, and if you’re looking for a good time, I’m not in the market right this moment. Try coming back later.”

For two seconds Tess’s heart seemed to stop. For half a breath she considered turning tail and marching back across the street and into her house.

But no. She had come to do a job and do a job she would, whether Jake Walker liked it or not.

With only guts and determination guiding her, she stepped up fully onto the stair and worked her way up the next two steps to the porch. She placed her hand on the railing next to Jake’s hand.

“Mister, my name is not lady,” she said slowly, succinctly, in a voice that had cowed many a six-foot-tall, hulking eighteen-year-old male. “It’s Tess Buchanan, and I’m not the law, a salesperson, or a woman in search of a good time.

~ ~ ~
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JAKE LOOKED DOWN AT the little bit of a woman standing before him. She was bristling like an indignant kitten. Her sleek brown hair was shot with red and gold and grazed her shoulders, swinging forward in a neat curtain when she moved as she was now. A tailored jacket nipped in her waist; a delicate gold butterfly on a chain emphasized the pale skin revealed by the wide lapels; a pencil-slender skirt kissed her knees. She had nice legs. Very nice legs.

“Not ever?” He lifted his lips in a shadow of a grin as he rubbed one hand across his jaw.

She blinked hard, tipping her head back as she looked up at him. “Not ever what?”

“You’re not looking for a good time—ever?”

Jake watched her hands curl closed, then open as she kept her chin high. Sweet pink crept up from beneath the ivory collar of her blouse. He wondered who in hell she was and what she was doing here. He hadn’t expected to run into anyone but building inspectors and hardware store junkies during his short stay here. So maybe she was a real-estate agent anticipating a future sale—or maybe just some do-gooder schoolteacher type out to warn him to behave himself while he was in town.

Could be. That suit, the arms she’d just crossed, her slender feet that were planted just far enough apart to look purposeful, all spoke of a woman on a mission. Only the errant wisp of hair that had fallen awry, caressing her cheek, looked out of place. It made her seem young, slightly vulnerable, like she could use a little assistance from him.

Too bad he wasn’t into community service. Still, for some reason he couldn’t explain, he reached for the white shirt he’d left on the rickety swing and eased it over his shoulders.

He didn’t miss her look of relief or the way his action seemed to free those pink lips that had stalled at his insulting comment earlier. She opened her mouth to begin her speech.

No, he wasn’t going to listen. He’d been dragged to this town against his will, but now that he was here he intended to make one thing clear. He didn’t want every “good citizen” in town showing up on his doorstep.

“So,” he began, crossing his arms over his still-unbuttoned shirt. “You want to tell me just who exactly Tess Buchanan is and why you’re here at my house at”—he looked at his watch—“eight in the morning?”

It was as if someone had taken a pin and popped an already fading balloon. All the fight just slipped right out of her with a sigh. She shook her head slightly and blew out a breath. She held out her hand.

“I’m—sorry,” she said suddenly. “Forgive my bad manners and my unfortunate timing. I’m—I’m the Chairwoman of the Historic Preservation Committee, and I’m here because I’ve been informed that you’ve decided to restore this house. Maybe you’d like me to come back later.”

He raised his lips in that same lazy grin that had made her angry before.

“To talk about the house,” she amended, clearly remembering his suggestion that she return later for that promised good time. She kept her chin high even though she was obviously nervous. He had to give her credit.

Jake rested one hip against the rail. He tilted his head. “So you’ve heard I’ve decided to restore the house. What else have you heard? I’m curious. It’s funny how a story changes in the retelling, isn’t it?”

That got her. She pulled her hand back and clamped it against her side. “You’re not here about the house?” she asked, and Jake noted the disbelief in her words. He also noticed the low, sensual thrum of her voice. It had nagged at him from the second she’d first opened her mouth. It seemed somehow familiar, but then, that wasn’t a possibility. Misunderstood was a small town. If he’d known her, he would have remembered. No, she was new, new being relative to the eleven years since he’d been here, anyway.

“Mr. Walker?” she asked again.

Jake arched one brow at the challenge in her voice. He held his hands out in surrender.

“Okay, you’re right about that part. I am Jake Walker,” he admitted, reluctantly taking the hand she had offered again, curving his fingers around her own. Her skin was virgin soft, an intriguing contrast to her husky voice and her strictly business appearance. Nerves he’d almost forgotten he had tingled and jumped. The urge to pull back quickly was sudden and strong, but Jake had learned to curb his urges. Slowly he unfurled his fingers and slid his palm away from hers as skin dragged against skin.

It was damn tempting to wipe that tingling away by rubbing his palm against his jeans, but he resisted and slipped his thumbs into his belt loops instead.

“What I meant, Ms. Buchanan, was that if you’ve been told that I’ve decided to restore this house, then you haven’t done your homework.” He raised one corner of his lips in a silent dare. “That decision wasn’t made by me. I was told that if I didn’t repair the premises, the house would be condemned. That rates as an ultimatum in my book.”

Tess Buchanan crossed her arms. “And in mine, Mr. Walker. But as you can see, this house has gotten to be an eyesore. You left the town no choice.”

She was right. Staring at the wobbly porch supports he could see that he should have taken care of things long before now. That didn’t mean he liked the situation. He didn’t like being back in Misunderstood at all.

Jake tilted his head in assent. “I intend to do what’s necessary, Ms. Buchanan, if that’s what you’re here to find out.”

Her lips curved upward just a touch. She seemed to relax—a bit. Her wariness dropped—slightly. Tess Buchanan opened her eyes wide and looked up at him as if he’d just granted her a pardon when she’d been expecting a life sentence.

Her eyes were violet—rare, vivid violet. Eyes that a man wouldn’t forget once he’d seen them up close. Jake knew in a heartbeat that he had seen them before—and he knew where. In a different world, a different time, she’d stared back at him, startled, shaking, embarrassed by what could have only been deemed a damning situation. He’d watched those same soft eyes flicker as Tess Buchanan had answered the questions that had been asked of her in the only way someone like her ever could. Truthfully.

The next day he’d been miles away. He’d never seen those eyes again. But still he remembered them.

He wondered if she remembered him.

“That’s great, then,” she said, holding on to her soft smile. “There’s so much that needs to be done to bring this place back to its former glory.”

The words didn’t sound much like what he’d envisioned when he’d decided that he couldn’t let his mother’s home be torn down. And he couldn’t do that. Flora Walker hadn’t had much pleasure in life. He and his father had seen to that. He alone had stolen her last dream of seeing him graduate, and then tried to remove the gossip from her life by removing himself from Misunderstood. In its own way, his departure from town had worked. He’d kept in touch and sent for his mother now and then, all he’d been able to do at the time. But now he could do one thing more. He could repair the home she’d loved and that he’d allowed to fall into abandon. If he fixed the place up, someone would cherish it the way his mother had. But the words former glory didn’t figure into the equation.

“I know this wasn’t your choice, but I assure you that this is going to be a rewarding project,” she told him. “I wouldn’t say so if it weren’t true.”

Jake looked down at the lady standing in front of him. She looked absolutely innocent, trying to reassure him that way. And she was a lot prettier smiling at him like that than she’d been looking doe-eyed scared eleven springs ago. Yet he had the definite feeling that there was a failure to communicate going on here. He still wasn’t sure why the lady was standing on his doorstep at eight in the morning looking like she was on her way to church.

He smiled wryly, looking at the peeling paint and loose clapboards of the house.

This was no church—and he was not known as a virtuous man. Not by a long shot. Why the hell had somebody let this exuberant innocent loose within five miles of him? With eyes and a face like hers, with a smile that could make a man’s knees buckle, the woman radiated temptation, the last thing he needed.

“Ms. Buchanan?” Jake said, clearing his voice and his thoughts. He took that moment to notice that she was wearing a small diamond on her left hand. So she had a fiancé at the least. Good.

As if she’d caught him staring, she fumbled with her ring, giving a curt nod. “If you’re worried about the work, it isn’t going to be a small job. And it will be quite a challenge,” she said, as though he hadn’t spoken. “I’ve never really undertaken something of this magnitude, but I do know what I’m doing. I can assure you of that, at least.”

Jake had the feeling things were getting away from him.

“Ms. Buchanan?” He frowned down at her. “I think we have a problem here.”

His frown seemed to have some effect.

For two seconds, maybe three, he saw that slightly startled, slightly nervous look return to her eyes as if eleven years hadn’t really drifted by. Then she pulled herself up straighter, turning her head from him. She reached out and stroked her fingers over a bit of wood, examining it as if she’d never seen this house before.

“Yes?” she asked, not looking at him.

“Ms. Buchanan,” Jake drawled, trying to snag her complete attention. He gentled his voice. “Darlin’, would you mind telling me something, please?”

The lady halted her perusal, and her back stiffened. When she turned to look at him, questioningly, Jake noticed the telltale tinge of rose that had climbed to her cheekbones.

He crossed his arms and leaned back against the house as he watched her like a falcon keeping its prey in its sights. “What in the name of Misunderstood are you really doing here? What is it exactly that you want from me?”

As if she’d finally decided to acknowledge the fact that she was standing in a grizzly’s path, the lady looked up at him, her eyes wide, hesitant and—apologetic? “I’m...here to help you,” she said slowly.

“To help me?”

“Of course. I told you, I’m the chairwoman of the—”

“Historical Preservation Committee,” he finished for her. “And you’re here to—”

She shook her head impatiently. “To help you restore your mother’s home.”

“To its former glory,” he added, mimicking her earlier words.

“Exactly,” she agreed. “I’m the committee’s expert on historic renovation. It’s a topic I’ve studied extensively and I have some degree of experience. I’ve tackled summer projects. Not around here very much, but still...”

Her voice trailed off, and Jake realized that he was glowering at her. Good. She was talking nonsense.

“Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’m not the slightest bit interested in historic renovation. I’m here to do some basic shoring up, and that’s that. I plan to be in and out of town in a couple of weeks. Tops.”

Tess Buchanan’s brows arched; she took a deep breath and stared him down. “You said you would do what was necessary, Mr. Walker,” she reminded him, and all traces of hesitance faded away. That vulnerable trace of something he’d thought he’d seen in her eyes vanished like smoke in the path of wild wind.

Knowing who she was, Jake had to give her points for gutsiness. Hell, he’d already given her points just for walking across the road to speak to him.

“Maybe we don’t agree on what’s necessary,” he said softly.

“Apparently we don’t,” she conceded. “And maybe you don’t completely understand, Mr. Walker. This house is a Queen Anne, a perfect example of one, I might add, and it’s located in a part of the town that burned to the ground in the 1890’s and had to be rebuilt. Although it alone has no historic significance, it is subject to the rules governing this part of town. Any repairs or reconstruction must be conducted according to the guidelines set up by the committee.”

She paused and waited, chin up, for his reaction to her statement. Her eyes were dark with challenge.

Jake noticed those magnificent eyes, but mostly he noticed that she was suggesting a course of action that would keep him here far longer than he would ever consider staying.

“I don’t give a snap of my fingers for the committee’s guidelines,” he said slowly, distinctly.

“Then you don’t care if this house is destroyed?”

“Why would you think I cared when you don’t even know me?” he said suddenly, and he knew he was overstepping the line. She either didn’t remember who he was, or she thought he didn’t remember her.

Her eyes widened, she took a too-deep breath, but she held her ground. She drew her shoulders back. A fighting stance, he thought with amusement.

“You’re here, aren’t you?”

A direct hit. Jake almost smiled.

He shook his head, looking to the side. “They’d tear her house down if I didn’t follow their silly guidelines?”

“They wouldn’t even let you nail one stick of wood to the structure. Permits,” she explained, and she didn’t apologize.

“And how would you feel if they bulldozed this place?” He turned again to stare her straight in the eye. “You seem to be taking an inordinate amount of interest in this house.”

She held his gaze for a few seconds before looking away. He wondered if she was counting to ten. He would have been if he’d had to deal with himself.

“It’s my job to be interested,” she told him. “Besides—” The lady held out one hand, then let it drop. “You obviously saw—that is, I live right across the road. Of course I want this renovation to be handled properly. This is a beautiful old building that should be treated with loving care. It’s a house made for living in.”

But it hadn’t really been lived in since his mother was a girl. When children had tumbled and run and laughed in this place. Jake remembered how his mother had entertained him with stories of her childhood when he’d been five years old and sick with chicken pox. Before his father had gotten into trouble with the law. He pushed the thought aside impatiently. Old history that no longer mattered.

“Mr. Walker?” she asked when he still hadn’t spoken.

Jake took a deep breath and looked right into eyes that were filled with concern.

“Do you have any choice?” she continued.

No, damn it, he didn’t. And since leaving this town, he hadn’t had to deal with that back-to-the-wall feeling. The world he lived in now was his alone; he’d realized the value of solitude. He’d finished school, then managed to fall into a good career writing technical manuals that offered almost total privacy, a future, plenty of possibility, and little in the way of temptation or trouble. It was the way he wanted things, and the sooner he knuckled under and did what he had to do around here, the sooner he could get back to the comfortable niche he’d carved out for himself.

Jake blew out a breath. He glared at Tess Buchanan.

“Okay, you win. I’ll abide by your guidelines if I have to.”

Just one corner of Tess’s lips rose, revealing a dimple along with a look of pure satisfaction and—relief.

“You won’t regret this, Mr. Walker,” she told him, lifting her chin in a proud, triumphant gesture. “You might even find that you enjoy this kind of thing.”

Jake suddenly wanted to laugh, to howl like a wolf on a chain. He was already regretting his forced decision. And enjoyment wasn’t in the plan. Working next to this lady—this way too naive, way too attractive, clearly off limits lady—well, he knew now that working with Tess Buchanan was going to be more like torture than enjoyment. He might not be everything that everyone thought he was, but he was sure as hell no saint.

What he was, exactly, was a man, and his working parts were all in order and on red alert right now.

“I’m sure you’ve got enough enthusiasm for both of us,” he assured her, resting one hand on his outthrust hip as he leaned against the house.

She shrugged sheepishly. “Well, maybe, but your mother would be pleased,” she assured him softly. “She was a really sweet lady.”

The absolute sincerity of her smile, her words, her tone of voice drifted into Jake’s consciousness. What she was saying was no surprise to him. He knew just how deep his mother’s sweetness had gone. It had made her vulnerable. Way too vulnerable. And here was another vulnerable woman opening herself up like a flower, an easy target for the wrong kind of person. A shaft of irritation glanced off the shield of stoicism he’d been trying to erect

He glanced down at her ring pointedly.

“Does your fiancé know that you’re going to be working with me?”

A moment of silence, of confusion. “Grayson?” she asked, shaking her head. “Why do you ask?”

Grayson. It wasn’t that common a name. Not that common at all. Except he had known one man once upon a time...

“Grayson Alexander, if I remember, was a pretty straight arrow. I’m not sure he’d approve of this arrangement,” Jake said.

He hoped to hell the guy wouldn’t approve. What man in his right mind would want his fiancée spending time with a known hell-raiser like himself? Maybe if Grayson got involved, he’d get in a high-handed snit and she’d decide to pull the plug on this whole scenario. Or at least maybe they’d substitute some other historical expert, some old, crusty man. That, Jake could live with. Not Tess Buchanan. Seeing her smile, hearing the sad note in her voice when she’d mentioned his mother, watching her breasts rise and fall beneath the folds of her jacket—damn, this was impossible.

Uh-oh, he’d made her mad. She was wearing that stern schoolteacher look again.

“Grayson is an adult,” she said slowly. “And so am I. We don’t direct each other’s lives. When we’re married, when he runs for mayor this fall, I will, of course, stand by his side. But until that time, we’ve agreed to live our own lives. Now if you’re done interfering in my personal life...”

“The way you’re interfering in mine?” he asked, reaching back and knocking his hand against the wall of the house. “But then, you made it clear, this is your job. I just thought that given our...personal history, your fiancé might have a problem with you working so closely with me.”

He could see her sucking in air as she pulled herself up. Deep rose invaded her ivory skin. He was making her uncomfortable.

Good.

“Or perhaps you don’t remember me?” he asked, knowing now that she did, knowing he was prepared to press his point further if he had to. Anything to get her to walk away from this and send in someone else to do the job.

The lady dragged those shoulders back. She stood tall and stared him dead in the eye. “I guess I do remember you after all, Jake Walker,” she said. “It’s just that—maybe it’s the setting. You’d probably look a bit more familiar if you were in a closet surrounded by school supplies—and if your hand was up a woman’s dress, of course.”

Her face was bright crimson, but she wasn’t backing down an inch. She was magnificent. He knew that she was uncomfortable, but she wasn’t going to let him steamroll her into giving up. He’d thought she might run if he pushed, but she hadn’t—just as she hadn’t run all those years ago.

Giving in, giving up, he shook his head and gave her a slight smile. “Touché, Tess,” he said softly. “I deserved that. You and I both know that you just did what you had to do that day.”

She nodded tightly. “And that’s what I’m doing now—Jake,” she said, nearly stumbling over her words. “Here, with this house—and you. It’s what I’ll continue to do. What I have to do, what’s necessary, what’s right.”

“You’re pretty tough?” he asked.

“Sometimes it’s the only way to be. Remember that when I start issuing orders about this house. I have a tendency to get rather bossy.”

“And I have a tendency to be stubborn,” he admitted.

She ducked her head in agreement. “At least we’ve cleared the air, and we both know what we’re up against. I’ve got summer students to tutor today, but if you’ve got time tomorrow, we’ll discuss our course of action.”

“Tomorrow,” he agreed.

But as she made her way back home, he couldn’t have disagreed with her more. They hadn’t cleared the air, and she most certainly didn’t have a clue about what she was up against.

This woman was a straight shooter, a pillar of the community engaged to another pillar of the community. Someone who still believed in truth, justice, and the Golden Rule.

Jake groaned. He remembered all the rules he’d broken in his lifetime, the times he’d failed to tell the truth. No remorse. He wasn’t sorry for who and what he was. Still there was no escaping the fact that the lady was his polar opposite. She was also completely unavailable—for anything that didn’t pertain to this house—but that didn’t stop him from studying the way her skirt caressed the curves of her legs as she walked away from him. It damn well didn’t stop him from admiring the sway of her hips as she moved back to her own side of the road.

Tess Buchanan would be a fool to trust herself to Jake Walker, but she had. So it looked like he was going to have to be the one who exerted some common sense.

Too bad he’d always had a deplorable shortage of common sense, especially where women were concerned. And she ought to know that. She really should remember that. If he’d been thinking straight eleven years ago, if he’d acted the way Grayson Alexander would have, he and Tess would never have met at all.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




“That’s the third time you’ve dropped your pencil. You okay, Ms. Buchanan?”

Tess quickly scooped up the errant pencil. She hoped she wasn’t blushing as she turned to the young girl who faced her across the table.

“I’m fine, Sally,” she said. “But I think we’ve covered enough for today. “Your grasp of algebra has improved markedly in the last few weeks. You should be proud of yourself.”

Sally ducked her head and smiled, gathering her books and pencils together as she prepared to leave. “Thanks, Ms. Buchanan. I guess I am a little proud, but if Mr. Davis was half the teacher you are, I would have passed the first time around.”

Tess knew she shouldn’t feel such an inner glow. She should probably reprimand Sally, but the truth was that Allen Davis was as boring as oatmeal without raisins.

“Just pass this time, Sally,” she said. “All right?”

The young girl chuckled. “Just watch me, Ms. Buchanan. Just watch.”

Sally hitched her backpack over her shoulder and headed for the door. With one hand on the frame, she turned to Tess.

“My mother says you’re going to help fix up that place across the street this summer. She told me to tell you to be careful.”

Tess caught her breath. She stared at Sally and shrugged.

“I’m always careful, Sally,” she said slowly.

“I know, but Mom says—” Sally shut her mouth as Tess drew herself up to her full height and rose from the table, staring at Sally the way she’d stared at hundreds of students who were out of line and who knew it.

“I’ll be careful,” Tess promised, bending a bit. She really didn’t want to hurt Sally’s feelings.

The girl tossed her head and grinned, wrinkling her nose. “Heck, I told her there was nothing to worry about. You’re too smart to do something stupid even if he does look like heaven on a Harley.” She rolled her eyes, nodding toward the door in the direction of Jake’s house. “Just because the guy used to have every woman for miles panting after him doesn’t mean spit to someone like you. You’re different. Besides, you’re engaged to Mr. Alexander. You wouldn’t be interested. I told Mom that. Don’t be mad at us.”

Tess smiled. “I wasn’t mad, Sally, just startled, that’s all. You just keep studying that algebra, okay? I’ll see you next week.”

But after Sally had gone, Tess had to admit that she hadn’t been entirely truthful with the girl. She had been less than careful yesterday. She’d been caught off guard several times. When Jake had given in and agreed to go along with the committee’s guidelines without argument, she’d been so relieved that she’d found herself falling under the spell of those deep green eyes. Her heart had tripped along far too fast, and she hadn’t been able to help but smile at the man.

Of course her pleasure had simply been because of the house. She’d always loved that place and had even shared an occasional impersonal conversation with the sweet-eyed woman who’d once lived there. Flora Walker had been devoted to her house and her garden—and it pleased Tess no end to realize she herself was finally going to be able to help bring the place back to life. Of course that sudden joy was bound to mess with her mind a little.

That was why she’d been a bit clumsy today. It had nothing to do with the man who lived there. He might have killer eyes and a body that conjured up visions of hot summer nights and naked flesh, but she’d gotten her misplaced hurt feelings and her Jake Walker fantasies out of her system years ago. And she wasn’t one to subscribe to the popular belief that because the man had once been a kid caught in the act in a school setting, he was an animal waiting to pounce.

Indeed, after years of teaching, Tess knew enough about youthful hormones to wonder why she didn’t find more teenagers sneaking around between the reams of construction paper and piles of old textbooks. She’d gotten past his indiscretion. What she couldn’t dismiss was Jake’s treatment of Cassie afterward, the fact that he’d tossed her aside like discarded laundry.

Tess knew about those kinds of things, too. Men with a certain appeal, but no honor. Her father had carried on for years as though he wasn’t even married; her own husband had left her when she was still recovering from an auto accident.

After that, she had decided that she would never again get involved with anyone who wasn’t the epitome of dependability. No dangerous or adventurous men for her. So she’d meant what she said when she’d told Sally she’d be careful.

That touch, that handshake had been a mistake, and she wasn’t a woman who made mistakes often—or who had any desire to walk on the wild side. In Grayson she had all the qualities she admired in a man: kindness, loyalty, respect. He knew, of course, about her and Jake and agreed that eleven-year-old incidents were best forgotten. She intended to do just that—and to ignore the man across the road, as well.

Today she was past the initial meeting, the inevitable awkwardness of admitting her past connection to Jake Walker. From here on out she could concentrate completely on the house.

~ ~ ~
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TESS CAME DRESSED MORE casually today, Jake noticed—but she was still carrying a book and a fussy little clipboard that somehow suited her. She set the book down, but held tightly to the clipboard, tucking it close against her chest. Her smile was determined and careful. He knew what she was doing, pretending he wasn’t who he was, and he also knew that he ought to be glad and grateful. Her approach should have made things simpler and less personal, but that uncertain smile of hers...darn, but it was deadly.

“Good morning,” she said, deepening the smile just a shade. The effect was automatic. Jake almost had to slap himself to convince himself that she hadn’t said, “Come to bed, Jake.”

Say good morning to the lady, Jake, he told himself, and he did so without any smile of welcome.

There was no denying that Tess attracted him—and that bugged the heck out of him. She was the type who embraced responsibility and causes and, obviously, Grayson Alexander, while he—hell, all he wanted to embrace was the notion of saving and selling his mother’s home as quickly as possible so he could make his escape.

Over. Done. Simple.

Right, Walker. As if there’s anything simple about this situation. It had been a while since he’d met a woman who could seduce him with a simple smile, and he wasn’t sure how trustworthy he could be in the face of such temptation. Time to remind Tess what he was and build some high fences.

“Eager to begin the next phase of our relationship, Tess?” He motioned toward the newborn sun. “It’s early.”

She paused slightly, her smile frozen. “Not exactly, Mr. Walker. I’d say I’m just a morning person. But then, apparently so are you.”

Jake raised the corner of his lips. “Maybe. Or maybe I just had activities that kept me up all night.”

He wasn’t lying about that. He’d been cruising toward completion of a book on computer hardware and had stayed up to finish it, but the truth might make her soften with sympathy. He couldn’t have that.

“I could use a bit of time in bed right now,” he admitted with a tired grin.

For a fraction of a second her violet eyes registered panic, the desire to walk back out that door. Then she crossed her arms slowly and stared him down. “Well, I guess I’ll just have to pinch you if you doze off. We’ve got work to do, Mr. Walker.”

God, the lady had guts. He was stepping well over the line and doing his best to antagonize her, but she wasn’t about to let him get the upper hand.

Her eyes might say babe-in-the-woods, but she was going to do her damnedest to make him be the one to cry uncle.

That was okay. If she was giving him prim little lectures, she wouldn’t be smiling at him.

Of course, forcing Tess to the wall was a double-edged sword. She looked seductive as hell when she stood her ground. But at least he’d created some barriers. He could feast his eyes on her without worrying about his hands misbehaving.

Slowly, Jake raised his brows at the lady who was still waiting for his reaction to her comment. “Go ahead and pinch me if you want to, Tess. I promise to stand still while you do.”

He’d gone overboard on that one. He’d expected her to try to shoot him down. What he hadn’t expected was her sudden pallor, the sharp intake of breath or that suddenly repentant look.

“I—oh, heck, I thought we settled things yesterday,” she said softly, “but of course that was foolish of me. Of course you’re still angry at me and I can understand that. You and Cassie may have made a mistake that day, but believe me, I never wanted you to be expelled. I’ve always wished I’d been older and more experienced, brave enough to speak up in your defense, or at least that I’d closed the door before anyone else arrived...”

She faltered, the apology clear in her voice and Jake found himself taking a dangerous step closer.

“You think—Damn, you think I blame you for that day? That any of that was your fault?”

“It was my answers to the superintendent’s questions that sealed your fate.”

Jake shook his head in wonder and disbelief. “That’s rich. You don’t know how many times I’d sat in the principal’s office before that. The chair was probably still sizzling from the last time I’d been there. My poor mother spent more time coming to the school than she did tending to her own home. Besides, I was the one in that closet, Tess. It was my stupidity that did me in. How could I blame you for simply being honest?”

She was still looking guilty. She opened her mouth, then closed it again.

“It wasn’t your fault—or Cassie’s, either,” he said firmly.

And that was the truth. Tess had done nothing wrong, and Cassie might have pulled at his clothes and twined herself around him, but he knew now that she hadn’t been thinking clearly that day. She’d been frightened out of her wits when she’d led him into that closet. She’d been desperately unhappy and in need of someone she knew and trusted to hold her and reassure her, to restore the sense of self that she’d temporarily lost And anyway, he was the one who’d followed a pale, trembling Cassie when he’d known that even the illusion of wrongdoing would damage any future he had left at the school, when he knew just how desperately his mother wanted to see him finish high school. He’d always walked a fine line in this town, but when his sometime ally had clung to him in that closet, he hadn’t pushed her away. He’d held her and tried to figure out what was going on. He’d taken his chances, taken a fall, and ended up right where everyone always thought he would. But it had been his own choice to do so.

Jake looked down and saw that Tess was smiling at him again. Damn.

“I hear that Cassie moved to Hightower,” she offered slowly, tentatively. “She...she had a child.”

Jake took a deep breath. He knew what he was supposed to say here. She was hoping he’d be surprised. The Pollyanna in her wanted all the men in her world to be squeaky-clean and roam around on antiseptic white horses doing good deeds. She wanted him to turn the past around and tell her that everything she’d inevitably heard about him was just a bunch of lies. It would make this time with him more acceptable, easier. She wanted him to reassure her.

Instead he stared her dead in the eye. “I know Cassie had a baby,” he said. “I heard about that.”

He had heard, finally, and he knew the story—more of it than most did—but that was nobody’s business but his and Cassie’s. He had secrets to keep. Promises had been made. The truth was not to be told.

Tess, no doubt, believed in the power of total honesty, but for poverty-stricken kids like Cassie had been or for sons of ex-cons like himself, truth didn’t always come in a pretty package. It was definitely not for every situation.

~ ~ ~
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TESS LOOKED UP AT JAKE. She waited for him to say more, to tell her that he hadn’t heartlessly left the mother of his child to fend for herself, but he simply stared back at her, his eyes as full of challenge as they’d been eleven years ago.

“Well, I—I suppose we’d better get down to business,” she said, trying to shrug off the ridiculous sense of disappointment she felt. What had she expected, anyway? Just because the man took the blame for getting himself and Cassie expelled? Because he’d looked at her with understanding? So what if she’d felt an achingly awful need to touch him and absolve him of all guilt?

Nonsense. Daydreams. Of course. The man looked, as everyone said, like heaven, and naturally she’d want his actions to be above reproach, too. It was perfectly understandable that she’d fantasize a bit. But she knew better than most how wrong and foolish and ultimately heartbreaking it was to ascribe fantasy traits to a flesh and blood man.

She cleared her throat as he continued to study her.

“Business,” he agreed, holding one hand out in a sweep of the room. “My castle.” He nodded toward the whole disastrous interior with a wicked grin.

The room was both beautiful and awful. Torn expanses of wallpaper that had at one time been a lovely and bold floral design were now faded and spotted in places where the roof had leaked. The squares of period paneling were cracked in places. Once golden solid wood floors were horribly warped while sunlight streamed in through a fanlight window in a delicate patterned dance that emphasized dust, deterioration, and the dying splendor of another time.

“Like it?” he asked.

Tess rolled her eyes. “I’ve been here before,” she assured him.

“They do that, do they? The committee comes in when people aren’t home to look around?”

His voice was even, casual. She’d bet he was angry as ten demons in a paper bag. And why not, considering what he was thinking?

“Of course not. There are laws, you know, Walker.”

“So—”

“So your mother invited me in for coffee once. I guess I looked so pathetically interested in this place that she decided to satisfy my curiosity. It was already beginning to look pretty bad then.”

What was that look that flitted across Jake’s face? A wince?

Probably not. More wishful thinking on her part.

He nodded tersely. “I have the papers that explain what needs to be done.”

She stepped closer, sure he wasn’t going to like what she was going to tell him next. “I know. There are roof repairs, electrical work, window replacements, the damage to the basic structure, things that are needed to bring the building up to code. But some of those have to be handled with great care. Research has to be done. The paint for instance—”

“Something as simple as paint is going to be a problem, is it?” Jake’s voice was a deep challenge. She could hear the hint of stubbornness that he’d told her about. “So what do I need to know about—paint?”

The man made something as innocuous as wall color sound like a curse—or a sexual exercise. Tess felt her face heating, but she’d be damned if she was going to let this stubborn man get the better of her. She loved this house, she was sure the woman who’d lived in it had loved it, too, and she was darn well going to see that Jake Walker did right by the place. His reluctance was understandable. It couldn’t be pleasant staying in a town where everyone saw him as the bogeyman, but this home had been his mother’s. He had cared for her.

There’d been that reluctant catch in his throat when he’d mentioned Flora yesterday. And maybe it wasn’t nice, or even proper, but Tess intended to bank on Jake Walker’s affection for his mother.

Like it or not, she and Jake were going to be fairly tight for a while. She was pretty sure she was going to have to fight him over every little thing.

“Well, Jake, there’s paint and then there’s—paint,” she whispered, tossing her head, knowing he’d recognize that she was going to go head-to-head with him at his own game. She wanted him to see that she wouldn’t be cowed by some big hunk of a man just because he tried to scare her off with a few suggestive comments.

“I guess I just never realized,” Jake conceded on a drawl. He raised one brow, tilting his head in acknowledgment of her counterattack.

“Yes,” she continued, handing him the book she’d brought with her. “Here’s some background information for you. You’ll find that the Victorian range of color was a bit more limited than what we’re used to today. Browns, reds and greens were quite popular, but Queen Annes—”

“Hmm, I was thinking of electric blue and purple,” he said, interrupting her, and she could see that he was working to suppress a grin.

“Interesting.” She crossed her arms and raised one brow.

“Just a guess, but are you trying to be difficult, Walker?” she asked, coming straight to the point.

He shrugged. “Maybe it just comes naturally to some of us.”

She’d just bet it did. His low, lazy drawl sent little whispers of sensation swirling down through her body, making her clothes feel uncomfortably tight. That was just too bad. She couldn’t afford to feel that way.

Because of Grayson, but also because of Jake himself. The man was a whirling bundle of contradiction, and she didn’t want to get too close. He’d bluntly admitted that he’d left a young girl to bear his child while he’d been far away, then passionately defended Cassie. He’d abandoned his mother, but obviously had loved the woman. He had reason to resent Tess herself, but had vehemently absolved her of all guilt.

She stared at him unblinkingly.

Silently, he waited for her to make her next move.

Jake Walker was a mystery, trouble, a man who didn’t seem to know what he wanted, and she’d had her fill of that kind.

On the other hand, he also reminded her of a male student she’d once taught—a kid who’d tried to intimidate her into letting him fail—and that was a useful bit of knowledge.

She’d nearly lost that battle with her student. Nearly, but not quite. So now, she did the only thing she could think of to do, the one thing that had always worked for her in the past. She ignored Jake’s mysterious past and just concentrated on the man. She willed herself to try and break down the barriers to their working relationship, such as it was.

She smiled and pretended that he wasn’t being a bear.

“I’m sorry to hear that being difficult comes naturally to you, Jake, but we still have business to conduct.”

The man glowered. He muttered a low and distinct curse, and she could swear she heard the words “nosy, interfering woman.”

Tess held her smile.

“Would you stop doing that?” he demanded.

Tilting her head, Tess raised one brow. “Doing what?”

“Stop being so damn nice when I’ve just practically insulted you.”

Thrusting her chin up, Tess stared at him dead-on. “No, you didn’t just practically insult me. You’ve pointedly insulted me several times already this morning. But one of us has to be nice if we’re going to work together. And we are going to work together, aren’t we?” She glanced down at the paper that listed the repairs that had to be made if the house was not to be condemned.

~ ~ ~
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JAKE LOOKED AT THE earnest expression in Tess’s eyes, the determined thrust of that delicate chin. Unable to stop himself, he shook his head and smiled back at her.

“Tess, you have got to be one of most up-front women that I’ve ever met. Have you always gotten your way this easily?”

She took a shaky and visible breath, as if he’d startled her into thinking about things she didn’t want to remember.

“Of course not,” she conceded softly. “But then, this one’s easy. You don’t have much choice, do you?”

“You know I don’t. But—”

The woman stood there silent, waiting.

“I want this to be over with quickly,” he said, leveling with her. “If I’m being a pain, well...” He held out his hands, palm up in dismissal. “I can’t stay here that long, but you’re talking research and that always means time.” It did, in his line of work, anyway.

Tess nodded, her shoulders visibly relaxed. “Don’t worry, In this case, it won’t mean much time. I’ve specialized in Victorians. If you want to speed things along, I can draw up a list of suggestions, choices for you to make that will simplify matters.”

Finally, they were seeing eye to eye.

“But just remember something, Jake,” she said, and he was astonished when she stepped close enough for him to reach out and touch her. “I know that you care more about this house than you’re letting on. I don’t know what the exact situation was between you and your mother, but I suspect that you’d want her to be proud and happy about the end results of this project. I won’t go easy on you. This isn’t going to be a slap of paint here, a nail or two there. This is going to be a labor of love. I hope you understand that I have to give this my all.”

Jake looked down into those violet eyes. He surveyed the satiny shining crown of her hair and the soft curve of her lips.

Slowly, deliberately, he reached out and cupped his palm around her jaw. He dragged his thumb over the fullness of her lower lip.

“I understand that you’ll always have to do what you think is right, Tess,” he said, his voice low and intimate. “But you understand one thing about me. Don’t try to psychoanalyze me into being something I never was or want to be. Don’t forget just who I am.”

He slid his thumb back over her lip the other way, a slow caress filled with meaning. A warning.

Within his hand, he felt her tremble. He was close enough to note that her breathing had deepened even as his own had. Her pupils dilated, her lids fluttered. Then she caught herself. She stared back at him as she reached up and removed his hand, folding her own hand around it as she stepped away.

She turned his touch into a handshake.

“Jake, just because I like to get things done as pleasantly as possible, just because I don’t blame you and Cassie for your youthful indiscretion, doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten what happened,” she said carefully. “I’m not likely to ever forget that Cassie is raising a child without a husband to help her. And I’m not likely to forget who I am or what I want, either,” she continued, pulling her hand away from his as she adjusted the engagement ring on her finger.

Without adding another word, she turned and moved off toward the door. With a squeak of hinges, she pulled it back, stopping to look at him once more.

“I’m going to go home and work like crazy to draw up some ideas for you. Be prepared to be cooperative. You’re going to have a full day of me the next time, Jake, and we’re going to make some important decisions.”

The slamming door bounced back and forth a few times as she walked away with a quick snap of her heels against the porch slats. Jake watched her hurried stride as she descended the stairs and crossed the road. He seemed to be spending a whole lot of time watching the woman walk away from him.

And a whole lot more time trying to keep her out of his mind.

A full day?

Damn. Jake bit down on a groan.

He knew what he would have. A full night of tossing and turning and trying to forget what it had felt like to touch her.

He had known he hadn’t wanted to come back to Misunderstood. Now he knew exactly why.

And things became even clearer at two in the morning. The clicking of rain on the window woke Jake. Groggy, he heard the soft thud of droplets falling on the pillow next to his.

But his thoughts were of soft violet eyes smiling back at him.

Jake groaned and sat up, wiping his palm across his jaw.

The remnants of the dream Tess dissolved

He finished three more chapters in the hours before dawn—but that wasn’t important. The important thing was that he was able to keep his thoughts of Tess at bay.

Jake figured he was going to write a lot of books in the next few weeks. He was going to make a lot of money.

He was going to lose a hell of a lot of sleep.
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Chapter Three
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Standing on Jake’s front steps two days later, Tess took deep breaths to prepare herself. She’d been up for two nights straight, poring over paperwork and plans.

She’d been doing her best to forget Jake’s drugging caress of her lips.

And she’d spent an awful lot of time trying to evade her memories of Jake with his hand up Cassie’s dress.

The very thought made her squirm. It was a vision that crept in at the most aggravating moments when she was tired from overwork. And having experienced the slow stroke of Jake’s touch herself only made things worse. She could all too easily understand how Cassie had ended up in that closet. Against her will, Tess could almost envision how his long, strong fingers would feel against her own thigh.
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