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Chapter One

"Tell me again how this Damon Evans became your problem."

Kelly Brooks paused with a forkful of chocolate cheesecake halfway between her plate and her mouth. She knew the look on the other woman's smooth dark face well. She was about to be told yet again that she was not her sister Karen's keeper. She put her fork down, intent on heading her best friend, Bethnae Wills, off at the pass. She sat back in her seat at their favorite lunch spot, Mama Callie's. "He's not my problem." 

Bethnae sipped her milkshake and arched a brow. "Then why are you taking it upon yourself to deliver the bad news? Why not let Karen do her own dirty work for once?" 

"I would."

"Except?" Bethnae prodded.

"Except she's already gone."

"And?"

"And having been in the shoes he's now in, I don't think it's too much to treat him as I'd wished someone had treated me. I think he deserves to be told the truth and to be let down gently."

"I agree but Karen can do herself when she returns."

"I know, but that way doesn't feel right."

"Well, it's not right, but that shouldn't make him your problem. When are you going to stop being her keeper and let her grow up, Kelly?"

"She's married now."

"And?" Bethnae challenged.

"I think we can assume she's all grown up now, Beth."

"Then let her prove it by doing her own dirty work for once!"

"I will—next time."

Bethnae shook her head. "I can see that nothing I can say is going to change your mind." 

Kelly grinned. "And I can see your vision is still twenty–twenty." 

Bethnae laughed. "Sometimes I don't know what to do with you."

"Just keep being my friend."

"Always, Kel. Now when are you planning to play Florence Nightingale?" 

"Hmmm. I thought Friday night would be best." 

"Really? Why?"

"Because that's when he expected to see her again."

"Okay. Friday night it is. You want me to come with?" Bethnae offered. 

Kelly hesitated. "That's a tempting offer. You are so good with people...especially men."

Bethnae frowned, her dark eyes narrowing. "Only with the ones who don't count."

Kelly sighed. "I can't believe he's not interested," she said of Bethnae's boss, Adam Barclay.

"Believe it. If he hasn't made a move in five years, I think it's safe to assume he's not going to. I need to move on."

"Are you sure, Beth? Sometimes, I could almost swear there's a spark in his eyes when he looks at you."

"If it's ever been there, I've never seen it." Bethnae shook her head. "But we're not talking about me. We're talking about you and your need to always clean up Karen's messes."

She shrugged. "I'm only doing what I wished one of Barry's friends had done for me. Besides, he's had enough grief lately. He deserves a little consideration."

"Fine. Shall I come with? Yes? No?" 

"I am so tempted to have you come with me, but this isn't news for which a man is likely to want an audience." 

Bethnae nodded. "True dat."

"So I think I'd better go alone."

"If you change your mind, let me know."

She nodded. "Besides, I really think you should spend more time on thinking up ways to shake things up with Adam." 

"Believe me, I've tried everything I can think off. I just don't think ..." she shook her head. "Never mind about the sorry state of my solo love affair with him. You want to do something after you spend a little time holding his hand?"

"I wish there was something I could say or do to help, Beth."

She nodded. "I know, but let's leave it for now. Want to hang out later?"

Kelly shrugged. "That will depend on how well things go or don't go with him."

"Call me after you've seen him and we'll wing it."

"Okay." Swallowing her growing unease, she picked up her fork. "This looks delicious."

Bethnae sipped her shake. "It does. Enjoy yourself now. Remember, next week we start jogging, working out at the gym, and cutting back on the sweets."

Kelly grimaced. The padded curves men found voluptuous on Karen had always felt like a liability to Kelly. While she didn't want or expect to be a skinny Minnie, she'd decided it was time she took off what she'd always considered excess weight. 

"Then I'd better get all the enjoyment out of this weekend I can."

"Well said."

Relieved to have the conversation about Damon Evans resolved, Kelly settled down to savor one of her last culinary excesses.

* * *

What are you doing here? 

The question reverberated in Kelly's mind two nights later as she stood in front of the large oak door. She glanced around. The street was quiet, tree–lined, and wide. The houses, all single homes with decorative security gates and private garages, whispered money and elegance in the warm May evening. Bethnae had been right. She should not have made Karen dumping Damon Evans her problem. 

This was probably why none of Barry's friends had been willing to tell her she'd been dumped—it was so damned awkward. If ever there was a time for getting out of Dodge, this was it. From all she had heard, Damon Evans was a big boy used to taking care of himself. The news about Karen might sting, but he would survive. She'd drop the "Dear Damon letter" in her bag, in the mail on her way home. 

Instead of spending her night trying to make excuses for Karen, she and Bethnae could round up a few friends and they could have a wild girls' night out at one of the clubs on the boulevard, or visit Philly's first casino. 

She took a step backwards and then froze as the entrance door swung open. 

The man who stood there looked as if he'd stepped off the cover of an erotic romance novel. His handsome face with its chiseled features boasted a full, sensuous bottom lip and dark bedroom eyes. He was tall and muscular with a buff body, long legs, and narrow hips. 

Neither Karen's description of him as tall, dark, and sinfully handsome nor the one snapshot she'd seen of him did him justice. The hunk in front of her was so sexy that just looking at him made her heartthrob and her nether regions flutter and pulse with lust. Small wonder Karen had been so willing to cross the color line for the first time to date him. 

His dark green eyes made a quick assessment of her body before locking his gaze with hers.

Why hadn't she worn a dress that would have flattered her long legs and highlight her breasts, which she considered her best asset?

"Karen?" 

Kelly inhaled sharply. Damn but he had it all. A handsome face, a great looking body, and a voice that made a woman tingle all over. He embodied the complete female fantasy. Or he would if the most important muscles in his lower body matched those in his upper ones for size. 

She bit her lip in an effort to fight off the urge to take a quick peek to see. 

"Karen?" He said again.

Kelly blinked. This sexy, mouthwatering man was Damon Evans? Karen must have been nuts to call him old. Forty had never looked so utterly delicious on any man. 

"What a delightful surprise. You're early and far more beautiful than I expected." 

He thought her beautiful and not just cute? Then part of his words sank in. "Early?" She blinked. "What? Oh! No! You think I'm Ka—" 

"What I think is that we should get better acquainted."

Without giving her time to find a delicate way of telling him who she was and why she was there, he pulled her into his arms.

"Hey! Wait. I'm not—"

He silenced her protests by crushing her lips under his. 

His lips were warm, insistent, and demanding, his body unyielding against hers. 

A shock of need sent a shudder through her body. She closed her eyes and savored the taste of his caressing lips while enjoying the feel of his big body against hers. Then, needing more, she pressed closer, parting her lips.

Sucking her tongue into his mouth, he held her with one arm around her waist, leaving the other hand free to stroke over her body. 
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