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ABOUT THE BOOK

Love Me Like You Do, Mystic Point #2

 

Love is a Battlefield…

Haley Wood knows the darker side of love. She’s seen how it beats you, breaks you, swallows you whole. She’s vowed never to be its victim, like her father was when her mother abandoned them. She’ll never give anyone power over her heart, never trust someone else with her own happiness and dreams.

Never Surrender…

Will Leonard has seen the beauty and healing power of love. A romantic who believes in marriage, family, and happily-ever-after, he’s determined to have all those things with Haley. She’s rejected his proposal once, but he refuses to give up. Will must prove love isn’t just another four-letter word and his kind of love is what she needs.

It’s a Matter of Trust…

Haley knows Will’s not a heartbreaker – he’s a promise keeper. But as she begins opening herself to the idea of a future with him, ghosts from the past return and present-day secrets threaten their fragile relationship.

Can Will accept the limits Haley has on love or will his attempts to persuade her to love on his terms drive her away? Will Haley let her painful past keep Will out of her heart and life forever?

Sign up to be the first to know when the next book in the series is available!


DEDICATION

 

For that damned mob of scribbling women also known as my writing partners. Thanks for believing in Will and Haley – and in me.


CHAPTER ONE

 

Haley Wood had the strongest urge to clock someone.

Maybe it was the three glasses of champagne talking. Or maybe it was the fact she was here, at her best friend’s engagement party, alone. Maybe it was because of the hawk-nosed man currently holding a conversation with her breasts.

Most likely it was Calista’s cousin, Stelli, practically dry-humping Haley’s boyfriend across the room.

Ex-boyfriend. Though, while technically correct, it didn’t feel right to characterize Will in that way. He was one of her closest friends. When they’d started dating, she’d made him promise that no matter what happened between them, they would remain friends. He promised. And then she broke his heart.

In all fairness, she broke her own heart, too. But it was for the best. Which was why, even as the buxom brunette wrapped her tentacles around his muscular arm and pressed her overripe melons against him, she remained in place, struggling to pull air past the tight knot in her chest.

“I’m known as The Oracle down on High Street, you know. I know how to make money, lots of it and fast, you know.”

Haley dragged her eyes from the spectacle across the room to the annoyance in front of her, a friend of Calista’s fiancé, Miles. He was well-groomed and conventionally handsome. She might have been interested if he didn’t keep helping himself to an eyeful of her breasts. Pervert. The girls did look spectacular tonight, thanks to the push-up contraption she’d bought on impulse. Without it, they would have been lost in the folds of her strapless cocktail dress, instead of riding high and proud. The vivid persimmon of the dress brought out the golden undertones of her bronzed brown skin and set off her grandmother’s antique gold pendant, which lay just above the cleavage that had so enraptured this lech.

His gaze flickered once more and the tip of his tongue darted out. “You know how much I made last quarter?”

She sighed. “They can’t talk. They don’t have minds of their own, you know.”

He glanced at her. “Sorry?”

“My breasts,” she said, tightening her grip on the flute, resisting — barely — the urge to fling her drink at him. Instead, she tipped her head back and let the remaining bubbles slide down her throat. “Excuse me.”

She shoved her empty glass into his hands, ignoring the puzzled look on his face, and sauntered away. Will was still wrapped up in the brunette, almost literally, while Haley’s heart plummeted. Her warm champagne buzz was turning into an unsettling vibration. Fresh air would do her good.

Her face hot and flushed, she headed toward the side door. It opened directly into the parking lot, so people using the Party Room attached to Athena’s wouldn’t have to cut through the diner itself. She was grateful, it meant she could slip out unnoticed. She stepped into the balmy late September night and turned her head in the direction of the water. There wasn’t much of a breeze coming off the water, but she would take what she could get.

She closed her eyes and breathed in, twitching her nose at the tangy bite of salt air skimming across her face and cooling her skin. Better. She exhaled and opened her eyes, then nearly jumped out of her skin.

“Holy hell, Jules!” she exclaimed, clutching her hand to her heart. “You scared the living bejeezus out of me!”

Juliet Winslow chuckled. “Sorry, Hales. I thought you’d seen me walking up from the restaurant.”

She pointed with her thumb over her shoulder toward the front of the building. Athena’s was on Main Street, aptly named as the major road on and off Mystic Point. Across the street was The Mystic Point Marina, where the elegant French bistro, Elan, stood. Juliet was their Executive Chef.

“Not working tonight?” Haley asked.

“I’m taking a break,” Juliet said. “But I wanted to pop my head in and say hello.”

She took in Haley’s outfit, right down to the gold peep-toe wedges she wore, and raised an eyebrow. “Damn, Hales. You look hot.”

Haley’s cheeks heated again and she shifted uncomfortably on her feet. “I feel ridiculous,” she admitted. “Like I’m trying too hard. I should’ve stuck with jeans.”

“Is it for you-know-who?” Juliet asked, tilting her head toward the door.

She shook her head. “No, I didn’t dress up for Will.” She was being honest. Will wasn’t the type of guy to be impressed by glitz and glam. He’d loved her in a Jets jersey and sneakers. Although he did appreciate some girly things, like the black satin and lace corset with matching garter belt she’d surprised him with on his birthday in June. Before he had to go and ruin everything by proposing to her.

“I knew Miles’s family and friends would be here, so I wanted to look extra nice for the rich crowd. Maybe land myself a hot billionaire like Calista,” she joked.

Juliet clucked her tongue. “Have to get over Will, first.”

“There’s nothing to get over. I’m the one who ended it, remember?”

“Yes, I remember the mistake you made.”

“It wasn’t a mistake,” Haley insisted. “We want different things in life. We’re better as friends.”

“I’m just disappointed it didn’t work out; you guys were great together.”

“We still are. As friends.” Haley nodded her head at the building, where Will was probably still being manhandled by that girl. “He’s fine about it, too. Trust me.”

“If you say so.”

“Where’s Pat?” she asked Juliet, changing the subject.

“We broke up.” Juliet shrugged a shoulder. “My hours have been too crazy to give him the attention he deserves, and honestly, if it were meant to be, I’d have felt like making the time.”

Haley nodded. Last year, she’d said something similar to Calista about Will. Calista hadn’t felt for Will what she’d thought she had, or she wouldn’t have let her parents’ problems distract her from dating him. Obviously, Calista’s gut had been right, even if she hadn’t realized it at the time. Haley was a big believer in trusting your instincts, and if your instincts told you something wasn’t right, you should listen.

“I’m going inside.” Juliet reached for the door. “You coming?”

She’d hidden out long enough. “Right behind you.”

* * * * *

It was impossible not to be aware of Haley’s every movement. She was a beacon in her bright dress, a tempting siren in a shade of orange which made her skin glow and caught the attention of all the men in the room, save for the few distracted by their own lovely women. None compared to Haley, though. From her silky hair to her toned legs to her generous heart, she was perfect in every way.

Except she didn’t believe in forever, which was inconvenient since he refused to accept anything less.

That’s why tonight found him on the opposite side of the room from her, doing his best to thwart the roaming hands of the tipsy brunette talking at him, while Haley was ogled by some creep. He should rescue her. He may not be her boyfriend anymore, but hadn’t she pleaded with him to stay friends? Friends help each other in these instances.

Speaking of which… where the hell was Ethan? He’d even take Miles, though the man was still standoffish to him because of Will’s previous interest in Calista. But they were otherwise occupied, and he was stuck politely listening to Calista’s cousin, Stelli, prattle on about her ex not being man enough to satisfy her.

“You look like you could do the job,” she said, dragging a blood-red fingernail down the center of his chest.

He flexed away from her touch and gave her a weak smile. “Excuse me, Stelli. There’s something I forgot to do.”

He slipped out of her grasp and moved toward the bar, but Haley was no longer standing there. The ogler had moved on to another conversation, and she wasn’t in sight.

“Hey, handsome.” A gravelly voice grabbed his attention. He looked down at Debbie Brands, who managed Athena’s for Calista’s parents. She held a drink in one hand and a crab puff in the other.

“Hi, Debbie. How are you?”

Debbie gestured at the room with the crab puff. “I can’t believe the Markatos family doesn’t have one single man in my acceptable age range. A lot of spinsters, widows, and desperate singles.”

He snorted, knowing exactly what she meant. “What’s your acceptable age range, Debbie?”

“Eighteen to seventy,” she said. “Though, I’m willing to stretch it to seventy-five if he still has his own teeth.”

Will laughed. The woman, old enough to be his grandma, had no filter. “That’s a pretty broad range.”

“A woman’s gotta have options.” She took a sip of her drink, scotch by the looks and smell of it. “Oh, well. It’s probably better I stay away from Markatos men, anyway.”

“Because they’re your employers?”

“Because judging by the number of widows here, I don’t think they could keep up with me.”

“Who can, Debbie?” Will said with a wink.

She bumped him lightly with her hip. “Wanna try?”

“Sorry, my heart belongs to another.” He looked around the room. “You haven’t seen Haley, have you?”

“No,” Debbie said, her eyes flashing with sympathy or pity. It was all the same. “I’m sorry you kids split up. But you’ll find your way back to each other again.”

“Oh, I’ll get her back. I’m giving her what she wants right now until I figure out how.”

“Thatta boy.” She patted his arm before she circulated into the crowd.

He shoved his hands in his pocket and leaned against the bar. He never thought he’d get over Caroline walking out on him five years ago, and he certainly didn’t anticipate falling for one of his oldest friends. But he’d done both, and he wasn’t going to let Haley go as easily as she thought.

The side door opened, letting in a brief blast of sea breeze before closing again. He smiled at the two women who walked in. Haley ducked her head briefly, then met his gaze with a wary one of her own. Damn, she had the most beautiful eyes, like the color of the scotch in Debbie’s glass. How had it taken him so many years to notice them? He missed those eyes, the glimpse they’d give him of the tenderness and vulnerability within before her shields went back up.

Tonight, she was as guarded as ever. She and Juliet made their way over to him.

“Hi, Will,” Juliet said, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

“Hey, Juliet. Haven’t seen much of you, lately.”

She blew her bangs off her forehead. “It’s been rough at Elan. A lot of changes going on since Claire’s diagnosis.”

“I was sorry to hear about it,” Will said. Claire Renault, co-owner of the restaurant with her husband, Philippe, was recently diagnosed with Parkinson’s. Will, who had a carpentry and handyman business in addition to the hardware store he owned, had recently installed safety rails for her.

He turned to Haley. “You look amazing.”

Her cheeks bloomed. “Thank you.”

Juliet looked between the two. “I’m going to say hi to Calista. See you two around.”

Will’s eyes were glued to Haley, not her tantalizing cleavage, though he’d earlier taken his fill. He wasn’t blind. But it wasn’t her body which interested him most. He wanted her heart.

“Haley—,” he began.

“They look happy, don’t they?” She turned away, nodding toward Calista and Miles.

He cleared his throat. “Yeah.”

Stelli stood behind Calista and blew Will a kiss. He grimaced, while Haley stiffened next to him. “Don’t let me keep you from Stelli.”

“I’m not interested in Stelli or any other woman here. Except the one standing next to me.”

She closed her eyes briefly. “I understand if it’s not possible to stay friends right now.”

“Friends,” he huffed.

“Will—”

“No, Haley, I get it.” He raised a hand to stop whatever words were coming next. “If being friends is the only way I can have you in my life, then we’ll be friends.”

She looked down at her feet. “I’m sorry.”

“So you’ve said.” He stared at her a moment before walking away.

She wanted to be friends? Fine. He’d show her exactly what being friends meant.


CHAPTER TWO

 

HALEY ARRIVED AT THE SHOP half an hour late, thanks to not falling asleep until three hours before her alarm. Thankfully, Sunny was already there and had opened on time. They had a large order to fill and deliver by the afternoon, and the flowers weren’t going to cut and arrange themselves.

“Sorry, I overslept!” she called out to her assistant, breezing past her to drop off her bag in the office. She yanked a purple apron off a hook and tied it on.

“I got your text,” Sunny replied. “What happened? You are never late.”

Haley gathered her hair back and fastened it with a clip. “Had trouble sleeping. Heartburn.” More like heartache.

“How was the engagement party?” Sunny asked.

“It was nice.” At least until Will became the life of the party. After their exchange, he’d made a show of talking to every young, single woman there.

Sunny laughed and picked up a pile of bouquets she’d wrapped. “I am sorry I missed it.”

“How was class?”

“It was okay. I think I will like it.” Sunny had just begun her first semester at the local community college. A native of Germany, she’d move to the Point last year from her homeland after divorcing her American husband. She was a few years younger than Haley but had proven to be efficient and reliable, for which Haley was supremely grateful. Once Upon a Bloom’s business had skyrocketed since she opened it nearly two years ago, and without the younger woman’s help, there was no way Haley would’ve been able to keep up.

Today was a case in point. They had two dozen centerpieces to put together for a charity dinner. In an hour, she’d be meeting with a bride to discuss options for her wedding. Afterward, she had to go to the wholesaler, an hour’s drive away. She’d finish her day delivering the centerpieces to the event in Old Saybrook, an hour in the opposite direction. The shop was closed on Sundays and Mondays, and she should have gone in yesterday to get some work done, but she’d instead nursed her wounded pride by binge-watching “Supernatural.” If not for Sunny, and copious amounts of caffeine, she’d never make it through today with her sanity intact.

The young assistant set the bouquets in the cooler, replenishing the old stock with new. “Want to start on the centerpieces?” she asked, wiping her hands on her apron.

“I’ll get started if you can manage out here,” Haley replied. “I haven’t had enough caffeine yet to deal with the public. I don’t suppose you—” She gestured toward the back, where the work stations and, most importantly, the coffee pot were.

Sunny chuckled. “Ja. There’s a fresh pot back there.”

“Oh thank God!” Haley murmured. After pouring herself a cup and chugging half, she plugged her phone into a portable speaker and tuned to her 80s playlist. While Wham! begged to be woken up before she go-go’d, she gathered together small square vases and floral tape and set to work creating a tape grid across the top of each container. She’d just finished the last one at the same time Nina let go of the last of her “99 Red Balloons” when Sunny poked her head through the door.

“Will’s here,” she announced, then disappeared again.

Haley set down the vase and jumped from her stool, then stopped herself. What the hell was she doing, rushing to see Will? He was her friend, nothing more. Not anymore. If only she could convince her racing heart of that fact.

She smoothed down the front of her apron and pasted on a friendly smile. Will was casually leaning on the counter, laughing with Sunny. She paused in the doorway, taking in the way the corners of his deep, cornflower blue eyes crinkled from his bright smile. His hair, like golden wheat, hung across his forehead and curled around his ears. She was about to remind him it was time for another haircut but bit her lip to keep the comment from slipping out. It wasn’t her business anymore. Isn’t that what she wanted?

He glanced over at her and straightened, eyes widening and features softening for a moment before his mouth twisted in a polite grin. “Hey, Haley.”

“Morning, Will,” she replied, walking over and folding her hands on top of the counter. “What can we do for you?”

“Just looking for flowers,” he said.

“Oh?” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Anything in particular?”

“Not sure. Maybe pink roses?” He tapped his chin. “Or would that be too presumptuous when asking someone for a date?”

Sunny’s jaw dropped, but Haley ignored it. She was proud of how calm, how even she kept her tone. “Depends on the woman, I suppose. But most like roses.”

“Most,” he agreed, then grinned. “But not all.”

Of course, she was one of those who didn’t care for roses. Her father, a long-haul trucker, used to bring her mother roses whenever he returned home from a trip. Even after her mother walked out on them, he brought roses home, as if he expected his wife to have changed her mind and be waiting for him. Always white ones. He’d stick them in a vase and leave them on the table until the stems molded and the petals dried and fell. Nothing says desperation and abandonment like the cloying scent of rotting roses.

Another reason to be grateful to have Sunny. Since she’d begun working here, she took care of the roses. Will knew roses were Haley’s least favorite, but she’d never explained why. He wasn’t trying to be cruel, just a jackass.

She spread her hands. “Do you know what she likes, then?”

“I suppose I can ask, but I didn’t want to ruin the surprise.”

“Arschloch,” Sunny muttered under breath, shooting a look of death at Will. He was being an asshole, but not for the reason she probably thought. He was trying to get under Haley’s skin.

It was working.

She turned her head toward the snick-snick noise coming from the end of the counter, where Sunny was opening and closing the floral shears she held, glaring at the drama unfolding before her. “Sunny, would you mind helping Will? I have to finish those arrangements.”

Sunny put down the shears and took Haley’s place at the counter, muttering something about Schlampen while she stared him down.

“Haley—” Will said, stretching his neck around Sunny to meet Haley’s gaze. He opened, then closed, his mouth, a little wrinkle appearing between his brows. She paused at the doorway to the back room, keeping her face blank, willing him to hurry up and say whatever it was.

When he didn’t immediately finish his thought, she offered a brittle smile. “It’s okay. Have fun.”

She turned up the volume on her iPod before settling down to finish the centerpieces, and let out a bitter laugh as a J. Geils classic blasted out.

Love really does stink.

* * * * *

It was after eight and already dark by the time Haley closed up shop and returned home. She entered the apartment and flipped on the light switch, blinking against the sudden blaze. Should have left a night light on or something. When Calista was still living with her, she’d always left a light on for Haley if she wasn’t here. For several months, she’d only come by the apartment periodically for a change of clothes or to water the plants, spending most of her time at Will’s place, a cozy one-story bungalow a few blocks away on Sound Avenue, directly across from The Lagoon, a private inner harbor where many of the year-round residents docked their smaller boats. She’d loved his older house and his friendly neighbors, who were unlike the aloof elderly woman who shared the other side of Haley’s duplex.

But she loved the apartment because it was hers and hers alone. It was affordable, close to the shop, easy to maintain, and filled with beautiful things, her things. Vases of all sizes, shapes, and colors, most containing fresh cut flowers (never roses). An antique tea cup collection she’d inherited from Grandma Lucy. Handmade afghans and whimsical throw pillows. Thanks to Calista, Haley even had gorgeous pieces of art on the wall, including a few of Miles’s framed photographs. It didn’t hurt that her best friend had her own gallery and a fiancé who was an up-and-coming photographer.

A billionaire and a sensitive artist, with a smokin’ hot body to boot. Calista hit the jackpot with Miles.

Not that she envied Calista, at least not for those reasons. She did envy the ease Calista had with Miles, the genuine adoration between the two of them. At one time, she’d almost believed she could have that with Will. But then he started talking about babies and a future, and there he was, down on one knee with a black velvet box, and she couldn’t breathe. Her lungs had squeezed, her stomach had turned, and her heart had dropped. Why did he have to push it? Why couldn’t he be content with what they had?

After pouring herself a glass of Sauvignon Blanc, she grabbed a handful of crackers from a box on the counter and headed into the living room. Tonight, she was going to curl up with her wine, her crackers, and The Walking Dead cast, and forget about Will and babies and marriage. At least for a few hours.

She paused the show in the middle of the opening sequence when a sharp rap sounded on her door. Only one person she knew could make a knock so aggressive.

“Hi, Mom,” she said after opening the door.

She stepped back to let in her mother, who was dressed as if she came straight from the golf club or a charity regatta planning meeting, in navy Anne Klein trousers and a silk Donna Karan blouse, a cashmere sweater tied around her neck in a carefully-constructed haphazard manner. Her smooth, peaches and cream complexion belied her true age. Her hair, the same rich brown as Haley’s, but with caramel highlights masking the grays, was pulled in a severe bun. But instead of making her seem like a tightly-wound schoolmarm, she was every bit the picture of elegance and grace. Haley wiped her hands on her black chinos, smeared with dirt and dust from today’s activities, and shut the door.

“Angus has an important dinner in Boston to attend, and he needs me there. I’m afraid I have to cancel dinner on Friday.”

“You drove all the way down here from Hartford to tell me that?”

“Not only that, no.”

Haley picked up her glass from where she’d set it on an end table and brought it into the kitchen. Even though she’d had only a sip or two, she topped it off. When dealing with her mother, she often needed fortitude.

“Some wine?” she asked her mother.

“No, thank you.”

“I can make you a whiskey sour if you’d like.” While Pamela Wood March, the state senator’s wife, preferred classy cocktails like wine and Cosmos, Pammy Wood preferred whiskey sours. At least before she abandoned her family.

Her mother narrowed her eyes, critically evaluating Haley’s humble home. “I came to pick up something.”

And cancel dinner plans with your only daughter. Again. “Oh? What’s that?”

“My grandmother’s wedding dress,” she answered. “You know Antonia is getting married.”

“In May, right?” Haley had received a Save-the-Date in the mail with her stepsister’s engagement photo and wedding details a few days ago, but Pamela had been talking about the impending nuptials for months. The few occasions Haley had been able to pin her mother down for a few hours, the woman had spent the better part of the time talking about Angus’s re-election bid, Antonia’s upcoming wedding, and her stepbrother Drake’s Fulbright Scholarship to study in Scotland.

She’d asked about Haley’s life twice in the past year — once to inquire how her “little” shop was doing and again to ask about “the handyman.” Lucky for Pamela and her politician husband, Haley’s brother, Mason, provided the right narrative for a political campaign. A soldier serving his country with distinction and honor in the war-ridden Middle East. Haley hated that they used Mason, when she knew for a fact her mother rarely, if ever, wrote to him. Not that Mason would care if she did; he’d written her off thirteen years ago.

“Yes, she’s getting married in May,” her mother confirmed. “I told her she could use the dress.”

“Why does Antonia need it? Doesn’t she want to wear a modern designer? Vera Wang, maybe?”

“She wants a vintage look,” her mother explained. “Dustin thought using a family heirloom would be a nice touch.”

“Ah, good ol’ Dustin,” Haley said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “Always looking for the right angle to get those poll numbers up.”

Dustin Wainwright was her stepfather’s campaign manager and the reason, at least partly, Haley wasn’t welcome to the March estate very often. The senator’s biracial stepdaughter from his wife’s first marriage didn’t play well with the country club crowd, who had the deep pockets the campaign needed.

Her mother looked at her watch. “I need to get back to Hartford. I have an early morning appointment and it’s already very late.”

“When do you want to reschedule dinner?” Haley asked, knowing the answer but needing to hear it just the same.

“This weekend is all sorts of crazy,” her mother said, her eyes skipping around the room.

“I was hoping to talk to you about Will. I could use some advice.” Sometimes a girl needed her mother, even if said mother wasn’t a very good one.

Her mother frowned. “Didn’t you break up? You turned down his proposal. A wise move, I might add.”

“I did, but now I’m wondering if I made the right decision.” She worried her bottom lip. “Maybe it was the shock of the news from the doctor, I don’t know. I just think, maybe — maybe — I was too quick. I never even told him about the appointment.”

“Haley, trust me,” her mother said, reaching out with both hands to rub Haley’s arms. “You made the right call. You’re so young and beautiful, you have a whole life ahead of you. Marriage and children — they’ll only weigh you down. Those test results are a blessing, you’ll see.”

“But you’re married now,” Haley protested. “You found the right person. What if Will is the right man, and I’ve pushed him away?”

“I was older, more settled. I got a man already ‘broken in,’ so to speak, thanks to his first wife, God rest her soul. And we didn’t have the burden of babies to infringe on our lifestyle. Antonia and Drake were already teenagers.” Her mother tilted her head and gave her a pitying smile. “Will’s so eager to marry you, but what happens when he finds out the truth? He’ll leave, that’s what. Take it from me. You’ve saved both of you a heap of unnecessary misery. Saying no was the right thing.”

“But—”

“But nothing,” her mother snapped. She squeezed Haley’s arms. “A good marriage has nothing to do with love and everything to do with compatibility and companionship. Eventually, you’ll find someone like I did, someone who doesn’t want the whole marriage fantasy. Who doesn’t want or need you to give up your life for them.”

“Antonia is getting married,” Haley pointed out.

Her mother let go of her arms. “Antonia was made to be a wife. She’s soft and sweet, and unambitious. She might as well pop out a dozen babies. That’s not you.”

Her mother’s words rolled around her head. Was that supposed to be a compliment? An insult? Or merely a statement of fact?

She chose to take it as a compliment. “You’re right, of course, you’re right.”

“Listen,” her mother said in a softer voice. “Why don’t you and I take a day together. Hit the spa. It’s been a long time since we’ve done that, hmm?”

A long time? Try never. Still, Haley wasn’t going to question it. It was what she wanted, what she’d always wanted. Time alone with her mother. She’d take whatever she could get.

“Sure, Mom, that’d be great.”

Her mother patted her on the cheek. “Be a good girl, and get your grandma’s dress.”

Haley gave her a curt nod and went into the spare bedroom to retrieve the garment, where it was stored in a dust- and moth-proof bag. “Here it is. Antonia will be careful with it, right?” she asked, handing it over. Not that she ever planned to use it, nor did it have sentimental value. She was merely storing it for her mother. Still, it was one of the few pieces of her family heritage Haley had.

“Don’t worry about it,” her mother assured her. She gave her a quick peck on the cheek.

Haley opened the door. “Call me when you want to do the spa thing.”

“Yes, of course.” With a final wave of her fingers, her mother was off and Haley was once again alone.

Maybe she should get a dog.


CHAPTER THREE

 

WILL GOT OUT OF HIS truck and plucked at his polo, the thin cotton sticking to his skin in the humid air. Griff’s was crowded tonight, thanks to an appearance by The Drunken Poseidons, a favorite local band. Good. More opportunities to flirt and for it to get back to Haley. After yesterday’s encounter at the flower shop, he was sure she only needed a little nudge, a small reminder, of what she was missing and she’d come running back to him.

Haley’s insistence things couldn’t work between them had stung. Proposing to her was obviously a mistake; it had spooked her. But she didn’t even give him a chance to take it back, to let him convince her they could take things slow. Instead, she’d not only engaged the emergency brake, she’d put a jersey barrier between them.

Making her jealous may be a desperate move, but he was a desperate man. He was staring down the barrel of thirty. His parents had been married with children by the time they were his age, and they were still as madly in love and devoted to one another as they were thirty years ago. Dad had been by Mom’s side since the diagnosis. For better or worse. The ALS was definitely testing the “or worse” part of the vows, but at least his mother had been doing better lately; the progression of the disease had slowed.

Even if his mother weren’t living on borrowed time, Will would want to settle down with Haley. The only difference was, he’d move more carefully to win her back. But time was not on his mother’s side, which meant it wasn’t on his. During every phone call with his mother, she would lament how her biggest regret was not seeing her children happily married with their own families. Since his sister, Mackenzie, had all but disowned them when she ran off with her boyfriend for Hollywood, it was up to Will to fulfill his mother’s dying wish. He could do it, and claim the woman he loved in the process. Sometimes the ends do justify the means.

Ethan Thomas, his best friend, told him it was an asshole idea to try to make Haley jealous, but what did his best friend know? He and Lainie, once on the brink of divorce, were happier than ever and the smitten parents of a baby boy. It wasn’t too much to ask for a little of that, in time for his mother to see one of her children taken care of. If it took some deception to get there, so be it.

He pulled open the old bar’s door, the smack of air conditioning in his face a welcome relief. The roar of laughter and chatter rose above the tinny noise coming from the amps on the stage up front, where the band was tuning up. His old friend from school, Jamison Cole, was sitting on a stool with a red-and-white electric in his hands, the bassist picking at the strings and adjusting knobs on the equipment.

Most of the crowd was familiar and female. Haley sat at a table tucked in the corner by the bar with Calista, Sunny, and Lainie. Will’s heart squeezed when Haley laughed and flipped her hair over her shoulder. He loved her laugh, her smile, the wicked glint in her eyes when she was teasing, and like a honey bee to a wildflower, he was drawn toward her table. But before he’d taken more than three steps, a short, curvy woman stepped into his path.

“Excuse me,” he said, reaching out to steady her before she fell over.

“No, excuse me. My fault entirely.” She pressed her hands to his chest and looked up at him through a thick curl of blue-black eyelashes. Her lips, bright red and glossy like maraschino cherries, spread into a sickly sweet smile.

“Let me buy you a drink to make up for almost tripping you,” she said, nodding her head toward the bar.

He opened his mouth to turn the offer down, but a glance over her head showed Haley and her friends studying them intently. Haley narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. He dragged his gaze away from her perfect, plump mouth and looked down at the woman before him.

“Sure,” he said, offering her an easy smile, which belied the tension in his gut. “Except how ‘bout I buy you a drink for getting in your way?”

The woman tittered and walked over to the bar. He followed, ignoring the burn of eight eyes tracking his movements. Buddy, Griff’s bartender, greeted him. “Hey, Will. What’ll it be tonight?”

“New England G-Bot and whatever my friend here—”

“Tina,” the woman supplied.

“Tina,” he tipped his head at her, “Whatever she would like.”

“Mountain Dew Me,” Tina ordered. She tapped her vibrant red talons on the bar. “It’s Midori, triple sec—”

“I got it, sweetheart,” Buddy said. He moved away to mix the drink.

She turned to Will. “So you have a last name, Will?”

“Leonard,” he replied, drumming his fingers on the edge of the bar. He didn’t ask her last name. Didn’t care.

She didn’t offer it up, either, but perched herself on a bar stool and patted the one he was standing in front of, her hand dangerously close to brushing against his fly. “Have a seat, Will Leonard.”

Buddy set the drink in front of her, spearing a maraschino cherry with a plastic sword-shaped pick and plopping it in the glass. He raised an eyebrow at Will, then popped off the top of the beer and set it in front him. “Opening a tab?”

Will glanced sideways at Tina, who stirred the ice in her glass with the unnaturally long, glossy tip of her painted fingernail while checking out his backside. He pulled the stool out and sat, a current of revulsion pulsing through him.

“No,” he answered, pulling out a ten and dropping it on the bar. Buddy picked it up and moved away with a chuckle. Yeah, Will probably was making a fool of himself. He took a pull from the bottle and attempted some light conversation.

“You from around here?”

She gave her ice one more swirl with her finger, then put it in her mouth and made a dramatic show of sucking the liquid off her skin while she eye-fucked him. Then she pulled her finger out of her mouth with a pop. “Nope. My friends and I were on our way back to Providence after a weekend at Foxwoods. This place popped up on Yelp!, so we thought we’d check it out.”

She pointed to two girls, hair and makeup the same as Tina’s, sitting at a table with two guys he didn’t recognize. Bikers, by the looks of them.

“Have fun at the casino?” he asked.

“My girls won a few hundred, but I lost fifty on the penny slots.” She shrugged. “I was ready to write off this weekend, but now it’s not looking so bad.”

He sputtered the sip he was taking when she laid a hand on his thigh and squeezed. She leaned forward a little, perhaps in case he hadn’t gotten a view of the goods tucked inside her plunging v-neck. A vision of Haley’s small, perfect breasts peeking over the top of her dress the other night flashed in his brain. He jerked his leg, prompting Tina to remove her hand and regard him with a slight scowl.

“You all right?” she asked.

He cleared his throat. “Yeah, went down the wrong pipe is all.”

Her mouth curled up. She took a drink, set the glass down, then snatched the sword-pick out of the drink, wrapped her lips around the cherry and slowly tugged it into her mouth. Her eyes sparkled, her jaw moved and her throat rippled as she swallowed.

“If this had a stem, I’d knot it for you.” She licked her lips. “I have amazing muscles in my tongue.”

The band started to play, saving him from having to reply. They launched into one of their more popular hits, an upbeat, high-energy tune. Tina squealed and hopped off her seat.

“Come dance,” she implored him, grabbing his hands and pulling him up.

He cast a brief glance at Haley, but she was staring into her glass. Sunny, however, looked like she’d take one of those mini-swords and happily skewer him. Maybe this wasn’t such a terrible idea, not if it was making Haley feel bad enough she might want to claim him as her own. Lord knows, if it were she being yanked onto the dance floor with some other guy, he’d have wasted no time cutting in and staking his claim. But he already knew how much he loved her and wanted to be with her. Obviously, Haley wasn’t as sure. He had to give her time to get over her denial.

Tina pressed her body to his, her hands shoved in his back pockets, and undulated her body against him to the rhythm. He winced.

Please, God, don’t let her take too much time.


CHAPTER FOUR

 

“ARSCHLOCH.” SUNNY GLARED OVER HALEY’S shoulder. Despite the band, she didn’t need to raise her voice, thanks to a quirk in the acoustics in this corner of the bar. One Haley was grateful for at the moment, so the other patrons didn’t have to hear her well-intentioned friend bluster about Haley’s love life. “I can’t believe he has the nerve to flirt with a schlampe like that in front of you.”

“Shlahmpy?” Lainie asked, wrinkling her nose.

“Whore,” Sunny explained.

Lainie’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, I’m adding that one to the arsenal. My goal is to be able to full-on cuss someone out in German by Christmas.”

Haley took a sip of her wine and tried to shrug, but the movement was awkward and the wine bitter on her tongue. She pushed the glass away. “We’re not together anymore. It was my choice to go back to being friends.”

“But does he have to look so happy about it?” Sunny grumbled.

“I don’t think he looks happy,” Calista chimed in, staring thoughtfully at the dance floor, where the schlampe was plastered up against him. “He looks pained.”

Haley darted a quick glance over her shoulder, then turned back around when it was obvious Will was staring at her over the high, teased hair of his dancing partner. “Seems cozy enough to me.”

“I think he’s trying to make you jealous,” Calista said.

Haley waved her off. “If he is, it’s pointless. It doesn’t matter how I feel, it’s not going to work between us. He wants more than I can give. Let him have his fun.”

“Haley,” Calista began, “why won’t you give Will a chance? You know him. You know what a good guy he is.”

Lainie leaned forward and put a hand on Haley’s. “I almost threw away the best thing that ever happened to me, because I was too scared of losing myself. Of being ‘Mrs. Thomas’ instead of ‘Lainie Lavesque.’ If I’d only opened my eyes, I would’ve seen Ethan was the kind of guy to make sure I was whoever I wanted to be. I wasted more than a year running from him. Don’t make the same mistake I did.”

“Look, guys, I appreciate the advice. But it’s not the same thing.” Haley sat back in her chair. “I just don’t believe in marriage. It’s not something I want.”

“Marriage isn’t for everyone,” Sunny added, an undertone of hurt and bitterness to her voice. No one could blame her. Her husband not only cheated on her, but knocked up another airman in his unit, then filed for divorce and moved away so fast, Sunny was left homeless, jobless, and friendless.

But even that nightmare wasn’t what Haley feared. Will would never do something like that; it wasn’t in his nature. No, what she feared was even worse. Disappointing him. Trapping him in a relationship. Any other man would do as her mother did when he became unsatisfied. But unlike her mother, Will wasn’t the guy who’d cut his losses; as miserable as he was, he’d do the right thing.

“Marriage is definitely not for me,” she declared.

Any further soul baring was interrupted when Miles walked up to the table. “Ladies,” he greeted them, bending down to plant a kiss on Calista’s lips. An ache twinged in Haley’s chest. She might abhor marriage, but she missed intimacy.

“What are you doing here? It’s ladies night,” Haley chided him.

“Aren’t you supposed to be at my house, keeping my husband company while he tends to our son?” Lainie narrowed her eyes.

Miles pressed his lips together in chagrin. “I tried, Lainie. And you know how much I love Jared. But that boy has a set of lungs on him. Poor Ethan needed some reinforcements. I told him I’d swing by and see if I could grab Will and a six-pack from Buddy to help us through the night.”

Lainie rolled her eyes and huffed out a breath. “Seriously? Was this E’s passive aggressive way to get me to come home?”

Miles put his hands up. “I swear, it was my idea. Will’s much better with kids than I am, so I figured I’d come down, drag his ass back to your place, and he can help your husband and son. I’ll just be there for moral support.”

“Moral support, huh?” Calista raised an eyebrow at him. She slipped a hand in the back pocket of the black jeans he wore and looked up at him. “What are you going to do when we have our own?”

Even in the dim light, Miles’s blanch was evident. “I’ve got a few years to get used to the idea, right?”

Calista laughed. “You don’t remember promising my Grandma Mimi she’d be around to see us christen at least three of our children? At least…those were your words to her.”

Miles’ brows drew together. “Vaguely…the party was a whirlwind of people. You have a big family you know.”

Haley snorted. Big was the operative word, like Calista’s big-boobed, handsy cousin.

“You said it.” Calista poked him in the stomach. “And she’s 89, by the way, so if we’re going to keep your promise, it’s gotta happen sooner, rather than later.”

Miles hung his head while the women burst out laughing. He gazed down at Calista, his lip curled up at one corner. “Then I guess we should start practicing, huh?”

Calista’s cheeks turned red. She removed her hand from his pocket and gave him a playful push. “Go get Will and get out. We’re having fun, and we’re not letting Lainie go yet.”
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