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      A taste for something sexy…

      

      Roma Denata prefers spending her time inventing new flavors at her gelato shop and scratching her sexual itch on the run. Unfortunately, her annoying new landlord is a rash that won’t go away, no matter how often they take their clashes to an unexpected level. And more than her Italian temper reaches the boiling point.

      

      A temporary return to his hometown forces Lucas Calloway to rethink his reasons for avoiding emotional ties. His tenant makes him want more than a daily dose of sleeping with the enemy, and revealing his own disturbing secret is the perfect way to convince her to share hers.

      

      Guilt has destroyed Roma’s appetite for love, and trust seems beyond her ability—even when Lucas’s revelation uncovers a common bond. Melting her heart is a challenge he must accept, but the collateral damage inflicted from events of the past may be too much to overcome.
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      Roma Denata tapped her booted toe against the pavement and re-crossed her bare arms under her breasts. A slight chill seeped through the cinder blocks of Monte’s Auto Service, but it was nothing compared to the ice in her veins.

      The dark garage stall to her left stood as empty as her mechanic’s skull. If he wasn’t a damn magician with her Barracuda’s 383 big-block, she wouldn’t hesitate to make him her ex-mechanic and tell him to take the begging-for-a-date stuff and shove it up his ass. Sex and business weren’t compatible, especially when sex was, more often than not, a one-off in her world.

      Dating? A grave-walking shiver skittered up her spine.

      The familiar roar of her baby’s engine from the street soothed the creepy crawlies until she caught sight of the driver—a fuchsia-haired wench who looked to be barely old enough to have a license. Cliff sat in the passenger seat with a shit-eating grin on his stupid mug. Then his eyes locked on Roma’s. Even from twenty feet away, his mouthed “oh shit” was unmistakable.

      She stepped out of the shadows and into the rising heat of the early-morning sun as the car screeched to a stop a hairsbreadth from the garage door. The motor choked and rattled as Barry stalled and rolled backward several inches. Her temper flared hotter when Cliff’s little playmate flicked a smoldering cigarette butt out of the window.

      I don’t give a damn if I have to spend the next decade searching for a new mechanic. That dickhead is never touching this masterpiece again. “Get your asses out of my car.”

      The girl rolled her eyes and then engaged her joyride partner in a sloppy kiss, making Roma wish she’d forgone her breakfast of last night’s leftover pancetta pasta and cannoli.

      She yanked open the driver’s door and pulled the keys from the ignition. “Get the fuck out. Now.”

      Cliff scrambled away from his jailbait girlfriend and out of the passenger side. “I can explain, honey.”

      “Don’t call me honey, you piece of shit. You let somebody drive my car without my permission. I’m reporting you to Monte when he gets back from vacation. You’ll be lucky if you have a job after this stunt.” Giving the girl a warning glare, Roma rounded the tight backend of the ’Cuda. A surge of satisfaction soothed her anger when Cliff backed away from her. “I told you I don’t tolerate bullshit, especially where my car’s concerned. We’re done.”

      “But…” His gaze flicked toward the youngster climbing out of the driver’s seat. “I was drunk, and she was flirting with me. I didn’t ask for a lap dance.”

      The girl’s chin dropped. “You grabbed my boob and⁠—”

      “Go home, little girl, before your mommy and daddy call the police to report you missing.” Roma clenched her fist, making the keys dig into her palm. “And I don’t give a flying fuck who you sleep with, Cliff. It’s not like I ever will.”

      Her ex-mechanic’s cheeks flushed almost as crimson as his redneck DNA. “Come on, Roma. I made a mistake. Can’t you give a guy a second chance?”

      “Và al diavolo.”

      A horrified sob came from the opposite side of the car. “A mistake?”

      Not even glancing toward his caterwauling plaything, Cliff scrunched up his reddened face. “What the hell does diablo sauce have to do with anything?”

      Roma turned her back on the fool and stomped to the front end of her car to check for scratches and dings. “Diavolo, not diablo, you moron. It’s a little Italian saying my nonna taught me.”

      “So what’s it mean?”

      “Go to hell.” Not seeing any visible signs of damage, she moved to the rear bumper.

      “That’s rude, even for you. Why won’t you just tell me?”

      “Jesus, no tune-up is worth putting up with a guy who’s dumber than a stump. It means go to hell, although the literal translation is go to the devil.” Not bothering to hide a chuckle at the pouty girl’s huffy march along the sidewalk away from the garage, Roma finished her assessment of the driver’s side. “As in, go burn in the fiery blazes of eternal damnation, you shithead. You’re damn lucky you and the teeny-bopper didn’t scuff the paint job, or I’d string you up from the hydraulic lift…by your balls.”

      Not waiting for a response, she slid behind the steering wheel and brought her baby to life. Its rumbling purr assured her the pair hadn’t caused irreparable harm. The tobacco stench made her want to back over Cliff, but she checked over her shoulder before shifting into reverse. As soon as she lined up with the lane heading downtown, she gunned the engine, leaving a thin layer of rubber on the road as a reminder not to mess with her or her car.

      At the first stoplight, she leaned across the gearshift and rolled down the passenger window to get rid of the cigarette stench, avoiding a peek at the back seat. “God, I don’t even want to know if they screwed each other on your beautiful black leather, Barry. I swear I’ll never let you out of my sight again.”

      A car honked behind her, and she barely stopped herself from flipping off the impatient prick. If Officer Hensley hadn’t already given her a warning after the incident with the mayor’s eighty-year-old mother-in-law, she would have.

      Glaring at the shiny black pickup in the rearview mirror, she inched through the intersection and continued along High Street toward downtown in second gear. Its monstrous grill filled her back window the entire drive to Roma’s Gourmet Gelato on the square. As she pulled into the diagonal space next to the curb, the tailgater angled in beside her. She slung her purse strap over her head and across her body, praying the owner of the pickup didn’t open his big-ass door into her pride and joy.

      The driver exited his vehicle and frowned at her through the open window. “It figures. If you don’t know how to drive a stick, you should practice in a parking lot instead of backing up traffic on the road.”

      “Is this piss-off-the-short-tempered-Italian-chick day?” She shoved out of the car and slammed the heavy door shut. “Horns are for emergencies, jackass, and your truck would’ve been in my backseat if I’d needed to stop fast, so maybe you should practice your driving skills with Hot Wheels. And it figures better not have anything to do with my being female when you’re obviously compensating for a tiny dick.”

      “I’ve never had any complaints about the size of my dick.” Scowling at her over the top of Barry, the instigator buttoned his obviously tailored suit coat. Annoyance radiated through his dark sunglasses. It complemented his GQ-businessman beard stubble impeccably, making him exactly not her type. “I don’t have time to argue with a crazy woman. I’m already running late because of you.”

      “Good, because I’d rather swim in a vat of used motor oil than waste a minute talking to an obnoxious twit whose most frequent sex partner is probably his hand. And keep your pathetic pecker in your pants around me or you’ll be sorry.” She sorted through her keys as she stepped onto the sidewalk and gave the chauvinistic loser her back. Between him and Cliff, they’d all but cured her of any craving for real sex, at least for today. She inserted the key into the deadbolt and twisted until the tumbler clicked into the unlock position. “I need more batteries and fewer men in my life.”

      The second lock stuck until she yanked upward on the door handle and tapped the lower corner of the door with the toe of her hiking boot. Although her actions probably looked like a frustrated effort to the casual observer, growing up with a locksmith father had taught her a few tricks to customize the security of the front door to her business.

      “Need help?”

      She blew out a noisy breath as she pushed inside. The last thing she needed was assistance from the alpha-tistical pig parked next to her. “Clearly not.”

      “You’re Roma Denata?” His shadow, but not the swine himself, followed her through the doorway. “The sweet little ice-cream maker Glenn Frasier told me about?”

      Whirling around to face the intruder, she positioned a key between her fingers as a makeshift weapon. Glenn, you’re getting a boot up the ass the next time I see you. I don’t give a shit if you are my landlord. “I’m not sweet and it’s gelato, not ice cream. Everybody’s little compared to your ego. State your business and go away.”

      The suit looked down at her and shook his head, but his perfectly mussed brown hair didn’t budge. Amusement danced on his full kissable lips. “He didn’t mention the chip on your shoulder is bigger than you are.”

      Smack-able, maybe, but not kissable. The fact that he was more than a foot taller than her and had rubbed her nose in it gave her reason enough to send him packing. “Fuck you.”

      His derisive snort added to her instant dislike of him. “I’m meeting Glenn here at eight, so if you want fucked, it’ll have to be a quickie, little bit.”

      Behind him, a young woman walking a trio of shih tzus stared wide-eyed at Roma through the open door, having obviously overheard the most inappropriate part of tall-dark-and-arrogant’s statement.

      She wrenched the overgrown egomaniac inside, locked the door, and dragged him toward the kitchen. A flip of the switch flooded the work area in light. “Move it, buster.”

      At the sink, he planted his feet, preventing her from kicking him out the delivery entrance, and shoved his sunglasses into his hair. “You know I was just teasing you, right?”

      “Were you now? I guess that makes you a pussy tease instead of a cock tease.” It doesn’t feel so good when you’re the target, does it? She hooked her foot on the stepstool under the counter and slid it closer, ready to teach the spineless jerk a lesson. The second step brought her almost eye-to-eye with him. Then she hooked her arm around his neck and clamped her mouth on his.

      He put up no resistance when she slid her tongue past his lips. Instead, he met her aggressive glide with one of his own. A low groan accompanied his attempt to take control, negating his claim that he hadn’t meant what he said.

      Typical male. She deepened the kiss and slipped her free hand beneath the back of his suit coat to palm his ass. The muscles tightened under her fingertips, encouraging her to continue her exploration. Pressing forward, she ground her pelvis against the growing lump in his pants. It was, by no measure, pathetic or tiny, but she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of telling him so.

      He groaned again as he guided her knee up to his hip and aligned the center seam of her cutoffs against his hard-on. The contact triggered a ripple of pleasure through her clit, stealing her breath and forcing a needy moan from her throat. A shudder spread through her insides and weakened her knees enough that she would’ve melted onto the floor if he hadn’t had a hold of her.

      Desperate for a breath, she pulled away. “Condom in my purse.”

      He froze, clearly shocked by her proposition, but his lust-clouded eyes outed his deepest desire. It matched hers—of that, she had no doubt.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Unless you’re too chicken to let me test-drive your tiny pathetic dick.”

      He rocked his hips into hers, evidently not willing to pass up her challenge. “I have one in my wallet.”

      His husky voice wound its way over her nerve endings and she worked his wallet free from his back pocket. She handed it to him as she lowered her foot to the stepstool. “Suit up.”

      While he freed his erection and rolled on the condom, she unfastened her shorts and pushed a single leg hole past her hiking boot, along with her underwear. Using the added height to her advantage, she draped her arms around his neck, hopped, and wrapped her legs around his waist.

      He guided her onto his cock in a single smooth glide, stretching and filling her body all the way to her G-spot. Every movement as he carried her to the walk-in fridge behind her seated him deeper. “Still think I’m compensating?”

      “Shut up and fuck me.” She pressed her back to the metal door for leverage and arched toward him.

      His mouth reconnected to hers and he thrust forward. Aggression clashed with her hunger, throwing her headlong into the beginnings of an orgasm, but he withdrew, stalling the release before it could fully develop. Then he lunged into her again, driving his tongue and his dick into her at the same time. Her spine ground into the unforgiving surface of the door. Once more, fireworks ignited without going off.

      She growled into his mouth and dug her fingernails into his scalp, needing him to go faster and harder but unwilling to surrender in their battle of tongues to tell him. Bracing her shoulder blades against the metal, she tightened her thighs around him and met his next thrust halfway. The impact shattered the invisible barrier that had kept physical gratification out of her reach. Spots danced in her vision and tingles rushed through her limbs, carrying her up one mountainous peak after another. Rawness in her throat suggested her cries were long and loud, but his thunderous bellow drowned out the sound as he buried himself inside her with a last energetic shove.

      His chest heaved in time with his panting and she let the erratic current of aftershocks race through her slack muscles. Leaning her head against the refrigerator door, she closed her eyes to enjoy the pulsing waves of post-orgasmic euphoria.

      Holy Moses.

      The buzz of the delivery entrance bell yanked her back to reality and she clutched at the stranger’s lapels to keep from falling. “Put me down.”

      He lifted her off his still semi-hard cock in slow motion, triggering another tremor in her lower belly as he slid free. “Straighten your legs, short stuff.”

      Clenching her jaw, she removed her legs from his waist and waited for him to set her on the floor. Despite the wobbliness in her knees, she bent over to thread her boot through both right leg holes. “Call me that again, and you’ll have a lip as fat as your ego.”

      He snickered as he tucked his sheathed dick in his pants and zipped up. “I’m pretty sure you’d need a ladder.”

      The buzzer rang again, interrupting her backswing to kick him in the shin.

      “Better answer that.” He pocketed his wallet and adjusted his tie.

      Fairly certain the visitor was her landlord, based on the jerk’s earlier comment, she ignored the doorbell and turned toward the cooler. “I’m not expecting anybody. Show yourself out when you tell whoever’s there I said to go away. I’m busy and we’re closed.”

      “Golly gee, I feel so used.” He sneered through his smartass remark.

      She shrugged as she entered the cold-storage unit for the pistachio mix she’d prepped last night. “The truth hurts sometimes. Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on the way out.”

      Raucous laughter carried from the kitchen to the farthest set of shelving in the walk-in, where she hefted the container of milky drab-green liquid. A loud thunk announced his departure.

      Alone at last. She waddled through the opening, ready to load the first batch in the churn.

      “—met Roma then?” Glenn Frasier stood at the delivery entrance with the prick’s outstretched hand in his. “Ah, Roma, how are you? I see you’ve met Lu⁠—”

      La la la la la. She screamed the repetitive phrase in her head to block out the intruder’s name. A one-time fuck wasn’t worthy of an introduction, especially when she had no plans to ever cross paths with him again.

      “— new owner.” Her landlord’s grin warned her she’d missed something important.

      She set the tub on the prep table and rubbed her palms over the ragged hem of her cutoffs. “What did you say?”

      “Lucas here is the new owner of the building. Me and the missus are retiring to Florida.”

      “You sold the building without telling me?” Fury surged past the relative calm the orgasm had brought, and she grabbed the ladle hanging on the wall. “You. And you. Fottutissimi stronzi, maledetti figli di puttana, fedifraghi bastardi, li mortacci vostri e chi non vi ci ha mai mandato! Fanculo! Tutti e due!”

      “Run!” Glenn bolted through the open service door.

      Swinging her weapon, she chased his co-conspirator out after him. “Giuro che vi taglio i coglioni e li do in pasto ai maiali!”
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      “Jesus, you told me she was sweet! Was that just a ploy to get me to buy the property?” Glad for the shade in the parking lot behind the gelato shop and its neighboring storefronts, Lucas Calloway slid his hand in his pocket to surreptitiously adjust the used condom pulling on his short hairs. Banshee was a more fitting description for Roma Denata, but his great uncle seemed to like the belligerent female. “And what the hell was she screeching at us?”

      Glenn dabbed at his forehead with the wrinkled handkerchief he’d withdrawn from his plaid knee-length shorts. “Hoo-ey! I can’t say for sure, but it was a doozy. Something about pig testicles, I think. She inherited more than a fierce temper from her nonna. Roma’s got a knack for Italian insults like nobody’s business. Watch out if she brings our ancestors into it, ’cause that means she’s really ticked off.”

      “Temper, huh?” Maybe that explained her tendency to scream—when she was mad and when she had a rip-roaring orgasm. Lucas nodded toward the sidewalk leading between his properties and the next one. Disposing of the rubber was quickly becoming a top priority. “Come on, Uncle Glenn. I’ll buy you a cup of coffee. I meant to grab one before our meeting, but I got stuck behind a slowpoke.”

      “Can’t. I have an eight-thirty tee time. Gotta practice my putting first.” Stuffing the handkerchief in his pocket, the older man grinned. “Give Roma a day or two to cool off before you talk to her again. Once she finds out you’re honoring her lease, she’ll be sweet as pie.”

      What’s she going to be when I tell her she has to be out in thirty days? Lucas shook the old man’s hand, not about to share that particular detail with his uncle or his tenant yet. “Thanks for the tip. Keep your head down and your eye on the ball.”

      “You bet.” Glenn hurried toward Roma’s Gourmet Gelato, the spring in his step a clear indication he was as happy to be free of the building as Lucas should’ve been to acquire it. Who could blame the old man for retiring when his renter seemed to have a perpetual lit fuse?

      Taking the alley shortcut, Lucas headed for the coffee shop a block north of his truck. The condom had to go before it performed an unwanted bikini wax on him, and he could do with a dose of caffeine. He shouldn’t have let the hotheaded pixie seduce him into screwing her brains out, but her fiery temperament turned him on as much as it irritated him. Besides, an early-morning fuck was never a bad thing, especially when it came with no strings.

      He held the coffee shop door for a trio of thirty-something women in business attire as they exited, offering a roguish wink when the leggy redhead gave him an assessing once-over. They walked with their heads together, occasionally glancing back at him as they headed toward the crosswalk. Too bad the redhead had the look of a husband-hunter about her. His ego wasn’t fat, even if it was well deserved.

      An image of his new tenant in the throes of extraordinary orgasm popped into his mind as he stopped in the restroom to dispose of the Trojan and it stuck with him while he ordered a small black coffee to go. Although he rarely went back for seconds with the women he had sex with, he wouldn’t be opposed to getting Roma Denata fully naked at least once. He hadn’t gotten the opportunity to see, let alone touch, the overflowing handfuls filling out her form-fitting tank top. A glimpse at her probable double-D cleavage had sparked more than passing curiosity about what lay beneath the low-cut shirt. However, Uncle Glenn’s timing would’ve been less than ideal if she’d taken time to strip off the rest of her clothes.

      What’s that saying he told me? Oh, yeah. Never fool around with a business associate unless you mean business. Fortunately, the gelato maker wouldn’t be his business associate for long, and he never meant business in sexual liaisons. Relationships weren’t part of his lifestyle.

      With his jacket slung over his arm, he accepted his coffee from the barista and strolled toward the two newly vacant storefronts flanking his soon-to-be-displaced tenant. His plans for the space would finally appease his parents enough to stop their persistent badgering about his inability to settle down, although unwillingness was more accurate. The wife-and-kids thing held no appeal. He loved the freedom that came with being responsible for no one but himself—and picking up and moving on when the mood struck. Some men were better off living a life of nomadic bachelorhood.

      “Luke? Luke Calloway?”

      The impulse to pretend he hadn’t heard someone calling his name almost propelled him back toward the coffee shop, as did pretending he wasn’t Luke Calloway. Only somebody he’d grown up with in Wadsworth would know him by that name.

      “It is you. I heard you were b-back in town.” A wiry man in jeans, a T-shirt, and a John Deere cap popped out from behind a red pickup a few spots up from Lucas’s truck as he crossed the street. Even with his eyes hidden behind sunglasses, the stranger was recognizable by his almost-cured stutter and every-stranger’s-a-friend demeanor. “Word is you’re staying for a while.”

      “Maybe. I haven’t decided yet.” At the curb, Lucas lost a fight with a smile and offered his hand to one of the few people who hadn’t made his life a living hell until he was bigger and meaner than most of their classmates. “Bobby Vaughan, how have you been?”

      After a quick swipe of his palm on his jeans, Bobby took Lucas’s outstretched hand and gave it a robust shake. “Good. Real good. Been m-married ten years tomorrow, two kids, and I’m running my dad’s p-plumbing business since he retired. Can’t complain at all. Roma tells me I’ll be b-billing you now instead of Glenn for the work I’m doing. Says you bought him out so he can move to Florida. She was none too pleased about it, either.”

      Lucas shrugged and tossed his empty coffee cup in the trashcan outside the gelato shop. “She didn’t know about the deal until this morning. Glenn didn’t mention any problems with the plumbing. What’s wrong?”

      “Water heater needs replaced. Gotta be d-done by ’leven thirty when she opens.”

      Damn it. “You’re sure it can’t be repaired? How much?”

      “Yup. It sprung a leak at the bottom out of the blue. Happens sometimes with old units. Wholesale plus labor. Where should I send the bill?”

      “I’m setting up a temporary office next door. You can leave it in the mailbox by the back door.”

      “Will do.” Bobby rapped his knuckles on the hood of his pickup and then climbed inside. “Gotta g-go pick up that new water heater. Call me and we’ll have a beer sometime.”

      “You bet.” The likelihood that his tenant had damaged the equipment to spite him almost convinced Lucas to face off with her again, but he waved at Bobby and walked to the space next door. Another round of angry sex wasn’t on today’s agenda.

      Son of a bitch, I hope this property isn’t a damn money pit.

      He flipped through his ring of keys, determined to put Roma Denata and the plumbing problem out of his mind. Although he planned to locate a figurative escape hatch in case of emergency, a new opportunity lay on the other side of the door. The key turned, and the slight hitch of the moving deadbolt vibrated through his fingertips.

      Pocketing his keys, he grasped the handle. The door didn’t budge. A harder tug proved ineffectual. “Don’t tell me I need to hire a locksmith too.”

      “Did you try lifting up on the handle and giving the lower right corner a nudge with your foot as you turn the key?” A woman’s reflection stared back at him in the glass door. The dog sitting at her feet tilted its head, like it questioned his larger brain capacity. “It’s a little trick to slow down burglars. I can show you how to do it if you like.”

      He did as she instructed and the door swung outward with a gentle pull. “That’s what that kick and tug were about at the gelato shop. I thought the lock was stuck.”

      “You met Roma then?”

      Careful to keep his body language neutral, he gave a curt nod.

      Extending her hand, the woman smiled. Her companion eyed him with what looked like suspicion. She slackened the leash and the on-guard German shepherd seemed to relax. “Mr. Calloway, I’m Andria Kubicek, your nine o’clock appointment. And this is Maxine, my service dog. I know I’m early, but that’s better than being late.”

      “I agree. Good to meet you, Andria. Call me Lucas.” He shook her hand and then held the door open for her and her bodyguard. The dog seemed focused on the job, so he left her to it instead of greeting her. “Take your time looking around. Have you had a chance to review my proposal?”

      “Several times. I have to say I’m a little surprised a successful businessman is interested in investing in something like this. You’re not going to make money on it and you’ll only be making a real difference in probably a few dozen lives. ROI and the bottom line seem important to you.” Her perfunctory glances around the office space suggested she’d shown up for their meeting solely to be polite. “Nothing against the project or you. I’m just being honest.”

      “You’re right.” He slipped the slightly crumpled sample brochure from the inside pocket of his suit jacket and laid it on the built-in reception counter. Wild sex with his tenant hadn’t done it any good. “I’m partnering with a foundation that supports the local rape-crisis line and a safe-house. They want to expand to include recovery services, a low-cost self-defense studio, and a couple other projects that are still in the idea stage. Your personal experience and professional background make you the perfect person to run the recovery services office.”

      She took the brochure he offered as she walked past the reception area and toward the meeting rooms. “It’s a nice space. Plenty of room for individual and group therapy, workshops, support group sessions. Do you have a list for legal and outside psychotherapy referrals? Or would that be one of my responsibilities?”

      “The Foundation has someone who’s handling the referral list. They want you to develop a plan for the kinds of services we should provide to clients, hire staff, and manage the office once it’s up and running. There are two large meeting rooms upstairs, but we can modify the space to make better use of it, if necessary.”

      Stopping outside the conference room, she looked at him over her shoulder, holding his gaze long enough to set his nerves on edge. “You’re obviously aware that I’m a rape survivor. If you don’t mind my asking, what’s your connection? Why are you invested in this project?”

      He caught his jaw tightening and made a conscious effort to loosen the muscles. “A member of my family was raped. My parents started the Foundation several years ago to provide resources she didn’t have access to.”

      The words he’d practiced for hours on end the last few weeks were only marginally easier than the first time he’d said them aloud.

      “I’m glad they created something positive from such a horrible thing.” She turned away, freeing him from the same haunted look he recognized from family gatherings. “They say everybody knows someone who’s been affected by it.”

      “Yes.” Having sat through a presentation on current rape statistics during the most recent Foundation meeting, he hoped Andria didn’t plan to further educate him on the subject.

      Thankfully, she was quiet as she explored the rest of the two-story building with her watchful companion.

      The click, click, click of the dog’s toenails on the wood stairs announced their return to the first floor five minutes later. As Andria rounded the newel post, she locked onto his gaze again. “What’s the next step if I decide I’m interested in the position? Do you have other interviews lined up?”

      Lucas pushed away from the reception counter where he’d waited during her self-guided tour. “Although I’m acting only as a liaison for the Foundation, I’ve been asked to make a hiring recommendation from a list they provided because of my business expertise. Out of the five potential candidates, I believe you’re the best qualified for the job and I’ve already made the Board aware of my choice. Unless you’re not interested, I don’t see the point in meeting with any of the others.”

      Nothing about her serious expression gave away her thoughts. “You seem pretty confident about my abilities, even though you haven’t even seen my official resume.”

      “I had a name. An unusual one, at that. A little online research can produce a decent profile when you know where to look. Being local also helped.” He gestured for her to lead the way to the exit and followed her outside. “Thanks for meeting with me. I’d like to have an answer on Monday. You have my contact information if you have any questions.”

      She nodded and adjusted her hold on the leash. “I’ll be in touch in a day or two. I have some things to think about.”

      “Of course. You’re welcome to take the full four days if you need them.”

      The dog fell into step beside her as she nodded again and headed in the opposite direction of the gelato shop. Her steady gait exuded an air of subtle confidence and determination, not at all what he would’ve expected from a woman whose life had exploded four years ago. The violation of her body and the unfortunate demise of her marriage hadn’t broken her. She was strong and brave—a survivor. That’s why he’d chosen her to lead others through recovery. His gut was seldom wrong.

      He shoved the key in the lock, crossing his fingers that securing the door didn’t require another secret handshake. The lower bolt clicked into place, but numerous tries with the upper mechanism failed until he yanked the handle upward and gave the door a none-too-gentle kick.

      Security measure or not, the glitchy deadbolts have to go.

      His cell buzzed against his palm as he typed in “call a locksmith” to his growing to-do list. The name and number triggered a mix of affection and agitation. He bulldozed through the disconcerting feelings and tapped the Answer button. “Hi, Mom.”

      “G’morning, sunshine. How did it go?” Metal clinked against glass and birds chirped in the background, confirming his mother sat on the deck with her usual endless pot of morning tea while she reviewed Foundation paperwork.
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