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To comedienne and

fabulous human being,

LEANNE MORGAN.

Why, you ask, am I dedicating a book to a celebrity I have never met? 

Because she was the inspiration for CarlieRae Quinlan. 

Without Ms. Morgan's

wit, comedic timing, an insight into human nature, mothering, and menopause,

CarlieRae would

never exist.
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Trigger Warning...
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Because I want every reader who comes to one of my books to feel comfortable with the material within the pages, I feel the need to state there is a subplot in YOU'RE MY MATCH concerning mental illness which includes the mention of suicide, bipolar disorder, and hording behavior. If any of those are triggers for you, I want you to be forewarned.

I have tried to treat mental illness and the people afflicted with the kindness, respect, and need for honest depiction and truthful information that it deserves. 

I hope I have achieved this.

~ Peg

p.s. This book is a little longer than the others in the series ( okay, A  LOT longer!) but it's because Charity and Kolby were so resistant to see what was right in front of them – like a lot of people are when it comes to the person you should be loving!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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“I swear, if my ass gets pinched one more time by any of these drunken frat boys," Charity Quinlan told her reflection, "a come-to-Jesus firestorm is gonna rain down on them the likes of which has never been seen ’round these parts." It wasn’t often she slipped into her Southern dialect, but she was madder than a nest of hornets.

After hauling in a giant breath, she smoothed a nonexistent wrinkle from her dress and then nodded at the image staring back at her from the inn’s guest bathroom mirror.

“Take a breath and get it together, Baby-girl. Remember who you are and whose you are.”

One more hour and she could go home. The wedding reception was almost over and she envisioned putting her screaming feet up on her coffee table, inhaling a quart of takeaway General Tso’s chicken, and vegging with a few episodes of Blind for Love, her newest reality show obsession.

But first she had to get through this wedding from hell.

No, that wasn’t fair. The wedding itself was lovely, as were the bride and groom. 

When Charity had been put in charge of their preparations by her boss, Heaven’s famed, award-winning wedding planner Colleen O’Dowd, she’d found the happy couple a joy to work with. Genuinely in love, they’d agreed on everything she’d presented to them for options. Even their mothers had been amenable, never once shoving their own opinions and expectations onto the couple’s day. 

She’d given the bride and groom a wedding day to remember forever. Everything was timed to perfection and had gone off without a hitch, every tiny detail flawless and exactly what they desired.

It was the groomsmen who were spoiling it. Two of them had arrived at the church hung over from the raucous bachelor party the night before. She’d spotted a flask covertly passed around in the vestibule before the ceremony. Knowing a little hair of the dog went a long way in easing a post-party hangover, Charity had kept silent.

When the reception started, liter bottles of champagne and tequila replaced the flask. The bartender had refilled the stocked bar twice before dinner to keep up with the drinking flow. She’d wanted to tell him to stop serving the obnoxious twenty-somethings, but knew she couldn’t.

She’d tried to speak to the ringleader, the groom’s brother, at one point when they’d all begun removing their tuxedo jackets, shirts, and shoes. He’d looked down on her from his substantial six-foot-plus height to her petite five-foot-barely-one, plastered a wet, leering smirk across his face and slung an arm around her waist, tugging her up against his sweating-like-a-working-farm-animal body. She had to hold her breath from the rancid combination of hoppy-breath and body odor engulfing her.

“Why don’t you take that stick out of your gorgeous little ass, sweetheart? It’s a wedding. Loosen up a little.” He punctuated the remark by dropping his hand to her butt and giving it a lecherous pinch.

Charity didn’t know which was more repugnant: the smell of him, the comment about her ass, or his hand on it.

As she expertly extricated herself from his hold, she gave equal weight to all three. Taking several steps away, she tried reasoning with him, forgetting you can never reason with a drunk. His body listed to one side as he said, “You’re not paying for this shindig, babe, so you don’t get a say in how we act or what we do at my baby brother’s wedding.” He then waved a dismissive hand at her, mumbled something that sounded like bitch, and strutted away without another word to her.

Back at his group of inebriated friends, he blatantly turned around and indicated her while he spoke. Laughter wafted from their little circle, and she wasn’t blind to the nasty, squinty-eyed stares they threw her way. 

It was then an ass-pinching campaign began in earnest. Wherever she was, she found one of the frat boys just happened to be in her vicinity as well. Stealthily, a hand would make its way to her bottom before she realized it. After the deed was done, the idiot would laugh and walk off.

Charity couldn’t react like she wanted to, which was to roundhouse the guy’s nuts, aiming her foot at the perfect level she knew would inflict the most pain. Two decades of studying karate had given her height-challenged body a decided edge when dealing with bullies of all sizes, ilk, and inebriated states.

But she couldn’t drop the guy like a sack of fermented potatoes. She had a job to do and dealing with groomsmen who’d drank a little too much was part of it. 

But oh, how her leg itched to kick out.

After taking a bracing breath, she opened the bathroom door and found, to her utter frustration, another booze-rattled frat bro leaning against the wall.

That he was waiting for her was apparent. That he was up to no good? Also clear. He pushed off the wall with a tipsy shrug and plastered a boozy smile on his face.

“Hey, gorgeous.”

She ignored him and attempted to sidle by, but even with a few heavily poured glasses of alcohol swimming in his system, he moved faster and snaked a hand around her bare upper arm, halting her.

Cursing the choice of sundress she’d worn for the day, she bemoaned the fact she hadn’t opted for sleeves instead of spaghetti straps. The guy’s naked hand against her flesh made her skin crawl.

Charity clamped down on her anger and the urge to sucker punch him and said in a voice carved from steel, “Let go of my arm.”

He simply squeezed harder and leered down at her.

For the millionth time in her life, she cursed her lack of height.

“I said,” she spat between clenched teeth, her calm dissolving, “Let. Me. Go.”

“Now, that’s not nice, babe. You’re the hired help. You’re supposed to make nice with the guests.” 

Even drunk, the guy was a mass of muscle. He tugged her full up against his body, her face crushing into his chest.

The breezeway between the ballroom and the bathrooms was empty, save for the two of them, the booming bass of the band, wall-shakingly loud. Charity could scream, but knew no one would hear her. 

His free hand slid down her back to cup her ass. She was just about to give in to her training when he fell backward, releasing her. Charity rocked on her heels as she ricocheted into the wall behind her.

Frat boy was the one wobbling now, held by the back scruff of his smelly tuxedo shirt in a hold he was incapable of breaking free from.

“She said let go.” The voice was thick, harsh, and deathly soft.

And familiar.

Kolby O’Brian, her co-worker and, unfortunately, the bane of her existence, held the guy in a death grip, his muscular arms pulling him up to the tips of his toes as he held on to him.

“Give off, Dude,” the man whined. “I’m a guest. You’re hurting me.”

“I don’t care if you’re the leader of the free world. If you think this hurts, you try to touch her again and you’ll know what real pain is.” He shook the guy as if he were a rag doll, and then released him with a forceful shove toward the ballroom. “I’d advise you to go back to the party. Now.”

The guy clutched his throat, his face a mask of pain and fear as he stared at the behemoth that was her photographer. With a quick side-eye to her, he shook his head and mumbled, “Not worth it,” as he beelined on shaky legs back to the ballroom.

“Are you okay?” Kolby asked as he peered down at her, worry cascading over his handsome face.

“Why did you do that?" Fury bowled through her shaking voice. Her heart rate was speeding like a freight train, and it wasn’t solely from the encounter with the drunk. 

Kolby's thick, arched eyebrows tugged to the center of his forehead. “Why did I—? The guy had you plastered against him, Charity, against your will. What was I supposed to do? Let him assault you?”

“I had it handled, Kolby. I didn’t need any interference from you.”

“How? The guy was twice your size and weight, not to mention piss-drunk. You can’t predict what someone like that is going to do.”

“I. Had. It. Handled,” she spat through tight lips. “You didn’t need to ride in on your macho white horse to save me. I’m not a little girl who needs protecting. I can take care of myself.”

The expression on his face went from confusion to hurt and then morphed into anger. Beetled brows tugged down over those blue eyes that haunted her in dreams, the mouth she’d fantasized about pressing her own against, tight at the corners and bent into an upside-down U. His nostrils flared once, then relaxed again when he let out a breath shrouded in annoyance.

It was evident in the derision that framed his expression he didn’t believe she could take care of herself. She braced for a verbal unleashing. Kolby’s ego was a solid wall of masculinity built with a cocky, know-it-all base that he never attempted to hide.

He was everything she despised in a man, and it killed her to be so damn drawn to him.

Their working relationship had started on rocky ground the first day they’d met. He was the senior employee, fabulous at his job, and had enjoyed a relaxed, flirty relationship with the previous assistant. He’d sized Charity up with those hooded bedroom eyes, and she got the feeling he was trying to gauge how fast he could get her in his bed.

She’d known and dealt with guys like Kolby O’Brian her entire life. Good-looking, cocky, self-assured men who lived life as if it was all going to burn away tomorrow. No long-term relationships, no commitment to anything but themselves and their pleasures. And they went through women like water goes through new pipes: fast and free-flowing.

Charity had shaken his hand, ignoring how he held it just a smidge longer than necessary,  and then treated him with an air of professional disinterest that had served her well when put in challenging situations during her life.

He’d regarded her with a quizzical eyebrow lift and nothing else.

Working alongside him for three years, watching the endless parade of female wedding guests throw themselves into his waiting and willing arms, grated. He’d never put a move on her, something she was thankful for. At the same time, she couldn’t help the stupid little crush that had developed. When he wasn’t acting like God’s gift to womankind, he was actually a smart and witty guy, in addition to a talented photographer. She knew the flirting served a purpose with the wedding party attendants when he was photographing them. It relaxed them and got them to smile naturally. 

But still. She wished he could suspend his man-whore ways just once.

“Oh, you had it handled, did you?” His mocking sarcasm chafed. “Exactly how did you have it handled, Charity? Were you gonna throw a drink in his face?” He glanced down at her balled hands. “Oh, hello. No drink. Were you gonna scream?” He looked over one shoulder and then the other. “Sorry, no one around to hear it. Tell me exactly how you were gonna handle a six-foot drunk with dick-lust and no one around to prevent him from doing what he wanted?”

He folded his arms across his massive chest, and all she could think of doing was drop-kicking him in the balls.

Sanity prevailed, though, and she didn’t. Well...sanity and a serious need to get this wedding ended without the benefit of an ambulance or the police being called.

She hauled in a breath and dug down to her toes for the professional calm that never served her wrong. When she was sure her emotions were contained, she said, “Look, this wedding’s just about over. Let’s get through the rest of it, okay? Then I won’t have to deal with these handsy idiots anymore.”

His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean? Have more of them been bothering you?”

The knuckles on his hands went white. That gave Charity a moment of pause.

He seemed...angry. 

She rolled her eyes and tried to infuse some snark into her voice. “They’re a bunch of moronic twenty-three-year-old spoiled babies.” She lifted a shoulder and shook her head. “They don’t have fully formed prefrontal cortexes yet, so they act out, emotionally and without boundaries. You’re the same gender, O’Brian. You know what’s inherent in the breed.”

Another head shake and she went to move past him, adding, “Let me go make sure that everything’s done with service, then we can start to wrap up.”

He shifted subtly, not to completely bar her way, but to make it impossible for her to get by without touching him.

“What?” she asked, slamming her hands on her hips.

“Tell me what they’ve been doing.” His voice was low again, barely above a whisper, and so filled with a dark and threatening promise she involuntarily shivered. His eyes glowed with a feral intent she'd seen in the barn cats back home when they were spoiling for a fight.

Why the hell did that arouse her? And why the hell did it have to be him, the one man she could never give herself to, be the one doing the arousing?

Her life was such a pain in the ass at times.

“Tell me, Charity,” he commanded.

Something in his tone warned her not to. Without thinking, she stretched out a hand and circled his wrist. Her fingers didn’t even touch. “I-I will. Just not now, okay? Let’s get this day done, and then I will. Okay?”

“Char—"

“Please, Kolby.”

His forehead slatted again as he stared, hard, down at her. She wondered what was running through his mind as his gaze dragged over her face, heating every part of the skin it touched.

With a reluctant head bob, his lips stayed tight at the corners.

Charity eased the breath she’d been holding through her lips. 

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go check with the bride and groom and see if they need anything or want you to take any more posed pics.”

While he followed her back to the ballroom, she dug deep for that inner calm again.

Forty minutes later, after the bride tossed the bouquet to the singles in the room, male and female, and the happy couple had done a final slow dance, Charity and Kolby escorted them to the inn’s owner, Maureen Alexander. They'd kissed their parents and then made their exit, allowing the party to continue on without them.

“Thank you for making our day perfect.” The bride hauled Charity into a fierce hug. Hundreds of mother-of-pearl beads sewn into the girl’s designer gown slammed into her cheek. Because of the height difference between them, Charity’s head only grazed the girl’s chest. With her face plastered against twenty-thousand dollars of beadwork and corseted breasts, it was all Charity could do to breathe without inhaling one of the tiny pearlescent orbs.

The bride released her, then threw herself at Kolby, who was smiling cheekily as he looked over at the groom.

“I married a hugger,” the newlywed said with a grin and a good-natured shrug.

“Maureen has your room ready,” Charity told them, “And I put two bottles of champagne and a few desserts, including a couple of pieces of your cake in there, too.”

“No one will be disturbing you in the morning,” Maureen said. “You come down to breakfast whenever you’re ready. I have you down for late checkout.”

The bride was an equal-opportunity hugger and now pulled the inn’s owner into a tight clutch.

“I’ll text you in the morning after I make sure the car service back to New York is running on time,” Charity told the girl. “I checked with the limo company today, and they’re all set to take you to the airport whenever you’re ready.” She pulled an envelope out of her big bag. “Here are your printed boarding passes. I texted them to you, too, so you'd have the backup. I’ve already checked you in for tomorrow's flight, and your travel itinerary is confirmed. A car will be waiting for you at the airport in Rome.”

“You’ve thought of everything,” the groom told her. “We can’t thank you enough.”

Charity waved a hand in the air. “All part of the service. Now, if there’s nothing else...”

Another round of hugs and then the couple sprinted up to their suite.

“Everything went okay from your end?” Maureen asked.

“No worries.” Charity gave her a hug.

“See you in the morning,” Maureen told her. Then to Kolby, she tossed a crooked grin and added, “I know I won’t be seeing you.”

“Got that right.” He kissed her cheek. “The couple requested no morning-after breakfast shots, so I’m sleeping in.” He asked Charity, “Ready to go?”

She nodded, told Maureen goodnight, then the two of them exited Inn Heaven.

Summer nighttime temperatures in New Hampshire were seasonably fickle, tonight no exception as the air was chilly for July. Charity shivered and wrapped her arms across her chest, her huge messenger work bag slung over one shoulder and bouncing across her hip as they silently walked to Kolby’s truck.

He punched the car alarm on his keyring and then opened the passenger door.

They’d been working together long enough that he knew he shouldn’t help her up into the cab, as she preferred doing it herself, so he waited until she hoisted herself in and then closed the door behind her.

Ten seconds later, he pulled out onto the county road. The benefit of a morning wedding was that their job ended by seven-thirty at the latest, and not the usual midnight or later an afternoon ceremony brought with it. The reception would go on for another hour at least, the band playing one more set after the bride and groom’s departure. But their work was done, so they could leave when the newlyweds did.

Charity closed her eyes and thought about how wonderful it was going to be once she got back to her apartment, slid out of her shoes and clothes, and then into the hot bath her muscles had been begging for all afternoon.

She offered up a silent thank you that Kolby wasn’t pestering her about the trouble she’d had with the groomsmen, but simply driving. His silence was welcome, even though it was unusual. 

The truck was slowing down much too early for her to be at her apartment. Charity opened her eyes, then frowned.

“Why are we here?”

The LOVE SHACK sign stared down at them. 

“Because it’s a Saturday night, I’m starving, and you haven’t eaten anything all day.”

“How do you know I haven’t eaten?”

He turned to face her, one eyebrow cocked upward, his forearms resting lazily on the steering wheel. “I’ve been glued to your side since six this morning when I picked you up, Charity. You got in my truck with a big-ass cup of coffee, and then we got right to work. You haven’t eaten or drank anything since then. I haven’t either, and I know if I’m starving, you gotta be, too. So,” he shrugged and lifted a hand to point to the bar. “We’re gonna go in, I’m gonna make sure you have something to eat, and then I’ll take you home.”

She glared across the cab at him, equal parts of pique and pleasure at war within her. After a moment of mutual staring, that eyebrow still flirting with his hairline, she let the pleasure win. 

“Okay.”

The other brow rose. “Okay?”

Charity wanted to grin, and almost did, at the surprise in his voice. 

Almost.

“Yeah. I was going to DoorDash when I got home anyway, so this will be easier.”

Shock took many forms on a person’s face. On Kolby’s it was a jaw-dropping, mouth-opening then slamming shut again response, accompanied by the aforementioned raised brows and widened eyes.

“Something wrong?” she asked, innocence coating her tone.

With a jerky head shake, he said, “Nope,” then pulled his keys from the ignition.
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Chapter Two
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The Love Shack was a hot spot for singles, couples, and anyone else who wanted a great burger, a cold drink, and a place to unwind and have some fun.

The owner, Kick Loomis, stood behind the bar, his long, curly hair tied up in a man-bun, a broad grin on his face as he built a Guinness for a customer. He spotted them enter, nodded, and thrust his chin toward an empty corner table.

Kolby pointed to it and told Charity, “That one’s open.”

They made their way through the crowded bar area, both of them smiling at people they recognized.

The table was a high top, and Charity had to toe-up on the chair foot rung to sit. Kolby had no such issue. 

He handed her a menu and took the other for himself.

Their waitress shot over, smiled, and relayed the specials.

“Want drinks?” she asked.

“I’ll have a tap beer,” Kolby said, then ticked his chin at Charity. “You want your usual Diet Pepsi?”

She couldn’t understand why him knowing her drink of choice was so pleasing, but it was. It was also sixty ways of annoying because it meant she was predictable, something she hated.

Just to be contrary, she said, “No.” Kolby’s brow moved north again. “I’ll take a cranberry Cosmo, please.”

The other brow joined its brother. “You sure? You haven’t eaten and —"

She cut him off with a silencing hand wave and placed her food order.

Once they were alone again, he said, “You’d better get some food in you before you drink. Otherwise, it’s gonna go straight to your head.”

Unable to recline backward because the high top had bar stools for chairs, she settled on crossing her elbows and resting them on the table as she glared at him. 

Head cocked, she put a look of false confusion on her face and said, “Funny. I don’t remember growing up with you.”

“What?”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Sarcasm dripped from her tone like melting icicles off a solar roof. “You sounded so much like my brothers that for a moment I was confused.”

His lips drew into a tight, flat line. He had no right to be pissed. She was the one who was being spoken to like a second grader and not a grown-ass woman.

“I just think—” 

She cut him off. “No, that’s the problem. You didn’t think. You’re not the boss of me, O’Brian. If I want a cocktail, I’m going to have a cocktail. I don’t need you second-guessing me, my decisions, what I do, and how I take care of myself.”

He reared back as if she’d slapped him clear across the cheek. Then, he leaned forward again, his eyes going to a hooded half-mast. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not talking about having a drink with no food in your system?”

Damn the man for his insightfulness. 

“You’re talking about that little scene back at the inn with the drunken jerk,” he stated with a nod. “When I intervened.”

She clamped down on her anger. “I had the situation handled. I didn’t need your help.”

“Yeah, you said that before. What I want to know is just how did you have it handled? The guy was almost a foot taller and had a hundred pounds on you. What were you gonna do, drop-kick him?”

The sneer on that fabulous mouth had her heart pounding and her blood boiling.

“Yes,” she answered. “If there was no other way out of the situation, that’s what I was planning to do.”

His expression blanked again, then puzzlement crept along his forehead. “What?”

“You heard me. I was prepared to take him down with a well-aimed roundhouse kick to his balls and a follow-up elbow strike to his jaw. And it wouldn’t have been the first time I resorted to that with a handsy guy. I exercised restraint because I didn’t want any repercussions to fall back on Colleen for my behavior.”

His face registered first shock, then confusion again. He was distracted from saying anything further when the waitress returned with their drinks.

“Food’ll be out in about ten,” she said before leaving them again.

Charity took a breath and then lifted the drink to her lips. Kick Loomis was a master mixologist. The very first time she’d ever tasted his version of her favorite drink, she’d sworn allegiance to him for the rest of her cocktail-imbibing life.

Now, as the icy-cold, sweet and equally tart liquid slid past her lips and across her tastebuds, she sighed and let her eyes drift closed as she willed every thought to leave her head. Her shoulders relaxed and dropped back to their natural position, her hands metaphorically un-fisted, and relaxation doused her system.

She licked her lips, wanting to savor every single drop.

A hiss from across the table had her opening her eyes to find the man who haunted her dreams and made her work life torture, staring back at her.  When his gaze zeroed in on her mouth, the tops of his cheeks were darker than moments before. A tick jumped at his jawline as he held his beer bottle aloft, mid-rise.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

He didn’t answer, just kept staring at her mouth.

“Hey.” She snapped two fingers in front of his face. “Earth to O’Brian.”

He blinked like he had a cinder in his eyes, then bobbed his head right and left a few times, before lifting his gaze back to her eyes.

“What’s wrong? The beer taste off or something?” Charity asked.

He waited a few beats, his attention never wavering from her face. Then, his brows pulled low over the eyes assessing her, and his voice deepened as he asked, “How do you know how to dropkick a guy? You take a self-defense class or something after some idiot got rough with you?”

The urge to roll her eyes was profound. The question was such a cliché. Like the only reason a girl would ever learn how to defend herself was because she’d been attacked. Kolby, aside from being a pain in her ass, was a chauvinist.

“For your information,” she said, after taking another sip, “I’m a third-degree black belt in Kempo Karate.”

He blinked. Hard. Several times.

“No shit?” 

“None.” She shook her head to underscore the word. 

“How long have you been taking karate? I mean, to be a black belt takes years, right?”

“I started studying when I was four. Earned my black belt at eighteen and have been working hard ever since, advancing. I earned my third stripe last year. So, in the future, please believe me when I say I’ve got a situation handled. I know how to protect myself.”

He took a long pull from the beer, his attention never wavering from her face. If she were a mind reader, she would know what was behind the intense, studious glare. But she wasn’t a mind reader, and right now Kolby O’Brian was a closed book without a cover blurb or synopsis.

When he tipped the beer back again, his throat working as the liquid slid down his gullet, her lower region started tingling. That little notch between his clavicle bobbed with the effort, and Charity had the sudden urge to run her tongue across his neck, move up to his jaw, and then plant her lips against his.

A shudder tripped down her spine as her vision blurred and the surrounding cacophony of music and people talking dulled and echoed, as if she’d dived into a vat of water.

She had to be dehydrated from not drinking or eating anything all day, so she lifted the glass to her lips again and took way more than a sip.

Way more, and way faster than she usually drank.

Kolby placed his bottle on the table and kept right on staring at her.

“You started at four?”

She nodded.

“Why?”

A common enough question, but it still rankled to have to explain. 

“You may not have noticed, but I’m not exactly built like a basketball player.”

A tiny grin split his lips. “No,” he said. “You definitely are not.”

With a nod, she continued. “I started kindergarten right after my fourth birthday because, well, I was ready educationally, and knowing I was going to be younger than everyone else and small for my age, my parents thought it would be a good idea for me to know how to defend myself against bullies.” She lifted the drink, took another delicious sip.

“I think I was still in diapers at four,” he quipped.

She refrained from rolling her eyes again, but boy, she wanted to, because she wouldn’t be surprised at all if that statement was true.

“Was it hard at that age? Learning how to punch and stuff?”

Lord, give me the strength to deal with people with preconceived notions.

“Karate is more mental than physical, which most people don’t get,” she said. “At four, I was taught how to use my words, my intellect, and to use logical outcome scenarios to get myself out of potentially dangerous and risky situations. Barring that, the physical stuff was more fun and exercise. I didn’t realize I was being trained until I got older and could conceptualize it.” She took another sip, sighed, then added, “I was the only girl in my class until I was fourteen. By then I was two belts away from black and helped teach classes. So again, please believe me when I say I could have handled that obnoxious drunk. I’ve done it too many times to count.”

Those gorgeous blue eyes went hard again, then softened as he kept his attention on her face. 

“The boys in class give you a hard time ‘cuz you were a girl?”

With a speaking glance, she asked, “You were a boy once upon a time. What do you think?”

He waited a few beats, just staring across at her, his face still clouded. 

“How did I not know you were a black belt?” he asked, at length. “Or that you have brothers? How many?”

“Five.”

He whistled. “We’ve worked together for over three years, been to a hundred weddings together, and ridden countless hours in my truck. And you’ve never told me that. I kinda feel like I should have known all that about you.”

She shrugged, the move making her head spin a bit.

“In fact, I’m just realizing right now I barely know anything personal about you.” He cocked his head. “Other than you have a degree in marketing and like Diet Pepsi.”

Charity took another sip. “Why would you? It’s not like we’re friends or anything.”

He looked a little hurt by that. Or maybe just surprised. Her vision really wasn’t very good when she was this tired.

“What?” she asked. “We’re not. You and I work in the same place, but we don’t,” she flapped a hand in the air, “hang out or anything. We’re not buds. We’ve never had a conversation that didn’t revolve around work. And we barely talk when we drive to events. You’re always listening to your dumb country music.”

“People can talk while they listen to music, Charity, and don’t call my music dumb.” He pointed his index finger at her. “Country songs are poetry about real life.”

This time she did roll her eyes. “Your taste in music rivals your taste in women. It’s no wonder you know nothing about me. I’m not the type of girl you’d ever look at, much less talk to.”

She finished her drink and glanced across at him. A pronounced frown covered his entire face, along with something in his eyes she once again had no clue about.

“You know it’s true.”

“Which part?”

“What?” She shook her head, the motion causing her to grip the table so she wouldn’t fall from the chair. She really shouldn’t let herself get so dehydrated.

“Which part do you think is true? That I have bad taste in music? Women? Or that you’re not my type?”

“All three.”

He considered her for a beat, then picked up his beer and took a slow sip, his eyes never leaving hers.

“Sorry about the wait,” their waitress said, materializing in front of them. “It’s gonna be a few more minutes. Want another?” she asked Charity.

“Please,” she said at the same time Kolby said, “No.”

The server’s gaze bounced between them.

With first a withering stare for Kolby, then a smile for their server, Charity said, “Yes, please. I’ll have another one. Thank you.”

“You good, Kolby?”

“All set.” 

Charity crossed her arms over her chest when they were alone again. “I seem to remember having this conversation already, but you are not my keeper, O’Brian. If I want another drink, I’m going to have one. I’m over the legal drinking age – -"

“You don’t act it.”

"—and I’m not driving.”

“Thank God for that.”

“But even if I were, I’d take car service, so just stop trying to,” her fingers splayed in the air again, “whatever, and let me enjoy myself. I’ll remind you, I wasn’t the one who drove us here. I was perfectly content to head straight home. At least there I could have a drink without you looking at me with condescending disgust.”

He continued to regard her through those eyes that made her feel like he was undressing her, even though she knew it was more likely he was plotting her demise. No way did he care what she looked like naked. She hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d said she wasn’t his type.

Nope. Not even close.

Kolby went for leggy, skinny, busty, and experienced women, who weren’t looking for anything more than a few hours of sexual release, not a height-challenged, flat chested, emotionally fragile wedding planner assistant looking for a lifetime commitment with her soulmate.

“I’m not looking at you with disgust, Charity.”

“You need a mirror because it looks that way from where I’m sittin'.”

He stayed quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry if you think that. And I’m sorry if you thought I stepped over a line with the drink comment. I was simply worried about you drinking alcohol on an empty stomach after working like a dog for over thirteen hours.”

His repentance looked sincere. And cute. 

Really cute.

And hot.

So freaking hot.

And speaking of hot...certain parts of her body were getting a little steamy, too, as he kept staring at her.

Her drink arrived just in time to help cool her down.

When she took a big gulp, Kolby shook his head again. “If I say slow down until you get some food in you, are you gonna bite my head off?”

“I’d rather bite something else,” she said, and immediately clamped her hand over her mouth, horrified. A huge hiccup erupted from her and spilled around her fingers.

“I’m...I mean...” Hic.  “Forget I said...” Hic. “I mean...” Hic.

Kolby’s eyes lasered onto her face. Narrowed.

“I didn’t mean that.” Hic. “I mean, well...” Hic. “I don’t want to bite it. You! I mean, you, of course." Heat rained down from her scalp to her cheeks and then neck, blazing over her skin. “I’m not a biting kind of girl.”

Why couldn’t the floor just open up and drag her down to hell so she could stop talking?

“Charity?"

“I mean, that I’m not gonna,” Hic, “yell or be mad at you if,” Hic, “you say something. I’m really not that kind of girl.” Hic. “I don’t carry grudges. And I don’t yell. Not usually,” Hic, “at least. With you, for some reason, all bets are off.”

Another hand clamp, this time accompanied by a huge eye roll that had her swaying with dizziness in her chair.

Lordy. What had gotten into her? 

Stupid question, Baby-girl. Blame it on the alcohol was a hit song for a reason.

Kolby was sitting upright on his stool, his face a myriad of conflicting emotions. Confused eyes; embarrassed cheeks; mad mouth.

And he still looked good enough to...bite.

Stop. STOP!

“Char—"

“No. Don’t speak.” Hic. She held up a hand in a halt motion. “Just...just...” Hic. She jumped down from the chair and grabbed his arm. “Dance with me. Until the food comes.” Hic. “You’re right. I drank too much too fast. I need to burn it off. Come on.”

She tugged on his arm, subconsciously surprised when he rose and came with her to an open patch of land on the dance floor.

With no thought as to why this was the worst idea in the history of ideas, she realized, a bit too late, the song was a ballad and not a heart-thumping rock tune the band had been playing since they’d arrived. They’d switched sets at the worst possible time.

Slow, instead of fast, was not how she was going to dissipate the alcohol from her system.

Nor get the idea of laying her lips and teeth on Kolby from it.

“You know,” she said, adding one more hiccup, “maybe this isn’t such a good idea.” She turned and slammed straight into his wall of a chest. Kolby’s hands rose to settle around her upper arms. 

Her bare upper arms.

The room revolved like a penny spun on its edge.

“Whoa,” she said, trying to get everything back in focus as she blinked a few times, her body swaying with the effort.

“Steady. I’ve got you.”

Effortlessly, Kolby slid one meaty hand around her waist, the other taking her hand and drawing her near enough to him that she could feel the natural heat wafting from his body, but not touching.

She really wanted to be touching. 

So, she thought, what the hell and slid up against him, rested her head on his chest and closed her eyes.

Okay. Better. This was infinitely better.

Another hiss of air pistoned between his lips. Then, his body relaxed.

The strong, quiet drumming of his heartbeat against her ear muffled the slow music playing in the noisy room. She could listen to it all night and never grow bored if it meant she could just leave her head right here. The rhythm, so soothing, so calming, had her wanting to drift off to sleep with it thrumming against her cheek.

The hand Kolby had placed against her waist was now rubbing up and down her back in a tempo matching his beating heart. Slow; soothing; seductive.

Her nose nuzzled the gentle depression between his pecs as she burrowed into him like a bear snuggling down for the winter.

She’d thought more than once over the years that the man had a simply fabulous body. Whether from lifting heavy photographic equipment and lights every day, or from a gym, his muscles were prominently on display bulging against the never-ending supply of T-shirts he wore, every last one of them looking as if they were painted on to his sculpted form.

Charity sighed.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Mmm.”

His quiet chuckle sent a river of yearning cascading down her spine, firing like a thousand flares throughout her system. She thought she heard him say, “Lightweight,” but wasn’t sure.

With no memory of how they'd come to be that way, her arms had crossed around his neck, resting on his broad shoulders. She found her hands playing with the long hair at the back of his neck. Too short to run her nose along the column of his throat, which is what she wanted to do, she nuzzled into his chest instead.

And sniffed.

“You smell really good,” she said. She had to tilt her head way back just to see his face. He was a bit blurry around the edges, the lighting in the room seductively low. Kolby’s arms tightened when she leaned back so far she was in serious danger of falling on her ass. “What cologne do you use?”

“Irish Spring.”

She squinted. “Isn’t that soap?”

“Give the girl a prize,” he said.

His lips were a crooked smirk, those damn dimples she’d fantasized about deep and on broad display. 

“You’re really good looking, too,” she said, simply, the hiccups finally flown. 

“Thanks.” The dimples deepened.

“But you know that, which is why I never tell you.” She rested her head on his chest again and closed her eyes. “Your ego is big enough already.”

Gently, their bodies swayed to the music.

“So is everything else about you,” she murmured. “You’re so big.” She sighed. Kolby tightened his hold again. “It’s no wonder women throw themselves at your feet. You don’t even need to try.”

The words came out in a quiet rush.

“Must be nice, never having to worry about what you look like. One smile and you can have any woman you want. It’s so easy for guys like you.”

Another sigh.

“You sound bitter,” he said softly.

She thought about that for a moment as she reveled in how wonderful it felt to be in his arms.

“Not bitter, just...” She tried to lift her shoulder but couldn’t. She was so tired. Tired through to her bone marrow. Tired like she could sleep for a week. A month.

“Charity?”

“Mmm?”

“Babe? Are you falling asleep?” A laugh stifled his voice.

“Mmm. No. Just...resting.”

Now he did laugh. A quiet, deep chuckle that even in her exhausted state had every part of her body tingling.

“Come on.” He kept his arms around her while he led her back to the table, where their food waited.

She heard him call to the waitress and ask for go-boxes. Briefly, she opened her eyes while he was packing their food, spotted her drink, then grabbed it and downed it.

“Charity —"

“Kick makes the best drinks in the world,” she said, smacking her lips. The room started to spin, and she reached out to grab the high-top.

“Whoa. Are we having an earthquake?”

An annoyed tsk blew from Kolby as he slid an arm around her waist again. “Come on. I’m taking you home and putting you to bed.”

“Like you’d ever take me to bed,” she quipped with a chortle. 

The next thing she realized, she was being lifted into his truck by those arms she’d wanted to get around her for three years.

“Buckle up, Buttercup,” he said as he belted her in.

Charity giggled, then found she couldn’t stop. She doubled over in the seat. Kolby gently pushed her forehead so she was sitting back upright, then moved to his side of the truck.

After he put the truck in gear, he pulled out from the lot. Charity was still laughing.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“What?”

“Why are you laughing like a hyena?”

“Am I? Do hyenas really laugh? And if so, why? You’d think they’d be cryin’ most o’the time, stuck out on the Plains, hungry an’ hot. Don’t 'cha?”

“Don’t I what?”

She narrowed her already drowsy eyes at him, almost closing them as she tried to turn in the seat. Something prevented her from moving. 

Oh yeah. Seatbelt.

“Keep up, O’Brian.” She clapped her hands, the noise raucously loud in the cab. “We’re talkin’ ’bout hyenas.”

“Are we? I thought we were talking about how you think you’re not my type.”

She blinked again, as she swayed a little with the movement of the truck. 

“I’m not. Not even close.” She flapped a hand in the air. “I’m not tall or thin or boobilicious.”

This time, he laughed. “Boobilicious? That’s a new one.”

Another hand flap. “It fits. You like ’em built. So," she pointed at her torso, “not me.”

Her eyes drifted closed again as he stayed silent. The gentle swaying of the truck must have lulled her to sleep because the next thing she knew, she was being carried.

Popping open one eye, she asked, “What are you doing?” 

“Since you went comatose in my truck, I’m carrying you inside.”

“Oh. Nice.”

Her eyelids drifted down again.

“Babe, I gotta stand you up so I can get the key out of your bag.”

“Under the mat,” she said, resisting when he tried to right her to a flat-footed position.

“You’re shitting me.”

“I shit you not.” She never even opened her eyes as he bent with her securely in his hold and pulled the spare key.

“We’re gonna have a serious heart-to-heart about girl safety and living alone, sweetheart, when you’re not sloshed.” 

Why did his voice suddenly sound like he was growling?

More importantly: why did she like it so much?

“You have a really sexy voice,” she murmured against his shirt. “Makes me think of smokey, sweaty sex.”

His grip loosened a bit and she clung on tighter.

“I’m impressed you got all that alliteration out when you’re so hammered,” he said.

“I’m not hammered. Just really, really tired.”

“Yeah, because you drank two full glasses of alcohol without eating anything.”

“You’re very judgy. Why have I never noticed that about you before?”

He shifted again, then placed her on something flat and comfy.

When she finally opened her eyes, she found herself supine on her bed, the covers pulled down so she was on her sheets. Kolby had let her go and was in the process of removing her shoes. 

“Hey,” she said, shoving up on her elbows.

“Hey, what?” He placed the shoes on the floor next to the bed and stared down at her, hands on his hips. His face told her he was annoyed.

And even annoyed he was the hottest man she’d ever known.

She pushed up to her knees and grabbed him around his shoulders. “Come back here.” She tugged hard and then plastered his body against hers as she fell backward with him on top. He was so large his feet hung over the bed, but she had him against her, nipples to knees.

“Better,” she mumbled. “You’re so warm. Better than a blanket.” She nuzzled the side of his neck, her breath fanning across his skin. Her hands fisted in the back of his shirt. “Stay here and warm me.”

Kolby braced himself up on his elbows and, staring down at her with a frown, said, “Charity, let go.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

His frown deepened. “Babe, you’re drunk, and I’m pretty sure you’re not gonna remember this in the morning, but just in case you do, I want you to realize I’m not the one making moves here.”

“No,” she said, nodding. Her head didn’t move much because she was flat on the bed. “I am.”

“And that’s the problem.” 

He attempted to shift and rise, but she wrapped her legs around his hips and squeezed. The motion pressed the lower, most intimate part of her body in direct connection with the lower, most intimate part of his.

Kolby’s breath blew through his lips when she ground into him.

“Charity?"

“Kiss me,” she commanded. “Kiss me like you kiss all those other women. Like you want me. Me. Please, Kolby. Please.”

Before he could say no, she cleaved her mouth to his.

Shock came first–his. Kolby’s entire body stilled as Charity pulled up into the kiss, tracing his bottom lip with her tongue, demanding entry.

After the shock came surrender. So swift, so complete that Charity sent a thankful note to the heavens she wasn’t standing or even sitting, because she would have dissolved into a puddle at his feet.

His body, still tense above her, eased slowly toward relaxation as their tongues twined and mated. 

Of course he’d be a good kisser. All the times she’d daydreamed about him taking her in his arms, lifting her up so she could circle her legs around his waist, having him back her into a wall and just destroy her with a kiss was nothing compared to reality. Those unflawed, full lips were created to give a woman pleasure, of that she had no doubt.

He tasted like heaven mixed with sin; spice with just enough heat to burn but not scorch.

His tongue twined with hers, teased, sipped, sucked. The space between her legs where he’d settled himself, throbbed.

And that wasn’t the only thing throbbing between them.

The beer he’d drank coated her tastebuds. The flavor covered some of his natural essence, the bitter brew competing with the sweet, honeyed tang of him.

The bitter won.

Without warning, Charity’s stomach roiled. She hated beer. Hated the taste, the smell, the hoppy flavor. The one beer she’d ever imbibed had sworn her off the drink for life.

Squirming under him, she pushed at his shoulders, smacking them, her legs falling from their hold on his hips. She dug her heels into the bed, turned her head to the side, the sound of their lips breaking apart like a suction cup disengaging.

Kolby shot up on his elbows again.

“Char —"

“Up!” she commanded, her voice choked. “Get up. Now!”

He didn’t hesitate. He shot off the bed and she sprouted wings, flying to her bathroom and falling to her knees.

Two seconds later, Kick Loomis’ delicious cocktail colored the porcelain of her toilet berry-red.

She sensed the hand on her back and then the swift uptake of the hair falling around her face being pulled back and held up and out of the way.

And then...nothing.

***
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Someone had stuffed cotton into her mouth and coated her lips with sandpaper.

Her eyes wouldn’t open, and she wondered if they'd been glued shut. She knew it was morning because sunlight from her huge bedroom window warmed her face and chest like it did every day. Plus, she could see light filtering in through her eyelids.

What time was it? 

She rolled to her side, attempted to open her eyes. It took a few tries and a rapid tattoo of blinking to be able to see clearly and not as if she were peeking through cheesecloth. The digital clock on her bedside table told her it was just after seven a.m.

Okay, good. She hadn’t overslept her appointment at the inn.

But...confusion drowned her brain.

How had she gotten home? The last thing she remembered was being at The Love Shack with Kolby. She’d had a drink. One of Kick Loomis’s fabulous cranberry Cosmos. Maybe...two? 

Why couldn’t she remember?

She rolled to her back and then lifted on her elbows. The sheet fell away, and she found herself in just her strapless bra.

How—?

Lifting the sheet, she saw she still had her panties on, but why wasn’t she in her pajamas?

Damn. 

The drink must have gone to her head, something she did remember Kolby remarking on. Maybe that was why her memory was so spotty. She hadn’t eaten anything all day yesterday, and Kick’s drinks were strong. Notoriously strong. Which is why she usually only allowed herself one.

Kolby.

Had he brought her home? He must have. She couldn’t remember ordering car service.  One way to check. A quick glance at her bedside table and she didn’t see her phone where she kept it plugged in and charging every night. 

Odd.

She turned to see if she’d left it on the other side table and froze mid-turn.

No.

No.

NO!

Kolby O’Brian, the bane of her work existence, the man she’d secretly lusted over and despised for three solid years, was sprawled on his back, sound asleep, spread-eagle, his naked chest on full display. 

The sheet was low on his waist, flirting with his hips. A tiny patch of black silk peeked over the edge, telling her he wasn’t completely naked. 

Thank the Lord and all the angels for that.

But still...

What the hell was he doing in her bed? 

Had he driven her home and then...? Wait... Had they...? Did he....?

No. No. Impossible.

Impossible.

She couldn’t have slept with him. Wouldn’t have. She’d vowed a long time ago never to be a proverbial notch on his belt.

Surely she’d remember if she'd slept with him...right?

She slapped at her face, hoping against hope she was stuck in a waking dream and alone, Kolby tucked into his own bed. Or someone else’s.

But not, definitely not, hers.

Why the hell couldn’t she remember anything? As the good Lord was her witness, she was never drinking again. Never.

The noise of her hand hitting her cheek startled him. His eyes flicked open as he dragged in a breath and then turned his head to her, his burly arms stretching over his head. Muscles rippling as his fingers, splayed, extended to her headboard and touched, while he hauled in a deep, cavernous morning breath.

He blinked a few times, one corner of his mouth lifting a hair, then said, “Hey,” in a voice that had all her senses going up in flames.

She wasn’t dreaming. 

Kolby O’Brian, all two hundred pounds of solid sinew, killer sexiness, and near nakedness, was in her bed.

Her bed.

And, apparently, had been all night.

“Charity?”

He slid onto his side and lifted, bending his elbow and resting his head in his palm. He yawned, wide enough that she could see his back molars. A vague memory of her tongue gliding along them shot to the front of her mind.

Oh, good God. She’d kissed him. Really kissed him. Like, playing tonsil hockey kissed him.

So many sensations raced through her system that she had trouble keeping up with them.

But one was stronger than all the others, outweighing them with its intensity and heft.

One emotion pushed to the surface, robbing her of all the cool composure she usually showed the world, the professional calm she prided herself on. She wasn’t even able to call down deep into her hidden reserves for a tiny bit of it. 

Anger blew straight up from her toes, taking possession of every pore on her skin, every nerve in her spine, and every ounce of her self-control.

“Babe?” His brows tugged together in the middle of his forehead. His voice was thick with sleep, utterly arousing, and totally infuriating. 

Forgetting everything she had ever studied in Karate about maintaining calm and staying centered, and, unable to contain herself, she bolted upright, the sheet falling away from her nearly naked breasts as fury curled in her body, overtook it, and then screamed to unleash. 

“What. The. FUCK?!” 
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Chapter Three
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Okay, not the first thing he’d thought she’d say when she woke up and found him next to her.

He’d imagined maybe she’d be a little confused, a little concerned why he was in her bed. Maybe ask for an explanation, which he was more than willing to give. Any of those options had been his last thoughts when he’d stripped and crawled in next to her once she’d emptied her stomach of all the alcohol and, basically, passed out.

But not the rage undulating off of her like a tsunami barreling down on a shoreline.

“What are you doing in my bed?” She grabbed the sheet and covered herself with it, a deep red flush sprinting up from her chest to her cheeks.

“You don’t remember?”

“What am I supposed to remember?” The color deepened as her eyes narrowed.

“What happened last night.”

Worry now mixed with the anger. He knew she was attempting to piece together the circumstances, try to remember just what had happened after she drank herself into a stupor. 

“You, you drove us to the Love Shack after the wedding," she said at length. “To get...something to eat. I was all set to come home and get takeout, but you drove us there.”

It sounded more like a question than a statement. 

“What else?” 

Her head wobbled a bit, side to side. “We ordered something to drink. And then...ate?”

“Yes, to the first, no to the second. You downed your first drink with nothing in your system to absorb the booze. Then you ordered another one before the food came out.”

Her face went blank, her eyes darting right and left.

Charity wasn't a drinker. That much was obvious. 

“Okay,” she said, her voice now going a little shaky.

“Remember anything else?”

“Music?”

“The band was playing and you dragged me up onto the dancefloor before the food came out.” 

That flush turned crimson, like she had a fever raging through her body.

“We danced?”

“Yup.”

“Oh.”

Her word told him she was surprised. Her tone? That she had no memory of how she’d cleaved to him like moss to a wet rock, wound her arms around his neck and just burrowed in. He'd wondered at the time if she was as turned on as he’d been.

Probably not.

“And we never got a chance to eat because the alcohol hit you all at once and you started to drift off right there on the dance floor. It was a good thing I was holding you, or else you’d have dropped in your shoes. So I had Rosie pack up the food and I drove you home.”

“You...you were...holding me?”

“We were dancing, Charity. Slow dancing.”

After a few moments, she shook her head again, like she was trying to clear it. “I don’t remember any of that. That drink must have been stronger than usual because I never get like that.”

“I’ll repeat. You had eaten nothing all day. It was no wonder you got hammered as quick as you did.”

“That explains why I can’t remember much, but not why you’re in my bed, half naked, and...and...” She flipped her hand at him.

He pushed up to a sitting position and leaned back against her headboard, his gaze never wandering from her face.

“You really don’t remember what happened after we left the bar?”

Another head twitch, her eyes darting left and right again. Her brows squinched together and her nose twitched. “Did we...I mean...did you...I think I remember...did you...” she swallowed, the sound of her throat working loud in the quiet room. “Kiss me?”

It was a seventh-day wonder her face wasn’t exploding from the heat ravishing it.

“It was more like you kissed me.” He grinned.  

Her spine snapped upright, the sheet in danger of falling again. She reinforced her hold as she speared him with an intense, heated glare.

“And?” she asked.

Kolby tucked his tongue to the inside of one cheek and pursed his lips. He knew she was asking what they did next, but he purposefully misinterpreted her meaning. He’d been teasing her since the day they met about anything and everything. Some days he actually looked forward to it. She was so easy to bait.

Because of that, he said, “And it was pretty damn hot.” His grin broadened, showing all his teeth. “You were totally into it. Hauled me down on top of you on this very bed,” he patted it, “and told me I was better than a blanket. Wrapped your legs around me, tight, and said you wanted me to...warm you. All over.”

Her mouth fell open.

“So, I did.”

The red in her cheeks blanched. Her bottom lip began trembling like the last leaf on a tree being caught up in a windstorm, and her eyes began to fill.

Not the response he’d expected and, for a second, he regretted playing with her.

In all the time he’d known her, he’d never seen her cry, not even happy tears. Charity Quinlan was the ultimate professional, never joked around, or lost any of her calm resolve. Always on time, never unprepared. Never flustered when problems arose, case in point, the sloshed frat guy from the night before. He’d seen her talk crazy mothers off an emotional ledge and calm even the most nervous of brides. It was one of the reasons he loved teasing her so much—she was routinely unflappable. An exasperated eye roll and a quick flick of her hand dismissing him was how she usually dealt with his behavior. Why that turned him on so much he’d leave to figure out another time.

The clients loved her because she never forgot a single detail. Colleen depended on her more and more as the years went by, especially since she’d been out on maternity leave. Leaving her thriving business in Charity’s hands proved perfect – both for the business’s reputation and Colleen herself.

But Charity had been correct when she’d said they weren’t friends, had never hung out, and knew next to nothing about the other. Last night he’d realized he wanted that all to change, which is what had prompted the drive to the Love Shack. He wanted to get to know her in a setting far removed from work where the pressures of doing a top-notch job weren’t pushing them both to their limits. When they could just hang back, relax, and learn about the other for no reason than because they could.

The evening hadn’t turned out exactly as he’d planned.

He was just about to take pity on her and tell her the rest of it, but she let loose with a wail. 

“How could you?”

Before he could get her to clarify, she added, “How could you have...slept...with me? Taken advantage...” She choked on a sob. “I can’t believe this!”

Kolby blinked a few times, his head rearing back.

Was she accusing him of...? The thought was so ridiculous he couldn’t even form the word.

Again, before he could formulate a response, she jumped up, dragging the covers from the bed with her and bracing them up against her torso like a shield. He knew she was clad only in her strapless bra and panties because he’d been the one to undress her and put her to bed. 

And it had taken every ounce of fortitude he could muster not to stare at her small, yet perfect breasts, and fabulous hips, as they spread down from her tiny, cinched waist.

The woman was a walking, talking American beauty rose in her clothes. In just her underwear? The kind of woman the ancients went to war over.

He would willingly have served as tribute for her.

Trying to keep a grip on his mounting lust, he’d tucked her in bed and climbed in next to her, worried she’d be sick again and not make it to the bathroom. Thoughts of her choking to death on her own vomit played like a reel in his head.

“Get out! Get out!” she cried, bolting toward the bathroom. 

“Charity, wait. Let me explain."

Swirling around to face him, her face was now tear-streaked. “Don’t say a word. I don’t want to hear it.” She took a step back toward the bed and swiped at her wet cheeks with one swift brush across each. “You just can’t help yourself, can you? You need to nail everything with two X chromosomes. Even me, whom you don’t even like, just to prove what a ..a...man you are. You...you... disgust me!”

Anger pushed up from low in his belly. Kolby rarely lost his temper, but right now, with that scurrilous statement in the air between them, it was growing to dangerous levels.

He pushed off the bed and stood next to it, knowing that if he strode to her, she would perceive it as a threat because of his size. Crossing his arms over his chest, he tried to draw in a breath to help him curtail the fury wanting to unleash as it competed with the hurt bowling through him. 

Unfortunately, the anger was stronger. Narrowing his eyes, tunneling her in his sight, he said, “You weren’t so disgusted when you slid your tongue into my mouth, Charity. In fact, you were pretty damn into it if memory serves. And mine is fine because I didn’t knock back-to-back cocktails down my throat.”

“I was drunk.”

“And whose fault was that? I told you several times to slow down and eat something, but you wouldn’t listen to me.”

“So, you admit it? You took advantage of the situation and...and...” she waved at the bed.

Now the hurt pushed up. Her opinion of him as a guy on the sexual prowl and nothing more, stung. Whether it was deserved or not, it stung. 

“Charity, I’ve never taken advantage of a woman  - or a situation - in my life. I’ve never had sex with someone not willing or with a woman who didn’t want me as much as I wanted her. Never.”

Charity swiped at her face again and squared her shoulders. Piercing him with a heated glare, she said, her voice now deathly calm, “We are going to forget this ever happened. Do you understand me? I never want you to mention it. And if I hear that you’ve bragged to anyone about this, about me being another notch on your belt, I promise you I will do everything in my power to end you, professionally and personally.”
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