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Dedication

To my courageous daughter, Teagan. This story is for you, sweetheart, and has come to life because of your trials and tribulations with arthritis from a very young age. I only hope I’ve shed a little light on what you and too many others go through. Your positivity and determination inspire me and so many others (especially your grandmother!) every single day. I’m more proud than words could ever convey.

Author’s Note

Dear readers, thank you for reading the book from my heart, a story based on my eldest daughter’s illness and her many struggles. This mightn’t be the usual fluffy romantic tale, but it’s one I had to tell. This is my heroine’s hard-won battle against illness and her journey toward self-acceptance. And yes, there is a knight in shining armor in the billionaire hero who loves the heroine just the way she is—we all need a little magical fairy dust in our lives, right? And though the story treads the dangerous ground of a not-so-perfect happily ever after, I believe it resonates and relates to so many of us now. I hope you all enjoy this story as much as I did writing it.
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​​​Chapter One
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Molly Sursock winced as she stepped carefully off the sidewalk, following the thick stream of businessmen and women. Not to mention tourists, moms with strollers, and various city workers as they crossed the busy city street.

Sydney’s lunchtime foot traffic, horrendous as always.

The congestion of cars was even worse. The impatience of the drivers drumming their fingers on their steering wheels was palpable as she tried to keep up to the flow of people. But the “do not walk” sign flashed warning before she was even halfway across the road.

Most of the pedestrians had already stepped onto the sidewalk ahead and were blending into the crowd. Everyone was going about their day, minding their own business and ignorant to anyone else, just the way Molly liked it.

With her sensible shoes, comfortable trousers that hid her swollen knees and wasted calf muscles, along with a button-up blouse that made it easier to undress, she was glad people didn’t give her too much notice.

Still, her eyes burned with tears. Not with self-pity, but sheer frustration. Her damn medications were already wearing off, which meant another week and a half of unbearable pain and crippling weakness.

Crippling. The lump in her throat thickened. How apt.

The pedestrian light stopped blinking. Shit. She had to hurry before the traffic accelerated through the soon-to-be green light. But pushing herself put way too much stress on her joints. She knew that even before one of her knees abruptly buckled with a flash of white-hot pain.

The asphalt rose to meet her as she fell with a sharp cry. Hurt exploded through her body, an agony only someone who’d suffered from the childhood disease of juvenile rheumatoid arthritis would understand.

Tears leeched out of her eyes as somewhere along the rows of cars, a horn sounded. But she couldn’t stand. Definitely couldn’t walk. Her bad knee throbbed, and felt as if it was on fire. There was no way she’d be putting any weight on it. That was not to mention her right elbow and shoulder that had cushioned her fall.

Another car horn sounded, strident and loud. A car door opened and clunked shut, even as she tried to make her legs cooperate. Fat chance. As she struggled, a man’s voice washed over her, soothing and mellow.

“Let me help you.”

Such simple words, yet relief left her almost dizzy. She looked up, but even through the haze of her tears and hurting, she recognized a suited god when she saw one.

Dark hair, a chiseled jaw, and a nose that was slightly crooked, along with dark eyes that seemed to see right through her. Her stare skittered away from his, only to note his tall, lean body, which she felt certain would be muscular and hard.

A jagged sigh left her lips. He was nothing short of perfection and she was a whole body’s worth of dysfunction.

He crouched and scooped her effortlessly into his arms, cradling her carefully against him before he strode in the direction she’d been headed.

“We need to get you off this road,” he murmured, his voice impossibly even sexier than the rest of him.

Another horn sounded, followed by a chorus of beeps that communicated this time it wasn’t from impatience. The drivers were now interested spectators, watching the drama unfold.

But in the safety of this stranger’s arms, she cared less now about everyone else. She looked up at him, absently aware of his ridiculously long lashes, the shadow of his bristles, the dimple in one cheek and gleam of white teeth as he smiled reassurance.

She cleared her throat, the pain of her fall dulling to almost a background noise. “Thank you.”

This man was better than any drug.

As he carried her to the sidewalk, the cars, motorbikes, taxis and buses roared past, the backdraft whipping pieces of her dark ponytail into her eyes.

He stopped in front of a little café, then turned and stepped inside. The outside noises muted, the warm interior surely the reason heat crept up her neck and into her face?

“What about your car?” she asked breathlessly.

“My car is fine,” he said smoothly, placing her carefully onto a seat at a small round table and taking the other seat opposite. “I have a driver.”

His own driver? Wow. She couldn’t imagine such a luxury.

His head cocked to the side, his brilliant gaze assessing. “More importantly, are you okay?”

Once the adrenaline wore off and the pain kicked in full throttle, she’d be anything but okay. She wasn’t about to tell him that; she’d lived most of her life with the insidious disease that left her as fragile as spun glass and like someone not whole.

Someone broken.

She’d gotten adept at pretending she was fine; that, of course, she could work full-time and be independent.

She pushed strands of her hair behind one of her ears and nodded. “I am now.”

His eyes looked deeper into hers. “You’re really not though, are you?”

The heat that had crept up her face was surely blazing across her cheeks like a red flag, waving in the wind and announcing—I’m a cripple. Weak. Useless.

She rarely gave into her own pity, but right then, with this strong, vital, and all too virile man staring right through her façade, she wanted only to surrender to the suppressed feelings she hid from everyone. Wanted to collapse into a blubbering mess and admit defeat.

Her chin lifted. Her hands clasped together on her lap. Out of sight. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

He leaned over the tiny table and brushed a hand from her shoulder down to her arm. She reflexively lifted her hand and he took gentle hold, his fingers closing around her palm. She was so shocked she did little more than stare wide-eyed as he elevated her hand to inspect her swollen knuckles and finger joints, her permanently bent fingers.

He brushed a thumb over the inflamed knots. “I had a half-sister with juvenile arthritis.”

She swallowed, the back of her eyes burning. “Had?” she croaked.

He nodded, but even in his shadowed stare she saw hardness within that echoed his pain. “Tess was fifteen when she decided one day she couldn’t face the pain anymore.”

Molly couldn’t suppress her gasp. But she shouldn’t be surprised. God only knew she understood, it was so damn hard every single day not to feel like a victim, not to wonder what she’d done wrong to have to live with a pain that all too often kept her awake at night. A disease that impacted her on so many levels.

Though her wrist had little flexibility, she managed to flip her hand over and give his fingers a squeeze in return. “I’m so sorry.”

He nodded, a little of the grimness that pinched his lips fading away. “Yeah, so am I. It’s just my brother and me now.”

Little wonder he’d come to her rescue when she’d fallen. Her pronounced, stiff-legged gait would have been a vivid reminder of the cherished half-sister who’d left him behind.

“She was just like you, keeping all her pain on the inside when she should’ve been sharing the burden, at least emotionally.”

Molly bit into her bottom lip. This man carried around a whole world of guilt. He’d also worked her out in minutes, while some of her closest friends had only the vaguest concept of the way she lived her life.

“You’ve had this condition for some time?” he asked.

She nodded. “Twenty years. I was diagnosed when I was five. It got into my fingers first.” They’d swollen up like sausages. “And then into my knees.” She shrugged, but one shoulder reminded her of the fact she’d fallen heavily and would pay the price for some time to come. “It’s basically in all my joints now except my spine and hips.”

His eyes softened, not with pity, but with genuine understanding. “It’s a cruel disease.”

She nodded, for a moment lost in thought. Lost in the bittersweet memories of being an only child of older parents who’d tried their best to look after her even when she’d been at her most debilitated.

“Can I get you anything?” A waitress stood impatiently near their table, an order pad opened and a pen hovering expectantly in her hand. Her presence broke the odd tension between Molly and her savior as surely as a pin pricking a bubble.

He caught her hand again in his, gently entwining his fingers through hers like a lover might. His stare didn’t stray from Molly as he answered, “I’ll have a black coffee, no sugar.” His thumb began its soothing stroking once more as he waited for Molly to add in her request.

She cleared her throat, trying not to make too much out of their locked hands. He was a compassionate man who understood her like very few could. And she was a dried husk soaking up his kindness.

Besides, she had practical stuff she needed to think through. She probably had enough change in her purse for a drink, if she could drag the damn thing out of her pocket. “I’ll have a flat white.”

The waitress nodded and walked away with their orders, before he said huskily, “Let me introduce myself.” His smile did all sorts of weird things to her already out of balance equilibrium. “My name is Brock. Brock Owens.”

“Molly Sursock.”

“So, Molly, what are you doing here in the city?”

“I work here.”

If he was surprised, he didn’t show it, and for that she was absurdly glad. She didn’t like being labeled as something other than “normal.” She certainly didn’t like it when someone found out about her condition and put her in the “cannot work” box. She needed the mental stimulation, needed something to take her mind off the daily grind of pain. But more than anything, she simply needed to pay her bills.

“What about you?” she asked.

“I work here too. In advertising.”

She smiled, but refused to feel diminished because of her work. “I wash dishes and prep food at a local restaurant.”

The truth was the relentless pain of her childhood, along with the countless visits to specialists and hospitals, had taken away any interest in her education. Now she had little choice but to take whatever jobs she could and prove to her employer she was worth every cent she was paid.

Guess her fall today had proven otherwise.

She sighed. “I was on my way there for my lunch shift.”

“Do you need to ring them and let them know you won’t be in?”

She shook her head, feeling a bit silly. It was easier leaving her cell phone at home. It was too big for her pocket and too awkward to carry in her weak grip. And lugging even a light handbag on her shoulder was out of the question for any length of time.

He must have guessed her predicament when he suggested, “Or you can use mine?”

She released a slow breath. She’d be Miss Unpopular of the highest order, but she couldn’t not ring. Even before her fall she’d been behind schedule. “I’d appreciate that. I’ll let the owner know I’ll be late.”

His eyes narrowed, his stare considering. “Late? You can’t even walk. You’re in no condition to work.”

She tugged her hand free. She’d been dependent for half her life. But with the latest drugs now on the market in the fight against arthritis, she was determined to keep her independence at all cost. “I’m well used to working through pain. But thank you all the same.”

The waitress brought them their coffees before Brock wordlessly handed Molly his phone. She turned away to make the call while he sipped from his cup, and yet his attention on her was all-consuming as she rang her boss and owner of the restaurant.

Lara answered on the fifth ring, her voice frazzled and a little sharp. “Lara’s Kitchen, how may I help?”

Molly took a deep breath. “Lara, hi. It’s me, Molly.”

“Molly! Where are you? Denzel is frantic with orders between trying to do some prep.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I fell on my way to work.”

Lara’s concern was clearly negated by the frantic rush that was lunch hour. “You’re okay now though, right?”

“Of course.” Lara didn’t want the truth, and Molly had gotten rather good at telling people what they wanted to hear. “See you soon.”

Brock took back his phone with a raised brow. She’d forgotten how to react to someone who actually seemed to care for her well-being. But she managed to ignore him as she sipped her hot drink. She appreciated a decent coffee and rarely spent her money on anything frivolous. But she’d have to drink it fast. She needed to get back to Lara’s.

“If you insist on going to work, please allow me to drive you.”

She wanted to resist, didn’t want to accept even more help from a stranger. She had her pride. Except the restaurant was four blocks away. Not far unless one had to hobble the whole way. “I’d like that.” Her cup clinked as she placed it back onto its saucer. “I can’t thank you enough for all your kindness. I’m just sorry I can’t repay you somehow.”

His eyes gleamed. “No need to apologize. Not when I know you can repay me.”

She frowned. She hadn’t expected that from him. “Oh?”

He smiled. “Come out to dinner with me tonight.”

Her mouth dropped open. She’d definitely not expected that from him. Men like him weren’t interested in women like her. Even if she’d been born without arthritis she doubted some hotshot advertising genius would be interested in her. He had a driver and she washed dishes.

She didn’t want or need his pity. “I’m sorry, no. I can’t accept.”

“Please,” he said gently, as though afraid she’d turn tail and run. Not that she could anyway. “I’ll have my driver pick you up.”

She blew out a disbelieving breath. She couldn’t imagine not having to walk and abuse her aching joints everywhere she went. But it didn’t mean she’d simply give in.

She’d bet very few people said no to him. “You don’t need to do that. Your sister—”

“Has nothing to do with me asking you out.”

Wow. Just wow. Yes, she was pretty enough, but she was also bright enough to know her sometimes mountain-tall insecurities weighed her down even more than her disability. Without fail, men would look past her in a room to view the woman gaily tossing back her hair.

She gulped down some more of her coffee, ignoring the scalding burn travelling down her throat before she asked, “What do you want from me?” She didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to know he could have his pick of beautiful women. “I’m nobody of interest with nothing special to show for myself.”

He shook his head. “Is that really what you think? Christ, Molly, you’re the most beautiful, courageous woman I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting.”
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​​Chapter Two
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Lara’s impractical high heels clicked sharply as she pushed through the swing doors and into the tiny restaurant kitchen.

Molly kept right on chopping, ignoring the urge to flex the cricks out of her stiff fingers, just as she ignored the feeling of dread coming over her. She only wished Denzel hadn’t finished his shift—the chef’s protective instincts would have shielded her a little from whatever Lara was about to get off her chest.

Her boss paused just behind her and blew out a theatrical breath. “Damn, what a day.”

“At least we’re on top of things now,” Molly said in a halfhearted attempt to soothe.

Lara wasn’t buying it. “No thanks to you.”

Molly bit her tongue, holding back a scathing reply. She needed this job, Lord only knew she’d put up with worse employers to pay the bills.

“If it keeps on going like this, I’ll seriously have to consider hiring more staff.”

Molly swallowed. New staff would mean less work hours. Not to mention someone whose skills with the knife might quickly surpass her own. She’d always paced herself with prep, slow and steady.

Her voice came out brittle. “Oh?”

Lara stepped into Molly’s peripheral vision at the workbench beside her.

The blonde woman nodded. “Yes. I might even interview some applicants in the next few days. There’s plenty enough résumés to sift through.”

Molly put the knife down and turned to face Lara, being careful to put all her weight on her “good” leg. “This has nothing to do with my being late today, does it?”

Lara’s eyes flashed briefly. Guilt? But she shook her head. “Of course not. You’re only human after all. It’s just... highlighted a need for additional staff.”

Molly scrubbed a hand over her brow. Only human? What did Lara expect? Superwoman? “So my job is safe?”

Lara smiled brightly, the crimson of her lips looking suddenly garish. “Of course it is. As long as you do your work and turn up on time.”

A warning.

What little feeling of job security she’d had drained right away. She should be used to it. She’d been working at Lara’s Kitchen for almost six months now. It was a record for her in the work industry. The moment an employer realized how severe and crippling her disability, her work hours mysteriously dried up.

She’d learned long ago that being completely honest was too often to her own detriment. It was why she’d hidden the worst of her pain from Lara, pretending cheerfulness on her bad days that could have won a seasoned actress an Oscar.

Molly blinked, and then cleared her throat. “Fair enough.” She pretended she wasn’t hurt by Lara’s mindset. “Speaking of time, my shift finished an hour and a half ago.”

When Brock had given her a ride to the restaurant, she’d given him a pickup time much later than when her shift ended. She’d known the washing, cleaning, and prep work would still be waiting for her.

She might have her pride, but it would be a relief this once not to walk. She couldn’t afford a taxi anyway. Not even the relatively short distance to the city’s train station. Perhaps that was why he’d also insisted on buying her coffee. He’d guessed her financial state—of course he had—even if she hadn’t told him where she worked, he’d only have to look at her faded, cheap-line clothes.

Lara flicked a glance at her gold watch, as though unaware of the time. “So it did.” She patted her sleek topknot of blonde hair. “I won’t pay you extra though, not for being slow.”

Heat did a slow burn up her face. Lara had effectively put her lowly worker back into place. But it didn’t mean Molly was going to lie down and simply take it. She was a fighter, would always be a fighter.

Her chin kicked up a notch. “I’ve never asked for overtime, and I’ve worked plenty of hours here for free.”

Lara’s lips pinched together. “It wasn’t my intention to offend you. I’m sure you realize how tough it’s been for me today.”

Thanks to my fall.

Lara didn’t need to voice it out loud, not when she insinuated it clearly enough. But, really, was her boss seriously that insensitive? Lara might have been run off her feet, but at least she hadn’t had a nasty tumble on paper-thin joints.

Molly blinked. “Tough? Do you even have any concept of the word?” Her whole body had protested as she’d pushed through her work shift and then some.

Lara’s usually smooth face creased with impatience. “Give it a rest, Molly. I’m sure you realize you’re not the only one with a disability.”

Molly tensed. She’d striven to appear normal and not to be noticed, but suddenly this woman making light of all her years of suffering and sheer frustration released an avalanche of emotion. “No, I’m sure I’m not. And I’m also sure I’m not the only one trying to live a normal life while feeling anything but normal.”

She sucked in an empty breath, feeling as though she was about to hyperventilate. “I wish for just one minute we could swap bodies and you could feel the ache that’s so deep I wonder if the marrow of my bones isn’t being eaten away.”

Lara gasped, eyes wide and considering. But if she’d gleaned any understanding at all from Molly’s little outburst, it was hard to say. Besides which, a prickling at Molly’s nape drew her attention to the man looming outside the swinging doors.

Brock.

Though his expression was inscrutable, raw emotion radiated off him in waves. “Are you okay?”

It was odd how his simple question set her to tears. She held the waterworks back. Damn it, she’d never been a crybaby, but today a whole year’s worth of tears seemed ready to be unleashed onto the world.

“Can I help you?” Lara preened, breaking the thick tension by turning on the charm in one blink of fake eyelashes.

The woman was oblivious to anything but the prime piece of man standing before her. Oblivious even to the fact her worker was close to breaking point.

A muscle in Brock’s jaw flickered, the hardness Molly had caught earlier in his stare, once again shining through. “No, thank you. You’ve done enough. I’m here for Molly.”

Lara’s eyes narrowed into slits. Little wonder. The blonde bombshell had always turned heads, and Brock’s dismissal would seem nothing short of a slap in the face.

Brock turned back to Molly, his eyes softening. “Are you still feeling up to dinner tonight?”

It was the perfect opportunity to beg off. But at Lara’s disbelieving breath, all thoughts of rejection dissolved like mist hitting desert dunes. Did the wretched woman think Molly wasn’t good enough for the likes of Brock?

Was she right?

Molly swallowed. She’d let insecurities envelop her later. Right now she had something to prove and a date with a man many women would sell their soul for.

Screw you, Lara.

She peeled off her apron and used her uninjured arm to toss it onto a nearby wall hook. Giving Brock a blinding smile, she said, “I’m looking forward to it. As long as you don’t mind waiting while I get changed?”

Not that she was an hour-to-get-her-face-on type of woman. When her condition was at its worst, she needed that time just to put on another set of clothes.

He nodded. “Of course. I’ll have my driver take you home first.” He smiled back, the white of his teeth gleaming against the darkness of his five o’clock shadow. “Though honestly, you’d look beautiful in a sack.”

Despite everything, Molly felt more alive than she had for a very long time as Brock thrust through the doors and held out his hand to her. She stepped carefully toward him and accepted his clasp.

He looked at her with genuine warmth and something more... something dangerously like desire. “Let’s get you to my car. You’ve been on your feet long enough today.”

She couldn’t stop a grin from pulling at her lips—especially when she glanced back at Lara. The poor woman appeared to have swallowed her tongue.

They stepped through the restaurant and then out its front door, where the first hint of twilight softened the world outside. A tinge of darkness soothed the stark quality of Sydney’s concrete jungle. Then again, at that moment she saw everything through rose-colored glasses.

A young couple walked past them, hand-in-hand, giggling at some private joke. A tattooed elderly man shuffled by in a frayed suit, hunched over and leaning heavily on his cane. Despite his ill-health, he looked eager, as though he was on a mission and oblivious to everyone and everything else. A yellow butterfly chopped through the murky air on the most delicate of wings, its color almost startling against so much grey.

Then there was Brock’s strong, shadowed jaw and his brilliant dark eyes that seemed to see right through her. Not to mention his light scent of woodsy cologne and his inherent strength.

They stopped next to the sleek dark car she’d ridden in earlier. The driver opened the back door and doffed his hat. “Sir.”

Brock nodded his head in turn. “Gerard.”

“Where to, sir?” the chauffeur asked.

Brock turned to her and she rattled off her Bankstown address. Though it wasn’t the most upmarket of places, the apartment she rented was almost affordable and the train station not too far away.

The chauffeur smiled at her before she climbed into the car and shuffled across the back seat, her movements stiff and awkward. Brock settled beside her and the door clunked shut. And suddenly they were in their own intimate world, with the outside barely penetrating the dark-tinted windows and seemingly sound-proofed metal.

The car rolled forward and Molly turned her head a little to see Lara’s restaurant shrinking behind them, along with the blonde woman who stood slack-jawed in the doorway.

Molly’s mouth almost hurt with the wideness of her grin but somehow it felt justified. Lara was usually reasonable, but when it came to making money the restaurateur was merciless.

Brock glanced sideward at her, as though assessing her for damage. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. Despite your honesty, she doesn’t seem to have any real inkling of the seriousness of your condition.”

Molly nodded. “She doesn’t, not really.” Lara was too self-centred to have even thought twice about Molly’s earlier outpouring of emotion.

Brock’s look turned considering. “You’d prefer not to enlighten her further?”

She shrugged, wincing at the careless gesture. “I’d prefer not to lose my job.”

He didn’t say anything more on the matter, though she sensed his disquiet. No doubt he was used to swaying people with his quick intellect and effortless charm. She’d come to rely on being invisible and pretending to be the same as anyone else. Not judged and labeled as someone... lacking.

The chauffeur stopped in front of the dingy block of apartments. Although the growing darkness blanketed the worst of its drabness, she refused to give into embarrassment. She’d done the best with her life and if that wasn’t good enough for a man like Brock, then so be it.

Yeah right. You’re basking in his attention.

She squeezed her eyes shut for a second. But it didn’t block out the truth. She was attracted to Brock. But the last thing she wanted was to be left crushed in his wake.

She shook off the dismal thought as Gerard opened the door. She followed Brock out of the car, wondering absently how many of her neighbors peered out their windows.

She had two elderly pensioners either side of her who rarely left their apartment. She’d never been inside Fred’s home, but Diana often asked her inside for cheap wine with a platter of cheese and biscuits. She mostly declined the wine. Drinking anything alcoholic sent her arthritis crazy, negating any good from the drugs she had to take.

She looked up at Diana’s window, and even in the gloom she saw the lace curtain twitch. The pensioner’s entertainment was found more often through the window than it was on her television screen, unless The Bold and the Beautiful was on, then nothing could drag Diana away.

Molly had a feeling Fred was much the same, though his program taste probably ran more toward sports than anything soap opera.

Brock guided her across the overgrown, weedy lawn. Holding onto his proffered arm, she was glad of his strength as they slowly climbed concrete steps to the second floor.

Stopping at apartment nine, she dragged her purse from her pocket and retrieved the front door key. He didn’t say anything as she led him inside the musty room, but though the eclectic furniture was second-hand, it was cozy and suited her tastes. As did the jumble-sale artwork she’d acquired over the years, everything from paintings to pottery. If nothing else she had an eye for quality.

She turned to Brock near the tiny kitchen bench. “Can I get you a drink?”

“Please.”

He took a seat on one of the two cane stools, like he belonged there. Yet in his designer suit, polished leather shoes, and thick gold watch, no one could have looked more out of place.

She opened the fridge door and peered inside. “Um, full cream milk or chilled water?”

“Whatever you’re having.”

She poured them each a glass of milk, her grin returning as she watched him take a sip and nod appreciation.

He arched a dark brow, though humor filled his voice. “Do I have a white moustache?”

She took a sip of her own drink. “No. I’m just wondering how old you were when you last drank milk.”

“Probably when I was in nappies and still living with my mother.”

Had he been mostly raised by his dad? And perhaps a stepmother?

It was strange how strong the urge was to press for more information about his childhood. But she valued her own privacy and had never been one to ask personal questions. Instead, she put her drink onto the counter and said, “I’d better get ready.”

His eyes were on her the whole way down the hallway. She barely even limped, which told her that being in his presence produced a whole lot of adrenaline or endorphins or whatever the hell it was that warded off pain.

It was wonderful not to feel self-conscious. Despite her insecurities, somehow he made her feel sexy and more alive than she had in a very long time.

After taking a quick shower—she usually lingered under the sluicing heat—she dressed into a fitted black dress with a lace overlay. Aside from the fact it skimmed past her swollen knees, it was the nicest outfit in her closet. It was a shame heels were out of the question. “Dressy black sandals it is,” she muttered under her breath.

Grabbing a clutch purse off her dressing table and dropping in her bottle of anti-inflammatories, she walked back to the kitchen where Brock waited, his glass empty.

He let loose with an appreciative whistle. “Wow. Stunning.”

Her pulse stuttered, a warm glow moving through her veins. “Thank you.”

She reached a tentative hand to the tips of her long ponytail. “I wanted to do a fancy topknot, but my shoulder wouldn’t have appreciated the effort.”

Brock stood. In two steps he was before her, his eyes unreadable as he reached up and carefully freed her hair from its clasp. As it fell halfway to her waist, he murmured, “Then indulge me and wear it down.”

She couldn’t do anything more than sigh in submission. She was intoxicated just being near him. Besides her hair was her one and only vanity. “Okay.”

Less than half-an-hour later, Brock’s driver parked the car in front of a fancy glass and timber building. It was lit up from within, glowing soft gold. She blinked. Even if she hadn’t seen the glamorous diners being led to discreet, white-clothed tables, she’d know this restaurant anywhere.
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