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~

This book is dedicated to my fans. You amaze me every day, and without you, my heart wouldn’t be whole.

~


~1~

I’m photogenic. Or so say the stack of surveillance photos in my hand. They were undoubtedly taken by some creepy dude holed up in a rusty sedan, his telescopic lens clicking away trying to catch me in the act. But just like the jerk who followed me around in Europe, the cheater-catching private eye providing these headshots is going to be disappointed. My days of being dumb enough to bury my sorrows in a woman are long gone.

To this buffoon’s credit, while he wasted time snapping photos of my lone face peering out of my third-floor bedroom window, he made the building I’m living in look a lot nicer than it actually is. The whole three-floor structure is dusty and dated, with doors falling off hinges and carpets stained any place they aren’t torn. But from these photographs, you’d never know the ruin surrounding me.

Working out of an office on the first floor of the same building compounds my dismal living situation. Knowing who’s behind these impressive photographs is equally repulsive. I wish I could divorce her. But my overpaid lawyer says I’m not getting out of this marriage without opening my wallet, so we’re staying hitched. Whether Cassie likes it or not.

“Shred these for me.” I hand the flattering mail to the clerk and walk out of the cramped post office. I didn’t notice anyone tailing me earlier and I don’t see anyone now, but I’m new in this quaint city, so unless the voyeur is openly pointing a camera at me, I’m not going to spot them. And that’s what Cassie wants—for me to live with powerless awareness that I’m being watched.

I’m not moving again, though. Huntington, with its colonial architecture and small-town feel despite being a bustling metropolis, beats the heck out of being exiled in Europe. A man can only endure cookies masquerading as biscuits for so long. Three days ago, my first meal back in the States was a big fat plate of buttermilk biscuits doused in sausage gravy, with a side oath to never drink tea again.

Hopping into my Land Rover, I shoot Cassie a text. Congratulations. You found me. But I’ve avoided giving you a single cent for over seven years. I’m not going to cave now. Especially over more stupid photos.

What are you talking about? Her words ping my screen. What photos?

Playing stupid doesn’t mean you are, I type back. Stop trying to harass me. And leave my family alone while you’re at it.

You leave them alone, Avery. And sign the divorce papers while you’re at it!

If she wants me to sign a single piece of paper related to our marriage, she knows my terms. And since she’ll never agree to them, she can go to her grave still being my wife. Just go away, Cassie. Never hearing from you again is too soon.

~

I’m well aware that Dad’s dabbling in Huntington hasn’t led to anything more than a lone secretary set up in a single office, and that he only gave me the East Coast operation of Kingwood Properties to get rid of me again. But just like the Kingwood family built their fortune in commercial real estate along the West coast, I’ll prove I can build mine here. Plus, Dad and I get along about as well as Cassie and I do, so moving across the country is the only option that lets me be home without actually being home.

It isn’t fair that my brother gets to actually stay home in California, but Curtis has always been Dad’s clone, so Curtis is the one inheriting the keys to the kingdom while I’m shuffled off to every dark corner they think my name can be buried in. Too bad for them I figured out the game. I intend to capitalize on my time in Huntington. The properties Dad and his perfect son don’t want will be added to my company’s holdings. Once A.K. Investments rivals Kingwood Properties, they’ll see I know the business of buying, renting and selling better than Curtis, and certainly better than my self-righteous sister’s podgy husband. The only thing Byron knows how to do is suck up to Dad, and that’s why he’s such a good match for Lila.

The first order of business in Huntington is attending a charity event at one of the properties Dad did manage to acquire during his brief interest in this side of the continent. The flat-roofed banquet hall adjoins a golf course, butting up to the overgrown fifth hole. Driving around the tan-sided venue, I park in the back, in front of a row of ground-level windows. From what I recall of my one and only tour of the place two days ago, these three-foot-tall panes lining the wall provide light to a hallway that slopes down to the basement.

Behind me, draped over my backseat, is a notched-lapel single-breasted suit. After three sleepless nights I considered not attending tonight’s Veterans’ Banquet, but it’s a toss-up as to what will make the vein in Dad’s neck bulge more, and I’m banking on my presence here doing greater damage than skipping.

In case he’s the one bankrolling Cassie’s voyeurism, Dad can also choke on how I’m getting ready to strip down to my birthday suit in a public place. I throw open my door and step out onto the scorching pavement, dropping my drawers. If they’re watching, Cassie can eat her heart out over what she can’t have, and Dad can stay jealous of the surfer’s body he’s always complaining I spend too much time on. Which is a joke, because I spend zero minutes on my physique. He’d know that if he actually cared to ever talk to me. But conversation with me doesn’t interest him. All he’s ever done is declare me to be a long line of grief and screw-ups. So now he has something new to add to his list. Public indecency isn’t the most moronic thing I’ve ever done, though. Marrying Cassie without a prenup takes that title.

Snatching my baggy shorts and t-shirt from the pavement, I toss them into the Rover and look around. The golf course is rundown, the dozens of cars around me appear empty, and I doubt anyone passing through the hallway would bother glancing out to the parking lot. But the longer I stand here naked, the dumber I feel. The Kingwoods may be the reason my life is a cesspool of oozing agony but I don’t need to confirm their every judgment.

Covering my dangling jewels, I lean toward the backseat. Movement draws my eyes to the right. There’s a shadow silhouetted in one of the building’s windows. I face the glass and drop my hands. Judgement or not, no one is going to intimidate me.


~2~

Growing up in a family like mine means wearing suits more often than not, but being worse than a black sheep means not being forced to attend events. At twenty-nine and not really part of my family anyway, I need to start forcing myself to go out. I’ve got to build a social network to convert to business leads. Tonight’s charity banquet isn’t ideal for that because it’s for the actual people in need, not the stuffy elite. But I can barely tolerate being around the upper class, so as far as I’m concerned, tonight is utopian. I’m just not sure I got the time right.

The insomnia started right after my very short marriage imploded. I was a naïve twenty-one then. Now, my weeks all run together, and when the battery on my phone dies, I lose all hope of even knowing what decade I’m in. I’d put myself out of this misery if the witch I’m hitched to wouldn’t get all my money after I died.

Sun blazing its last rays of day, I stare at the low bank of windows while yanking on my suit pants, imagining Cassie burning through my bank account before my body is even cold. I drag the crisp white button-up over my bronze arms, slowly sliding the buttons into place. Turning from the shadowed glass, I shrug into the suit jacket and smooth my hair in the side mirror. I didn’t bring a tie. I hate them so I only own one, and I was wearing it my first day in town, when I met with Joan, the tight-laced lady who runs the nonprofit hosting tonight’s event. While she explained her organization’s work in helping veterans return to civilian life, I sat in front of her with gravy splotched on my shirt like a toddler. After she left, Gladys, the brave lone secretary keeping my family’s affairs organized, informed me Joan has connections with deeper pockets than my own. Her point was to advise me of the need to make better impressions. I glance at the windows of the building. If that shadow is Joan’s, I hope my show impressed her.

Rounding the banquet hall, I regret letting my temper get the best of me; I should have changed inside the blacked-out Rover. I reach for the handle of the exterior door and my gut somersaults, Joan is already on her way into the foyer to meet me. I guess this confirms she was the shadow.

I step into the tiled foyer and take the hand she’s extending, a brief firm shake, and then palms at my sides. No need to acknowledge me stripping for her. “Good to see you again. How are tonight’s final preparations coming along?”

Her head tilts. “They’re fine, but I didn’t expect to see you. Is everything okay? We’re still permitted to use the building, I hope?”

“Of course…” I stumble over my tongue as my eyes catch a glimpse of the all-smiles woman strolling toward us. I avert my gaze. The curve of her swaying hips draws me back in, and now that she’s standing next to Joan, I can’t help but know her skin smells as delectable as she looks. A flash of me digging my fingers into her shoulder-length honey hair and kissing every bit of that red lipstick off her hits my frontal cortex. I clear my throat, pinning my hands together. I’ve sworn off women. I’ve even sworn off alcohol to make sure I rid myself of all female mistakes. I’d rather stay celibate than get mixed up with another Cassie. “Joan, you mentioned always needing help, so I’m at your service. And don’t let the suit fool you, I’m not above emptying the trash.”

Sweat builds under my collar as the unidentified drink of dead and bitter dreams on Joan’s left provides the answer. “We never turn away volunteers. Especially tall, dark, and stallion ones.”

I force my eyes off her lips again, staring directly at Joan. I’m not here to flirt. No matter how much the luscious woman strokes my ego. Joan saves me from having to launch a response, her narrow blue eyes twinkling. “Mr. Kingwood, allow me to introduce you to the person solely responsible for making tonight’s event happen. She isn’t tall, dark, or a stallion, but she’s equally impressive. This young lady is the Miss Sheila Beller.”

“Beller?” Moisture breaks out across my entire body. “Of the John Beller family?”

“Guilty.” Sheila laughs, the sound tickling over my ears like a soft summer rain. “But I don’t want to know what you’ve heard about my family, particularly my brother, unless you’re willing to give me the chance to dispute it over dinner. Say, next Thursday at six?”

The primary order Dad gave me was to make the acquaintance of John Beller. But billionaire or not, the one thing I’m not doing is following Daddy’s orders. Every member of the Beller family gets my cold shoulder. Even the beautiful ones. I only wish I kept up with society columns. I could have used a heads-up before running into Sheila’s sleek legs. From the tip of her pointy-toed shoes to the crown of her honey-hued head, she’s a work of art. And her amber eyes openly admire me, digging in like their purpose is to read my soul.

“No need for dinner. As far as I’m concerned, your family’s reputation is none of my business.” I level my eyes on Joan again, waiting. Despite the fact that Kingwood Properties chose Huntington solely because it sits halfway between the Potomac River where the Beller estate is located and the secluded inland property where John Beller built his home, I will not engage Sheila.

~

Of course Joan partnered Sheila and me together. It’s what Sheila wanted, and like all wealthy people, she gets what she wants. “Need anything else, Miss Beller? I just put two cushioned chairs at the table in the foyer.”

“I can see that.” She hands me half the stack of programs in her arms, pivoting away from me to walk back out the clear glass doors and into the foyer where we’ve been setting up the hostess table. She stacks her programs on her side of the table and I follow suit on mine. “You’re in luck, Mr. Kingwood. I assume the standoffish attitude you have with me is because my brother’s reputation precedes him. The infamous man himself will be in attendance tonight, so you’ll have a chance to quell your nerves. And my pushy mother is in the kitchen at this very moment, no doubt telling the chef how to do his job.” Her hand rests on my forearm. “Don’t worry, my sister-in-law will also be here. She makes up for the shortcomings of the rest of us. The icing on our otherwise bitter cake.”

I remove her hand. “I’ve always liked icing better than cake.”

“Most men do.” She isn’t fazed by my rejection. “Be warned, my brother does not take kindly to anyone touching his breadbox. Try even the tiniest lick of her sweet icing and he’ll have your head.”

Her attention turns to straightening the table and I feel a tug in the pit of my stomach. It’s better when her eyes, and all her attention, are on me. “No licking icing or touching breadboxes. Sounds easy.”

“Say all the boys before their heads are chopped off.” she chides, glancing at her watch. “The guests of honor should be arriving soon and I’m not talking about my family, so let’s check in with Joan one last time.”

“After you.” I wave her on ahead of me and follow her enticing vanilla scent. A few steps in and it’s clear that walking behind her is a mistake. The woman’s curves have curves. And my eyes want to glue themselves to every move they make.

Forcing my feet forward, I fall in beside her. “You set this whole thing up? The food? Presentations?”

“The finest of food. Cutting-edge presentations on new medical procedures for anything from PTSD to prosthetics and for veterans’ issues like reintegration and job training. Employers, as well as those looking for willing participants for medical trials, will be on hand for guests to mingle with after the meal.”

“Impressive.”

She keeps a steady pace toward the dining room, pointing to the hall where informational displays are set up. “Questionnaires are available so the veterans can let Joan know what they most need help with in their daily life, and what they would like to see at this exquisite expo next year. Assuming they want it at all. Which I’m betting they will.” She slides her hand onto the crook of my elbow as we enter the dining room. “Oh, and I also found this banquet hall all by my little self. I guess a beautiful socialite can have brains after all.”

Those eyes of hers are reading my soul. “You think very highly of yourself, Sheila Beller.”

“Don’t you?”

I let her touch remain; her fingers feel good brushing against my bicep. “Myself? Sure. You? We’ll see.”

She lets go. “Don’t take too long seeing. I bore easily.”

I move close enough that our arms touch as we walk. “I’ve been around plenty of socialites and plenty of women. I know what keeps you interested.”

“We’ll see.” She walks ahead of me. “And I won’t take my time figuring it out.”


~3~

I’ve lost every drop of Sheila’s attention. I haven’t interacted with her since Joan sent me to check on the freshly arrived valets. When I came back, Sheila was busy inspecting the venue as a whole. I maneuvered to watch her as she suggested different configurations for every vendor display, and I became so engrossed watching her orchestrate the show, I forgot to even try to avoid her. She didn’t notice. Veterans started arriving before she glanced my way again.

I fix my eyes on the clipboard in my hand. She’s right beside me, the two of us standing behind the hostess table with the glittery point of her stiletto drawing my attention every time the light dances off it. Then I find my eyes winding their way over her ankles and up her calves. “One last family to check in. Next, we start dinner service?”

“You’re a good guesser, Mr. Kingwood.” She openly admires my hand as I tap the clipboard with my pen. “I don’t see a ring, but maybe you have a girlfriend you invited to join you for dinner?”

“You don’t have to fish, Miss Beller.” Her formality stinks of home. Where games are played and witches rule. “You can simply ask if I have a girlfriend. And if you’re going to insist on speaking to me, you can also call me Avery.”

“Avery, you may call me Sheila.” She grins. “You may also tell me if you have a girlfriend.”

We’re close enough I can almost taste her, and the desire to do just that is burning a hole through me. I lean in to her ear, breath fanning over the soft hairs of her creamy neck, so near to what my mouth wants. “I don’t have a girlfriend. That’s why I’m so thoroughly enjoying spending an evening working next to you.”

A little flirting won’t hurt. It might even ease the searing lust. “Joan chose her hostess well. The veterans are receiving a special treat being greeted by your smiling face, not to mention the white dress you’re wearing is exquisite.” I pull back and admire the legs I’ve been trying not to memorize. “And those lip-matching red shoes…what appropriate thing can a man say when this is his view?”

“I’m glad you approve.” She turns to the opening door and nudges me. “Speaking of treats. Here’s my brother and his sweet Mary.”

“You always refer to her as his possession?”

I follow her gaze and freeze. She’s talking, but the sound is dull. All my being focuses on the vision in front of me. John Beller is imposing, and his famously gorgeous wife doesn’t disappoint, but it’s the bundle in her arms that takes my senses. Sheila places a hand on my arm. “Brace yourself. We’re bound to be nauseated by this utterly ridiculous duo before the night is over.”

“Very funny.” John’s hand rests possessively on his wife’s shoulder. “Say breadbox one time tonight and I’m going to embarrass you in front of all these people.”

“Too late.” She giggles, winking at me. “They refer to each other as possessions and the longer they’re together, the worse they get. If you have a weak stomach, run away.”

“They have a baby.”

The words fall out of my mouth. I’ve lost all control of my brain. But Sheila’s in command of hers. “This very clever man is Avery Kingwood.” She pats my back. “Good call on staring at the baby. My brother’s bite is as bad as his bark. Breathe, though. He really is only a man, no matter what the legends say.”

“Still not funny,” Mary scolds, passing the baby to Sheila before turning espresso eyes on me. “Kingwood? We sold furniture to a Kingwood a few years ago.”

“My father.” I extend my hand first to John, then decide not to attempt to shake hers. “I’m Avery. The youngest of two sons, and we also have an older sister.” My babbling brain hasn’t recovered. “It’s nice to meet you both. Dad speaks highly of you.”

John studies me. “He was having some health problems when I spoke to him last. How’s he doing now?”

“Better. He plans to retire soon and spend his time yachting Mom around the world.” Dad’s health problem is me. “The furniture he purchased was meant to be used in one of our commercial spaces, but Mom took one look and had it shipped home for her personal use.”

Mary’s face tilts to John’s. “She has good taste. My husband is the finest carpenter in the world.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.” His lips brush hers.

“Get a room.” Sheila stuffs the baby into his arms. “And take Mikey into the kitchen to rescue the chef from Mom.”

Mary presses a kiss into her husband’s cheek for effect and nuzzles her baby before smiling at me. “If you get a chance, join us for dinner. We’d love to hear more about your parents.”

I return her smile, eyes narrowing toward her husband, who may have just growled at me. “I’d be delighted to have dinner with you, if your sister allows me a chance to sit down.”

Sheila shoos them away. “If you three don’t stop adoring each other there isn’t going to be a dinner. The chef is liable to walk out any minute.”

I wait until they’re safely inside the venue and I’m alone with her. “How old is their baby?”

“Johnathan Michael Beller is five months old. His mother is spoken for. In case my brother growling at you didn’t tip you off.”

“So I didn’t imagine that? He actually growled?”

“Consider it his first warning.” She waves me away as she did them. “Go. You’re free to have dinner with them. If John’s growl increases in decibel, hide behind Mom.”


~4~

Dinner with the Beller family is akin to spaghetti night in a bingo hall. That’s what Mom would say anyway. As if any of us have ever been to a bingo hall. And I’d bet half a million that she’s never had a plate of spaghetti in her life. Still, sitting with this family who’s exactly like mine on paper yet completely opposite in demeanor, all I can do is think of Mom. If she were here, she’d be fanning her face and commenting on the lack of canapes.

On second thought, she wouldn’t be here at all. Her charity involvement consists of raising money from deep-pocketed people, not sitting among the people she’s giving charity to. She’d have a coronary if the two dozen people who have interrupted our dinner tonight came anywhere near her table. But as these men and women trickle by, thanking the Bellers, this family doesn’t turn them away. There isn’t a whiff of disdain. Instead, the Bellers quickly filled the three open seats at our table with veterans who have no family here. The only vacancy left is beside me, and it’s reserved for Sheila. But her presence only exists in the words of those gathered around me.

I seek her out when I can, my eyes drifting to where she’s busy making rounds. From what I’ve seen, she’s spoken to every single person in attendance. When she’s not talking, she’s ensuring all the moving pieces of the night are well oiled, fussing over the tiniest of details. I can’t help but think of Mom again. Only, Mom’s details are all self-focused. Sheila’s too perfectly put together to be anything except the same. Though tonight, somehow, she’s managing to focus on others.

When her nephew begins to fuss, she finally graces our table. “Is Auntie Sheila’s favorite boy upset?”

“He’s hungry.” Mary denies Sheila’s outstretched arms. “John and I will take him out to the truck.”

Sheila sighs. “They do make pumps. Mom and I are offended you won’t use one so we can feed him.”

“Too bad.” John flicks her nose, standing with his wife. “He needs this bonding time with us.”

They skitter away and I fight the dull throb that never leaves my heart. The weight of loss is always there, ready to pull me under, to smother what little resolve I have left. If my child had lived, I would have been a dad like John.

To stop my internal descent, I focus on Sheila, pulling out the empty seat beside me. “I guess modern dads like to be a part of the feedings.”

Her eyes roll and she ignores my offer, remaining on her feet. “They like to have Mikey grip onto his dad’s finger while he’s eating so he’ll grow up knowing both his parents are always with him. It’s all to cover up the fact that they never leave each other’s sight.”

Katherine Beller shrugs, her puff of white hair hinting at her age. “At least they give marriage a good name.”

Sheila pans the room; dinner service is winding down and the last presenter is being announced. “All they’re doing is giving Mikey a reason to grow up wondering why his parents aren’t fighting and living in separate rooms like the rest of his friends’ parents. The poor kid is in for a life of helicopter parenting that’s going to send him straight to therapy.”

“Sheila.” Katherine’s tone scolds. Sheila shrugs, winks at the guests and slips away, those infuriating stilettos drawing my attention to her legs again. I swivel away, focusing on the doctor getting ready to explain sound therapy as a treatment for PTSD. A topic much more important than the shape of Sheila’s legs.

~

The toothy doctor with the comb-over runs through his slides. I tune out, palms sweaty against my suit pants. Even when I loved Cassie, I wasn’t codependent with her the way John and Mary are. I never wanted Cassie to so much as stub her toe, but it wasn’t like I was going to hover over her to make sure she didn’t. We both needed time alone. Away from each other. Like normal people. So why I’m sitting here broiling with the desire to endlessly be near Sheila and her perfectly groomed body is lost on me. And embarrassing considering her mom is sitting five feet away.

I’d excuse myself but everyone else has already left the table. I don’t want to be rude and leave Katherine alone. It doesn’t appear John is going to bother to bring his little family back, so here I sit, stuck, while the veterans filter out to the many different post-dinner activities—and with images of Sheila’s legs walking through my mind.

I tug at my sweat-soaked collar and glance at Katherine. I might as well make small talk. “Why do you refer to Mary as John’s breadbox?”

“Me?” She huffs. “Sheila is the only one who does.”

I raise a brow. “With the deepest of affection?”

A slow smile creeps over her lips. “Sheila started calling Mary that years ago. John thinks it’s even less funny now than he did then.”

“So Sheila’s motivated by annoyance levels?” That explains some things.

Katherine sighs. “Sheila’s motivated to amuse herself. The annoyance of others is only a bonus. And you won’t have to spend much time around her to figure that out for yourself. She’ll find your buttons, and she’ll push them.”

Spending time around Sheila is the last thing I need to do. The lust from barely being near her tonight is stifling, any more of her and I’m liable to forget women are spawns of Satan. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll keep my buttons well hidden.”

Katherine stands, laughter flittering across her features. “You might try, but what Sheila wants to know, she finds out. You’re only move is to not give her a reason to want to know you, Mr. Kingwood.” She rests a hand on my shoulder. “Excuse an old woman for abandoning you. I need to check on the kitchen one last time and track down that grandson of mine before it gets too late.”

“If you find him let me know, I’d like to say goodbye to his father.”

She gives my shoulder a soft pat before moving out of the room and down the hall toward the kitchen. I wait until she’s gone before scanning the room for Sheila. Wherever the vixen is, I need to steer clear of her and her shoes. My family has gone to great lengths to ensure my wife stays hidden. If Sheila’s a secret-digging gossip, I can’t let her push any more of my buttons than she already has.


~5~

My bride and I were carted off to distant shores directly after our elopement, and I was banished from ever stepping foot within the United States eight months later. Not legally, but the threats were clear. First, the marriage was my family’s dirty little secret. Now, it’s the potential divorce.

My absence provided the Kingwoods an opportunity for less gossip to circulate about me, but they took it a step further, essentially erasing me from their lives. I’ve often wondered what people connected to them were told about the wayward son. As for the friends I used to have, all they know is the night I met Cassie, I vanished. Wrapped up in a storybook love. When it turned out to all be a lie, they weren’t there. Not that I tried to call any of them. I was too distraught; in agony over having the promise of fatherhood ripped away from me and drowning in the guilt of having willingly conceived a child only to have Cassie abort the little girl without giving me a voice in the fate of the life we’d created. I’ll never suffer enough in this lifetime for believing Cassie when she said she wanted a baby. For excitedly going along with her desire to get pregnant right away. I was a twenty-one-year-old fool. Since then, I’ve only endured the weight of my mistakes by remaining resolved to not care about anything—or anyone—ever again.

Instead of bailing on the banquet cleanup just to avoid Sheila Beller, I make myself useful. Boxing up the last of the centerpieces, I nestle the delicate arrangements inside the cardboard cocoons they were delivered in and place them on a dolly. Circumventing the yellow-walled hallway where Sheila is helping Joan sort questionnaires, I duck out a back door and loop around the building to where a floral van is waiting. I load the boxes into the back of the van and consider using the door on my left to re-enter the building. But then I’d have to pass by Sheila, and the seductive woman beats a four-alarm fire through my center. Even in the days of finding myself slung over a barstool I never got this worked up over a woman. I rub my tired eyes. “It must be the jet lag.”

“You just got off a jet?” The timbre of her voice washes over me, heels clicking on the pavement behind me. “I didn’t expect you to stay for cleanup, let alone the tail end of it.”

“I can say the same about you.” I keep my eyes to myself, nodding to the boxes of flower vases in the back of the van. “I heard you made arrangements for these to be delivered to the veterans’ hospital tomorrow?”

“For patients who don’t get visitors.” She steps closer. “You did a fine job of packing them. I’ve never seen anyone take so long, though. You must have been very careful.”

“The least I can do is make sure they reach their destination looking just as beautiful as they did gracing the tables this evening.”

“So, you approve of my dress and my choice of centerpieces?”

Her eyes gleam. I can’t help but stare into them. Then I move downward, settling my gaze on her lips. I clench my hand to keep it from reaching for her. “If my approval is what you were after, you earned it. For more than your dress and centerpieces.”

“Not bad for my first day.” She grins. “The night was a smashing success. But I can’t take all the credit. It was Joan’s brainchild, all I did was bring it to life.”

I close the van doors, choosing to grab them instead of her beautiful face. “You executed remarkably. And meeting your family was a pleasant surprise.”

She leans on the doors. “Really? Pleasant wasn’t the initial feeling you gave off.”

I look out over the rolling greens of the golf course. “Meeting any member of your family at this old banquet hall took me by surprise.”

“Not to worry.” She pushes off the van and stands next to me, admiring the view that’s not really that great. “They like you. Except for wondering why a grown man would strip in public. My brother was particularly bothered by the news, but I assured him there were no complaints from those of us who watched. My favorite part was when your perfectly sculpted backside bent over to pick up the shorts you kicked off.” She faces me. “My least favorite was when you covered your beautiful torso. How does one get so…tan?”

Mortification rips through me. The Bellers are who Gladys was referring to when she warned about who Joan was in cahoots with. Just my luck it was one of them I stripped for. “Who else was invited to your peep show? Did you and your friends make popcorn?”

Sheila’s eyes twinkle. “I’m not great at sharing. I’m afraid I reserved a seat for only myself.”

That’s a relief. I only made a fool of myself in front of one person. One beautifully crafted art piece of a woman. “Before you get too carried away enjoying my mistake, I only made it because I wasn’t sure I was going to be free in time to make the banquet, let alone be here early enough to help with the finishing touches.” I glare at her for effect. “Next time, I’ll be more careful about what windows I park in front of. Especially if I know you’re lurking inside.”

She folds her hands innocently in front of her. “Don’t be careful on my account. I’m not complaining.”

“No, you’re just telling your brother I’m a stripper.” I run a hand down my face. “That must be why he was short with me when I tried to say goodbye to him.”

“That was because you talked to his breadbox too much. No matter how hard it is to divert your eyes from Mary’s gorgeousness, you have to learn to keep your attention elsewhere.”

“It wasn’t Mrs. Beller who had my attention tonight.” My heart pounds, propelled by the delicate shadow the moon casts on her creamy skin. “My eyes were otherwise engaged.”

Her head tilts, trickling hair over the curve of her shoulder. “Does that mean you’ll allow me to be your tour guide tomorrow? I’ll show you around town. And if you’re well-behaved, I’ll treat you to lunch at my favorite spot.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I’m in town to work. You asked earlier if I had a girlfriend and I don’t, nor am I looking for one. Or for anything even remotely close to a date.”

Her smile flashes. “The best things in life find us when we’re not looking for them. And you have to eat. So meet me by the fountain in Miller Park tomorrow at noon. I’ll give you a quick tour and a late lunch, then you can get right back to work, still being just as single as you are now.”

My mouth opens, but she’s already strolling away in all her glory. Before disappearing around the corner she glances over her shoulder to see if I’m watching. I am. And I’m thinking a tour of Huntington can’t hurt.


~6~

Last night was the same as usual. Toss, turn, pace and repeat. Each time I passed the window I thought about Cassie’s hired stalker, how I can’t ditch her efforts to plague me unless I cut ties with my family altogether. A solution with as many upsides as downs.

The morning light never brings any fresh perspectives, especially after the pre-dawn scoldings Dad insists are company briefings. I walk down the dingy hallway to bathe in a chipped sink, the air is as stale as ever. If business proves to be good in Huntington, both for the Kingwoods and A.K. Investments, getting an apartment will be necessary. Right now, there’s no point signing a lease if I’ll only have to pay to get out of it later. There’s also no point in pretending I don’t want to see Sheila again. I tried beating the desire out of my skull earlier, but all that encounter with the wall gave me was a headache.

Wielding the only control I have over my yearning, I’m purposefully fifteen minutes late to meet Sheila. The very fact that the woman texted me at a number I didn’t give her is proof her mom wasn’t lying about Sheila finding out what she wants to know. All the more reason for me to turn and run. She’s the type of mistake I can’t afford to make. With any luck, she’ll put an end to my angst herself by already being gone.

Wandering down Miller Park’s main cobblestone path, I keep my pace slow, taking in the mix of miniature roses dotting the landscape. The smell of the orange and yellow blooms reminds me of home. Mom had dozens of pink rose bushes planted on our estate. When I was little, I’d jab my tiny fingers full of holes trying to pick one for her. Later, I stole more than a few of those prized blooms for Cassie.

“Avery!” Sheila’s voice cuts through my memories. I shield my face from the sun with my hand. There’s an oval fountain rising out of the center of the park. On its left, where the path winds around the soothing fountain of water and shoots off in six directions, stands the exquisite being from last night.

I take my time reaching her, reminding myself with every step that looks are only skin deep. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself.” She slides her sunglasses up, perching them atop her head. “Glad you could make it.”

“You didn’t give me a choice.” I motion for her to spin. “That’s a beautiful skirt.”

She actually obliges me, twirling a step closer. “It’s a skort. I’m fashionably bringing them back.”

“I have no idea what a skort is, but I like it.”

“Thanks. But since I only have you for a little while and you’re already late, we can’t stand here admiring my outfit.” She links her arm through mine. “Come. I have a surprise.”

“I don’t like surprises.”

“Too bad.”

On the opposite side of the fountain, she waves toward the tandem bike propped against the stone. “Ta-da! We’re going for a ride!”

“On that?” I laugh. “You’re serious?”

“I am.” She plucks a helmet from the handlebars. “This is a fast way to tour the town. We’ll cover a lot of ground before you run back to the real world of all work and no play.”

“Keep surprising me and I’ll be running back sooner than you think.”

I plop the second helmet on my head and snap it under my chin. “Do you want me in the back or front?”

“You’ll have a better view from the back.” She reminds me I was glued to her backside last night. A reminder I don’t need.

“Fine by me.” I straddle the back seat, steadying the bike for her. “Let’s see how this skirt-skort thing of yours peddles.”

She sits on the seat, spinning her legs forward the way I imagine any woman wearing a skirt would. I don’t see how that blocks anyone’s view of her sweet spot from the front, but that’s not my problem. I didn’t wear a miniskirt to ride a bike. I raise the kickstand. “Ready?”

She grips her set of handlebars, feet on the pedals. “Ready.”

I push off. The bike tilts. Our bodies go with it, Sheila sliding off her seat and dangling sideways. An angle that explains what a skort is. I might be willing to put all my goods on display, but she has sense enough not to.

I bring the bike down gently so she can untangle without getting hurt. “What are you doing, Sheila Beller?”

She giggles. “I have no idea. I thought you would warn me before we moved.”

“I said ready.”

“Yes, but you didn’t say here we go!”

I set the bike upright and she slides back onto her seat. “How do we do this? Do we count while we pedal? Or sing or something to keep in sync?”

“You got me on this contraption and you’ve never ridden tandem before?”

She shrugs. “I’ve always wanted to. Today seemed like the day to try it. And I was kind of hoping you’d done this before?”

“No,” I snap. “And I’ve never wanted to.”

“Well, if you’re that miserable about it, we’ll scrap the bike.” She plants her toes on the ground. “I just thought it would be a fun way to break the ice. Nothing serious, just a silly bike ride.”

Therein lies my problem. At all costs, I need to want to avoid breaking the ice with her. “You dragged me out here. We’re doing this. So pick up your feet, we’ll push off on the count of three.”

She groans. “Try to curb your enthusiasm. It’s nearly unbearable.”

“Like you said, it’s just a silly bike ride. Nothing serious.” I push off. “Three!”


~7~

I’m not sure I’ve ever smiled so much and I’m certain I’ve never laughed this hard. Being an absolute failure at tandem bike riding, plowing through shrubs and toppling over benches, has turned Sheila and me into hyenas. Our chuckling apologies reach the occasional innocent bystander caught in the middle of our inability to steer in the same direction. But the best part of today is Sheila’s unlaced disposition. No matter what obstacle jumps out at us, or how inept we prove to be at driving this hunk of metal, she never complains. She only laughs, declaring us pros if we manage to remain incident-free for a whopping two minutes.

It’s appealing to be with someone so jovial. Someone so tenacious. She didn’t even flinch when our last crash resulted in a nasty scrape along the bottom of her knee. I didn’t get a leg under us in time to keep her from toppling off the seat, so instead I went down with her, softening her fall. Lying there underneath her, the cobblestone cool on my back, I waited for tears or for her to blame me. Instead, she took my breath away with one flash of her smile.

Reluctantly, I climbed back on the bike, wishing we were still lying on the ground, my arms around her. “How’s your knee feel?”

“It’s fine.” She doesn’t so much as glance at the skinned bit of flesh. “How about you? Can you take a fall or are you hurt?”

“I can take anything you’re giving out.” My fingers move forward, brushing against her back. She glances over her shoulder. If I don’t fill my mouth with something else, I’m going to fill it with her. “Where are you taking me for lunch?”

She faces forward. “We’re almost there.”

“It looks to me like we’re almost back to the fountain.”

“See?” She steers us into the interior of the park. “One bike ride with me as your amazing tour guide and you already know your way around.”

“I’m not sure you get to take credit for being a tour guide, you didn’t tell me anything about the town today.”

When we reach the fountain, I put my feet down, steadying us so she can get off without falling this time. She slides from the seat, unclips her helmet and shakes out her silky quaff. “I made you laugh, that’s much more important than the history of this stuffy old place.”

I put down the kickstand and tug off my helmet. Maybe it’s her bright eyes or the locks of honey falling over the soft curve of her shoulder, but I’m persuaded to speak the truth to her. “I’ve laughed more today than I’ve laughed in a very long time.”

She smiles. “Well then, now I’m going to feed you more than you’ve eaten in a very long time.”

She wheels the bike in the direction of the rental kiosk at the edge of the park. I take a breath and close my eyes for a beat. I can’t do this. I can’t be here feeling the type of way that will make me blow up what’s left of my paltry life.

Catching up to her, I take control of the bike so my hands have something to do other than caress her. “I’m going to pass on lunch. You’ve wasted enough of my time today, I’ve got to get back to work.”

She takes the handlebars back. “You’re free to leave, but I doubt you will.”

“Why’s that?”

Her feet stop, eyes locking onto mine. “Because if you do, you’ll be missing the best food you’ve ever had. And I’m not only saying that because any food you eat in my company is sure to taste significantly better.”

“You’re full of yourself, you know that?”

“For good reason.” She gives me control of the bike and links her arm through mine. “I’m so delightful even the sun shines brighter when I stand in it. Ask around town, the people will tell you. That, and other accolades just as fanciful.”

She gets no argument from me about how great she is, and I’m sure everyone in this quaint city feels the same, but I don’t need to feed her ego. I need to remember Cassie. The reason I can’t have the sunny Sheila Beller.

I return the bike to the kiosk, her touch on my arm draining my will to bail on lunch. Just one meal. My fingers find their way overtop hers. “The deathtrap is back in its place, now where’s lunch?”

“Right over here.” She steps out of the park and we cross the road, heading straight for a food truck.

“You can’t promise me the best lunch of my life then feed me a street hotdog. Especially after making me ride that stupid bike.”

“What I’m doing, Mr. Kingwood, is being the best tour guide ever by feeding you exactly as I promised.” She releases my arm and joins the other patrons waiting in line, amber eyes igniting. “This is no hotdog stand, it’s a taco truck. And before you say a word, I have to insist you try them. Erase everything you thought you knew about tacos because my friend Alberto is going to blow your mind.”

I look over the menu, her essence so near it’s hard to read the words. “Order one of everything,” she whispers. “If you don’t, we’ll only have to stand in line again because trust me, you’re going to want more.”

“That good, huh?” I’m torn between kissing her and ordering. “I don’t know if I can trust your opinion since you thought riding that bike was a good idea. I’m only ordering three.” There will definitely be no kissing. Of any sort. With anyone. “Chipotle short rib. Cajun chicken. Blackened fish.”

“Your mistake.” She shrugs. “But all good choices. I see you like it hot, same as me.”

My eyes slide from the sign to her legs. “The hotter, the better.”

Her lips turn up. “I couldn’t agree more.”


~8~

Dousing my fire with a bottle of ice-cold water, I stand aside as Sheila chats with the cooks while we wait for our food. She laughs and smiles so freely it has to be an act, the way Cassie was an act. A mirage. The woman I loved melting away each day until seven short months after we said I do, there was nothing left of her.

“Is this the first time you’ve eaten from a street vendor?” Sheila breaks into my rumination, motioning for me to follow her.

I trudge along beside her. “Unfortunately not.”

We sit at the only open table on this stretch of sidewalk and I pull out my tacos, splashing the already spicy fare with hot sauce. “I take it you eat here a lot since the owner is your friend?”

“Jealous?”

“Not even a little.” I stuff the unusually large Cajun creation into my mouth. She takes an equally unattractive bite, and I imagine the taco goodness sliding all over her tongue. It leaves me wondering what other tasks that very proud tongue of hers can perform. A question I’ll chalk up to lack of sleep because a woman stuffing dripping, oozing food into her face shouldn’t be this sexy.

Swallowing hard, I force my half-chewed food down with a gulp of water. “Instead of letting you waste my time today, I should have been working. Or sleeping.”

She steals my hot sauce and dabs it on her own food. “You’re a grown man. I’m not making you do anything, you’re here of your own accord.”

Since she’s right, I wolf down my tacos and go back for three more, stuffing them in my face to keep from talking. She watches with amusement as I lick the remnants from my fingers. “What? Haven’t ever seen a grown man clean his hands before?”

“Not one who looks so good doing it.” She leans forward. “Don’t get too clean. You haven’t had dessert yet.”

My pulse quickens. I want her as my post-lunch treat. “I’m stuffed.” I rub my protruding stomach. “You were right about these being the best tacos ever.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” She stands with a wink. “Wait until you try Alberto’s calorie-laced dessert.”

I force myself to stand, disappointment flooding my chest. “I really can’t eat another bite.”

“Don’t worry,” she motions for me to sit back down. “I’m only getting one. It’s too decadent not to share.”

Putting my mouth anywhere near hers is a plan I can get behind. I shouldn’t, but it’s really hard not to desire her. A herculean struggle now that she’s standing in front of me with chocolaty goodness dripping down her arm. “Is that a cookie taco shell?”

“Made to order.” She slides the tantalizing treat under my nose, one hand still behind her back. “It’s a ‘choose your own topping’ situation. I made ours a chocolate sundae with fresh strawberry salsa. Still too full to eat?”

I slide over and tap the bench next to me. “I’ve got plenty of room.”

She ignores my invitation and sits across from me again. “I have one more surprise for you.”

I stretch out my legs, nestling her knees between mine. “I don’t like surprises. I thought we covered this already.”

“You’ll like this one.” She produces what she’s been holding behind her back. The thing I didn’t care to ask about because I’m too busy trying to convince myself I’m not this attracted to her. “We can’t call this meal complete unless we finish it with churros.”

~

We devour the creamy crunchy dessert taco and sit grinning at each other in a stupefied sugar rush. All that’s left is a paper cone of confection, and I know where I’d like to share the churros with her. “Want to take a walk in the park while we finish these?” I have to go that way anyway, it’s where the Rover is parked.

“As much as we’ve eaten today, we’d better.” She ignores my outstretched hand and stands of her own accord, strolling across the street, her flesh so near and yet so far from touching mine. “I forbid myself to come down here more than three times a week. If I came every day the way I’d like to, I’d eat Alberto out of business. Not to mention eat myself out of my entire wardrobe.”

I step over the curb and onto the cobblestone path. “Unfortunately, I work near here. I guess that means a new wardrobe is in my future.”

Her eyes glide to my torso. “You can afford to overeat a little. You don’t have an ounce of fat anywhere on you.”

“Oh, that’s right.” I smirk. “You’re Peeping Tom.”

She shrugs. “It can only be considered peeping if you were hiding, which you weren’t. I merely looked at what you openly showed. And it was a very nice showing.”

She faces me, holding up a churro. My hand moves of its own volition, fingers on a path all their own as they caress the length of her arm, from the curve of her shoulder down to her wrist. I lift her perfumed flesh to my mouth, tongue gliding over skin laced with dribbles of chocolate. Her breath catches. My teeth scrape against her, a pain worse than lust burning through me. I drop her arm. “I’ve got to go. Thanks for showing me around.”

Her lips twist into a smile. “My pleasure.”

“Miss Beller.” I run my betraying hand through my hair, stepping away from her. “I didn’t want to let any of Alberto’s delicious work go to waste. And I also never want to ride a tandem bike again.”

She rubs the churro on her succulent wrist. “You had a blast with me today, admit it.”

I need to admit quite a few things, but enjoying her company isn’t one of them. Neither is knowing I’ll never get the taste of her out of my mouth. I cross my arms, resisting the urge to lick her now-sugared wrist. “I don’t know what kind of boys you’re used to, but I’m a man. Men don’t tandem bike ride or waste their entire day playing in the park.”

“Right.” She stuffs the churro back into the paper cone. “I dare you, man, to meet me tomorrow.”

I force my eyes to roll. “Why? So we can spend the day knitting?”

Her eyes narrow. “I’ll text you an address. Meet me there at ten in the morning, and don’t be late.”

“Text me.” I walk away. “If I don’t have any better offers, I’ll think about meeting up with you.”


~9~

The obsession I’m developing for Sheila is maddening. I can’t stop thinking about the taste of her chocolate-covered wrist. Her smile. The way her hair catches the light when she moves and how the sound of her laugh makes me forget about all the chaos in my life. When she’s near, I forget who I am. I simply become a man who’s willing to do anything to see her smile. But in the dark of night and the glow of dawn, I know what I am. A man without a home. Without a family. A man tied to a wife he desperately hates. I’m not capable of having a relationship with anyone, especially someone as remarkable as Sheila.

