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      Grace Bennett, creator of the comic strip, Kate Can’t Date, crumpled up the sheet of paper in front of her and grumbled under her breath as she tossed it into her overflowing trashcan.  As it fell out and rolled across the floor of her cubicle—or rather, the floor of her pod, since she considered herself and everyone else who worked behind those ugly orange wall partitions as pod people—she recalled the staff’s morning editorial meeting and how her boss, Audrey, had singled her out.

      Next week’s comic strip has to be about falling in love.  Your characters need to grow up, Grace.  Instead of writing about funny things that happen on dates, I want you to write about endearing things that happen in love.  Next week’s Valentine’s issue is the perfect time for Kate Can’t Date to take the next step into adulthood.

      Valentine Schmalentine!

      If there was one thing Grace couldn’t write—or draw—about, it was couples falling in love, which was why her comic strip was a satirical take on dating and mating.  After all, one had to write about what one knew, right?  And here in Deerfield, Alberta, where the pickings were slim to none, she was more likely to run into a moose at her favorite nightclub than the love of her life—which made it rather difficult to write about the adorable little things that supposedly happened between two people in love.

      Damn.  Damn.  Damn.

      She grabbed another sheet of paper and tried again.  When she looked at her lame attempt to draw love, what she saw was some idiot standing on Kate’s doorstep, holding a wilted bouquet of flowers and a half-eaten box of chocolates.  She gave an exaggerated sigh and gazed out her small sliver of an office window, thankful she actually had one in her pod.

      Cold February wind whistled outside, blowing up a light dusting of snow in front of her frosty pane.  Hugging herself to ward off a chill, Grace stared off into the distance and caught sight of Stone Cliff Resort, a vacation destination that beckoned travelers from all over the world.  Fresh stock came in daily at Stone Cliff, all dressed in tight ski pants and ready to hit the slopes.  Her fingers drummed on the sleeve of her blouse. Perhaps she should venture up to the lodge to see if she could find true love.  Then again, most who vacationed at the resort during Valentine’s weekend were either committed couples or newlyweds, and truthfully, if she really wanted to find the right guy, she should probably stop thinking of them as fresh stock.

      She glanced up to see her smokin’ hot co-worker, who also happened to be her neighbor and very best friend, coming toward her.  Grace tapped her pencil on her desk as she watched Mr. Hot Pants himself walk with that easy confidence that drove women wild.  Black dress pants hung low on his hips, tightening over hewn thighs with each sexy swagger.  His button-down shirt rasped across broad shoulders, showcasing a firm body that had the opposite sex shedding their panties in record time.

      Nathan Wright.  Nate.  Chick bait.  Chick bait who knows how to date.  Yeah, this was the kind of thing she did when she had writer’s block.

      Regardless, unlike her, Nate most definitely did know how to date.  He also knew how to fall in love, which—if the gossip around the water cooler could be believed, not to mention the noises she heard between their paper thin apartment walls—he was known to do every other weekend.  Of course, none of those relationships ever lasted very long, but at least he knew how to fall in love and was clearly having great sex.  The perma-smile on his handsome face was a true testament to that.  Damned if she didn’t want to be having hot, break-the-headboard sex, too.  The last guy she climbed into bed with went down on her like he was munching on one of Albert’s famous prime rib roasts.  Cripes, she was about to ask if he needed a knife and fork.

      “Hey Gracie,” Nate said, as he approached.

      She warmed at the lazy yet sexy way her name rolled off his tongue.  Gracie… She’d always gone by Grace, but for some reason, he was the only guy she ever let get away with cutsey-fying it.  Yeah, okay, so she wasn’t immune to his charm, either.  But they were friends and had been working across the hall from one another at the Gazette since they both graduated university and moved to Deerfield a little over a year ago.  For Nate, the oldest of four boys, the small town was home, and his folks still lived in a quaint bungalow the brothers had all grown up in.  For Grace, the mountain town was hundreds of miles away from the east coast suburb where she’d grown up, a place she called home, even though it lacked the warmth, comfort, and loving parents most associated with a home.

      Nate, on the other hand, had grown up with everything she’d ever wanted, and she often joined him and his family when they all gathered for their big Sunday dinner.  They welcomed her with open arms and treated her like she was one of their own.  Grace was an only child, and while she loved the camaraderie, teasing jibes, and friendly rivalry among siblings, it also made her long for what he had all that much more.  If she ever found herself walking down the aisle—and with the way things were going, she didn’t see that happening anytime soon—she’d want it to be with a guy who had what Nate had, so she could have one big crazy-ass family of her own.

      Grace and Nate hung out often, but he had never looked at her as anything more than a friend.  Then again, there were times he joked about taking her out, but she knew he was teasing.  They were good friends, completely at ease with each other, and when they both ended up dateless on a Friday night, as they often did, they usually ended up eating pizza and watching scary movies together.  Even though he was more of an action-packed, blow-things-up kind of guy, he always let her have her pick of shows.  Probably because he loved watching her get scared so he could tease her. Regardless, she loved horror movies, and he always let her snuggle in to him when something really frightened her.

      Now that she thought about it, they’d been hanging out together a lot more often lately—no doubt because she was on a dry spell, and he felt sorry for her.  She’d even considered taking him up on his offer to take her out, but didn’t want to make things uncomfortable between them, forcing him to spend time with her on an actual date when he wasn’t serious.  Whenever he asked, she always came back with some smart-assed comment to keep things between them light and easy.  Besides, with a little too much junk in her trunk and wiggle in her thighs, she was about as far from his type as a girl could get, which was, she surmised, why he’d never paid her a lick of attention sexually.

      Damn.  She really wished she hadn’t just thought of licking and Nate in the same sentence.

      He plunked himself down on the edge of her desk and handed her a much needed mug of coffee.

      “Thanks,” she said and wrapped her cold hands around the warm mug.  She took a sip and released a happy sigh.  French vanilla latté with whipped cream, her favorite, and bless Nate for knowing that.  Nothing in the world tasted better.  Seriously.  She flicked her tongue out and licked the cream, and while all that sugary sweetness wasn’t helping that thigh situation she’d just lamented over, right now, she didn’t care.  She had more important things to worry about, like her job.

      “You looked like you needed a cup,” he said, scrubbing his hand over the sexy scruff on his chin.

      She peeked at him over the rim.  “What gave it away, the curses rolling down the hall or the pile of crumbled up paper in the trash?”

      He leaned close and she caught his scent.  Damn the man smelled good—like clean soap, fresh laundry, and something uniquely Nate.  The combination of the three brought heat to her face, among other parts of her body.

      Needy parts that Nate could sate.

      She took another huge drink of her coffee to smother a moan but only ended up burning her damn tongue.  But a blister was better than Nate knowing how he truly affected her.  Nate thought of her as his asexual friend only, and she didn’t want to ruin what they had or cause tension in their relationship by making her interests obvious.

      His brow furrowed as those clear blue eyes moved over her face.  “You okay?” he asked.

      “Just bummed at what Audrey said at the meeting this morning about next week’s comic having to be about Kate falling in love.” She gave him an exasperated look. “I have no idea what love looks like, so I sure as hell can’t draw it.”

      If only she could do next week’s strip on lust. Yeah, she definitely knew what lust was, considering it was sitting right next to her and staring her in the face. She could whip out a three-page-spread on lust. But best to keep that tidbit to herself, so she shut her mouth and quietly admired Mr. Hot Pants from her chair instead.

      He went quiet for a moment, thoughtful, the familiar sexy grin on his gorgeous mouth gone.  “I could show you what love looks like,” he said softly.

      She dropped her paper and was about to burst out laughing when she caught the seriousness in his eyes. Oh, God. Serious Nate was ten times sexier! Confused, she set her coffee down and held her hands out at her sides.  “How can you possibly teach me anything about love or what it looks like?”

      He glanced at the scribbling she’d jotted down moments ago and made a face that suggested she was in a whole lot of trouble.  He lifted it from her desk, took a closer look, then shook his head.

      “Well, if you think some guy handing a girl half a box of candy and dead flowers on Valentine’s is what love looks like, you need more help than I thought.”

      She snatched the sheet from him and wadded it up into a tight ball. Honestly, how could she know what love looked like?  Her mind went back to her upbringing.  Her father had left when she was only two, and her mother had been alone ever since, burying herself in her job and paying little attention to the girl that needed her love, affection, and guidance so badly.  For as long as Grace could remember, she had done everything on her own and had always taken care of herself.  Cripes, no wonder she was so jaded.  Without a good role model or personal experiences of love to draw on, she honestly had no idea how to recognize it when she saw it.

      “Jesus Nate, you don’t have to be so…so honest.” She drew back her arm and lobbed the wad of paper toward the trash, the force behind the toss knocking several more out of the can.

      He laughed and gave an easy roll of one shoulder.  “Sorry,” he said.  “But I call it as I see it.”

      “Well, the way I see it, I’m going to be out of a job if I don’t figure this out soon.”

      “Which means you should take me up on my offer and put yourself in my hands, because you obviously need me more than you realize.”

      Oh, I realize just how much I need you, thank you very much. As far as putting myself in your hands, well…

      She pushed back in her chair and folded her arms, ready to hear him out, purely out of curiosity. Right, a little voice in the back of her head taunted.  “So tell me exactly how you plan to teach me about love.”

      His sexy grin returned, and she crossed her legs to stop herself from handing him her panties.

      “Why don’t you leave that up to me,” he said.

      She arched a brow.  “I want to know what you have in mind, Nate.”

      Naked Nate.  Naked Nate on a plate.

      Good God, she really needed to grow up or get laid.  Or fall in love.

      “You give me one week, and I’ll teach you all about love,” he paused and pointed at her comic strip. “So your Kate will know it when she sees it.”

      “You know Kate’s not real, right?” she said.  Then again, who was she kidding? Nate, of all people, likely knew the character in her strip was based on her pathetic love life.  And Kate just happened to be her middle name.

      His eyes bored into hers, then crinkled at the corners. “Yeah, whatever you say, Gracie.  Now do you want my help or not?”

      She gave him a skeptical look, wondering how he could possibly help her.  “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”  He paused and angled his head, his gaze moving over her face. “You do trust me, right?”

      “Of course,” she answered without hesitation.  Nate was the one man—the only man—she’d ever trusted.

      “Okay, then.  Leave it up to me.  You know I’ll take good care of you.”

      She nodded, and even though she had no idea what he was up to, if she wanted to learn about love and keep her job, she had no choice but to put herself in his hands.

      And let him take care of her, with his hands. And maybe even his tongue.

      Oh, God.

      He leaned in, so close she could feel his breath against her ear, and whispered, “We’ll start tonight.  I’ll message you the details.”

      As a fine shiver moved through her, she couldn’t help but consider what she was getting herself into, and more importantly, if it involved Nate getting naked.
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      Nate watched a pretty pink color stain Gracie’s cheeks before he pushed off her desk to make his way back to his office.  Either she was really excited about his proposal, or he’d just embarrassed the hell out of her.  Knowing Gracie and how hard she was to embarrass, he was opting for excited. Opting? Who was he kidding? He was hoping for it.

      He dropped down into his leather chair and tried to keep the party in his pants to a minimum.  But Jesus, talk about fate landing in his lap and giving him the perfect opportunity to finally get closer to the girl he couldn’t help but compare every other female to.  Gracie.  She was sweet, sexy, funny as hell…and refused to go out with him.

      They’d met a little over a year ago when they both came to work for the Deerfield Gazette and moved into apartments across the hall from one another.  They were friends, good friends, but he’d always felt something more, and in an effort to feel her out, he’d often teased her about going on a date.  But she always came back with some witty comment on how she had enough fodder for her comic strip.

      Damned if this wasn’t the perfect chance to get her to go out with him, to show her how a woman should really be treated.  After watching his folks for years and seeing how they treated one another with kindness and respect, he knew gifts like candy and flowers were nice gestures in a relationship, but real love was about thoughtfulness and putting the other person’s needs first.  And if things didn’t turn intimate after the week was over, if Gracie still didn’t see that he was bat-shit crazy about her and reciprocate those feelings, then this little experiment wouldn’t jeopardize their friendship. He’d pass off every move he made as helping her cause, because he valued what they had between them too much to ruin it.

      He peered out from his partition wall and caught a glimpse of her moving down the hall, that luscious, curvy ass of hers all wrapped up in a sexy pencil skirt, swaying enticingly with each step.  He raked his fingers through his hair as he turned his attention to the way her long dark hair swished against her silk blouse—a blouse that did little to hide the way her hard nipples poked against her lace bra.  Oh yeah, when the cold air had breezed in through the crack in her window frame, he could see the beautiful outline of her pale buds.  A low groan caught in his throat, and he tugged at his collar as his temperature jumped a few degrees.

      “Something wrong?” Audrey asked as she stuck her head into his cubicle.  She looked at him over those silver-rimmed glasses, her lips pinched.

      He straightened and coughed into his hand.  “No, why?”

      “You look like you’re in agony.”  She gestured toward his laptop.  “Is that piece giving you trouble?”

      He glanced at the article on his screen.  “Not at all.  It’s coming together great.”  Jesus, how could an article on the winter activities at the resort cause anyone grief?  Not much happened here in Deerfield, nothing he considered newsworthy anyway, which was why he was currently covering the winter festivities and upcoming Valentine events at Stone Cliff.  But looking at his article did give him an idea on where to start with Gracie.

      Audrey gave a slow nod.  “Good.  I expect it on my desk at the end of next week.”

      As soon as Audrey left and he saw Gracie walk back to her cubicle, Nate turned his attention back to his laptop and messaged her privately.

      Be ready at seven.

      Where are we going?

      The resort.

      Why?

      Wear something warm.

      You know I can’t ski.

      Just trust me, okay?

      He listened as she tapped on her keyboard and then came back with, I really have no idea how skiing is going to help me with my comic strip.

      Do you always have to be doubtful?

      You’ve seen my track record, right?

      Oh yeah, he’d seen the kind of guys she went out with.  Douche bags—every last one of them.

      You just haven’t been with the right guy, Gracie.

      She stopped typing, and he could hear the wheels on her chair squeal.  He looked around his ugly orange wall and saw her staring at her computer, like it had a live virus and she was about to catch it.  When she started to turn his way, he pushed back in his seat so she couldn’t see him watching her.

      A long moment passed, then she finally wrote back.  Are you saying you’re the right man?

      The right man to show you what love looks like, sure.  He rubbed his palms together in anticipation, determined to open her eyes and show her firsthand how good they could be together.  He knew he couldn’t come right out and tell her.  Gracie had a cynical streak a mile wide, and he was going to have to navigate it carefully. No, he needed to take it slow and get her to open her eyes and see him as something more than her pizza and movie pal before he made a move.

      Okay, I guess if anyone can, it’s you.  Considering you’re in love every other week.

      He stared at his computer a moment longer, surprised by her comment. Is that what she thought?  Jesus, she had it all wrong.  Sure, he dated—a lot—to keep his mind off the one girl he really wanted.  When he did go out, he spent the majority of the night wishing he was with Gracie and that they could move from the friend zone and really give a relationship a shot.

      He decided to change the subject.  What’s for dinner?

      Your night to cook, remember?

      Right. Let’s eat at the lodge, then.  You’re on a deadline, and it will give us an earlier start.

      Wow, you’re going all out for me.

      Nate frowned at the screen. Was there sarcasm in that text?

      No way.  I’m just thrilled you can help me. Honest!

      It’s what friends do.

      Okay, meet you at the apartment later.

      She signed off when Audrey stepped into her cubicle.  For the rest of the day, Nate went over his article, made a couple phone calls, then left the office to talk to a few vacationers and compile some quotes on Stone Cliff.

      Night fell early over the mountain town in the dead of winter, and instead of heading home, he made his way back to the office.  Their apartment wasn’t far from their work building, and normally, Gracie liked to walk home, but it was cold and the zipper on her jacket was broken.

      He pulled open the front door just as she was exciting the building.

      “What are you doing back?” she asked, dark lashes blinking over those almost too big brown eyes as she lifted her chin to meet his glance.

      Instead of answering, Nate looked over her navy blue pea coat, noting the way it was open at the neckline.  He reached out and fussed with her zipper, which wouldn’t budge past her breasts—lovely, ample breasts with taut nipples his tongue tingled to lick and tease.  He coughed to hide his arousal.

      “You need to get this fixed,” he said.

      “I know.”  She touched his forehead.  “Are you getting sick?  I heard you coughing earlier today, too.”

      “I’m fine,” he lied.  Hell, he wasn’t fine, and it was getting harder and harder to be around her without touching her, kissing her, making her his once and for all.  He tugged on the bottom of her jacket and gripped the zipper harder.  “Damn thing,” he grumbled and jiggled it, but his fingers slipped from the sliver of metal and brushed over the lush slopes of her breasts.  He heard her suck in air, and when he glanced up, she had that pink tinge on her face again.

      Looking for a distraction, he pulled off his scarf and wrapped it around her.  He was about to tuck it into her coat but thought better of it.  “Uh, you better do that.”  As she adjusted it and covered her exposed flesh, he frowned.  “Where are your gloves?”

      She rolled her eyes at him.  “I’m twenty-three, you know.  I can take care of myself.”

      “If you could take care of yourself, you’d be wearing gloves.  You might come from out east where the winters aren’t as cold, but you’ve been here a whole year, Gracie.  You should know by now you need gloves.”  He pulled his off and shoved them over her hands.  “Let’s go,” he said, gesturing toward his truck, which was still running.

      “What about you?” she asked, the big gloves flapping as she waved them in front of her face.

      “I’m good.  The truck’s warm.  Besides, I grew up here. I’m used to the cold.”

      They both jumped into his truck, and a few minutes later, he pulled up to their apartment building and parked in his assigned spot.  It wasn’t much of a place, but it was all either of them could afford as they worked to pay down their university bills.  He climbed from his seat and followed her inside.

      “I’ll grab a shower and be right over,” he said as she started to unravel the scarf.  “I think you should wear your black bomber tonight.  It’s warm and the zipper works.”

      “Yeah, good idea.”  She handed back his cold weather gear.  “I’ll put on some coffee.”

      “I won’t be long.”

      “Okay, I’ll leave the door unlocked.”  She unzipped her coat as the heat in the hall fell over them, and he glimpsed her hard nipples through that silk blouse as she nodded toward her place. “Just come over when you finish your shower.”

      He swallowed hard, because after glimpsing those lovely nubs, he was pretty confident he was going to come when he was in the shower.  Jesus.
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      Grace started a pot of coffee and then hurried to the shower.  She wasn’t looking forward to hitting the slopes, but she was interested in seeing what Nate could teach her about love.  And she was still holding out hope it involved him getting naked.  A sound lodged in her throat.  A half laugh, half groan.  Honestly, who was she kidding?  Nate didn’t think of her that way.

      She stripped off her work clothes and climbed into the hot spray, which felt glorious against her cold skin.  She washed her hair and body, staying under the spray until the water turned cold.

      She pulled back her curtain, and steam filled the room as she wrapped her towel around herself, knotting it at her breasts.  Wondering if Nate was there yet, she padded down the hallway, not bothering to dress.  He’d seen her in a towel numerous times, and it had never once pulled a reaction from him.  Like she’d said, asexual friend.

      “Hey,” she said when she found him in the kitchen, doctoring their coffees.  God, he looked good.  Dressed in a fitted, blue pullover sweater that brought out the color in his eyes and a pair of jeans that hit all his spots just right, especially the one below his belt, he looked even sexier than ever.  She liked him in his work wear, but she liked him out of it every bit as much.

      He handed her the coffee and went back to stirring his, barely sparing her a glance.

      She took a sip.  “Mmmm, good.”  She leaned against the doorframe and watched him.
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