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      Christy Wallace is a respectable Spanish teacher, but during the summer lets her sultry side shine as a salsa dancing instructor. When a sexy country boy named Adam starts taking her classes, she starts falling hard.

      

      At the same time, she promises her gay best friend that she’ll briefly pose as his girlfriend to meet his family, she doesn’t think a little game of pretend will hurt anyone. It certainly won’t get in the way of her new relationship. Or will it?

      

      Adam’s just not any country boy. He’s the owner of Adam’s Apples, the fastest-growing cider business in Washington. To his own surprise, one night with Christy has him thinking long-term. That is until he walks into a restaurant for a family lunch and finds Christy on the arm of his brother.
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      “Do you want it wet?”

      What?

      Christy Wallace snapped her attention away from the intriguing man standing in front of her, and back to the woman speaking. “I’m sorry?”

      “Your cappuccino, Christy. You usually order it wet, but I just wanted to make sure.” Madison, who owned the shop, gave her a patient smile even though there was a line of customers to the door.

      “Oh. Yes. Wet, please. Thanks, Madison.” She flushed, her face giving away the direction of her thoughts. Great, now the entire store probably thought she was some tawdry sex fiend.

      Normally the question wouldn’t have been such a doozy. She was a regular at Ooo La Latté—had met Madison when they were in the same wedding party. She ordered the same wet cappuccino every day.

      But her brain had gone to pot the moment she’d walked through the door and laid eyes on him.

      The man standing at the end of the line looked like he could’ve been the stunt double in any James Bond film. Well, a dark blond Bond.

      He had a lean muscular body, hard jaw-line, sensual mouth…and a butt you could bounce a quarter off.

      This was the first time she didn’t mind waiting ten minutes in line for coffee. Not with the view standing in front of her.

      Her imagination had gone into overdrive. Those hands…those hands on her body. His body on her body—in her body. The fantasy had gone on and on—only to be broken when Madison confirmed her usual order.

      Christy shifted as she waited for her drink, trying to forget about the man who now stood beside her. But, God, he smelled good.

      She leaned forward slightly and inhaled again. Even over the intense coffee aroma she could smell his cologne. Something woodsy and oh-so-male.

      “What’s the difference?”

      She blinked and then blinked again. Oh God. He was actually talking to her? Her nerves jumped to life.

      “Difference in what?”

      “Between wet and dry cappuccinos?” He raised an eyebrow at her as he accepted his drink from the barista.

      She ran her tongue over suddenly dry lips. His gaze dropped to observe the small movement and her blood quickly heated.

      Christy bit back a groan. What the hell was happening here? She’d been attracted to men before, but never this quick.

      Sex. Ah, there it was. She needed to get laid. Two years without sex had turned her into a sex-starved woman.

      “Wet is with more milk and less foam.” She lifted her gaze from his solid chest and up to his amused hazel eyes.

      Jeez, he was tall. At only five-one, she’d wager he had at least a good foot on her.

      “Hmm. I guess I can understand that.”

      “One wet cappuccino.” The barista grinned and handed Christy her drink.

      “Thank you.” She took it with a grateful smile.

      The man next to her looked at her beverage and then gave him a pensive look. “I’m not used to fancy drinks. I just wanted a cup of coffee.”

      Fancy drinks? Definitely not a local. Christy offered him a smile.

      “Espresso drinks really aren’t all that intimidating. And you know, rumor has it they’re even made with coffee.”

      “I don’t think I’d have a clue where to begin.”

      “Ah.” She walked towards one of the leather couches in the shop, elated when he followed. “See, I think what you need is an espresso tutor.”

      He sat down next to her, stretching his long legs out in front of him. The plush couch seemed suddenly inadequate.

      “An espresso tutor, huh?” His mouth curved into an answering smile. “You have any idea where a fellow might be able to get one of those?”

      Fellow? Hmm. Christy stared at him. The James Bond fantasy had to go. He was starting to give off more of a Matthew McConaughey vibe. Minus the Southern accent. And Matthew was a genuine hottie in her book.

      “I might know one or two,” she replied. Fantastic. She was flirting. She was actually flirting!

      Nate would be so proud.

      His smile widened. He took a sip of coffee, and then asked, “What’s your name?”

      “Christy. Yours?”

      “I’m Adam.” He glanced down at his coffee and then back up at her. “Christy, how would you like to have dinner with me tonight? You can give me some lessons in espresso.”

      He was actually asking her out? People didn’t date anymore, they hooked up. At least in her experience. And here was this hot-as-heck guy asking her out to dinner a minute after they’d just met.

      Crap.

      If she didn’t have a previous commitment, she would have been all over dinner with Adam.

      “Unfortunately, I’m going to have to say no,” she replied, not bothering to hide the regret on her face. She hated the games that went into dating, and had always tried to be honest and straightforward. “I have a different type of lesson to give tonight.”

      “A different type of lesson?” He took another sip of his coffee. “Sounds interesting. Just what do you teach, Christy?”

      “Salsa dancing, actually. But only when I’m not teaching Spanish to high school students.”

      “A Salsa-dancing, high school teacher?” He looked impressed and amused at the same time. “Well, let me tell you something. We never had any teachers who looked as good as you when I was in high school. I’ll bet you get hit on a lot by the students.”

      Christy laughed, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear self-consciously.

      Please let him ask me out for a different day.

      “Actually, I did get asked to prom once by a senior.”

      “I believe it.” Adam gave a soft laugh. “Is school out for the kids yet?”

      “Friday was our last day.” She crossed her legs, and the calf-length dress she wore shifted higher to expose her knees. His gaze followed the movement. Suddenly she was all too aware of his muscular thigh brushing up against hers.

      “And now you’ve got the summer off?” he asked.

      Was it her? Or did his voice seem a little huskier?

      “Yup, and I’m going to savor every moment of it.”

      He wasn’t going to ask her out again. The conversation lulled and Christy lowered her gaze.

      She should just head out. Besides, she’d requested that maintenance come by to look at the pipes in her apartment. She kind of wanted to be there for that. But the thought of leaving the shop and not seeing Adam again really bugged her.

      She stood up, cappuccino in hand. “I should go. It was nice meeting you, Adam.”

      He rose as well and walked with her towards the door. “Say, where are you teaching these Salsa dancing lessons?”

      Christy’s pulse jumped with hope as she glanced at him. “Why? Are you thinking of signing up?”

      “I’d have to check my schedule.”

      Right. The disappointment set in. When a guy mentioned a busy schedule, he was looking for a way to brush you off. Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a business card.

      “Here’s the info,” she said, handing it to him. “Come if you want, we could always use more men.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Adam revealed his perfect smile again as he took the card and pocketed it.

      Christy swallowed hard. Maybe he thought the number on it was a personal line, but it wasn’t. Everything on that card was all business or related to it. If this man wanted to pursue her, he would literally have to show up for her class.

      Yeah right. Like that’d happen.

      She found her keys and walked over to her hippie-era Volkswagen Beetle.

      “Have yourself a good day, Christy,” he called after her. “And thanks for explaining that cappuccino thing to me. Maybe we can go over some more tips some time.”

      “Maybe.” She waved and climbed into her car. Well, at least he was watching her drive away.

      And that was probably the last time she’d see him.

      “That was fun for the whole five minutes it lasted,” she muttered, stifling her regret as she pulled out of the parking lot and onto the highway.

      The sound of Madonna singing “Like a Virgin” rang from her purse, and Christy reached for her cell phone.

      “Good morning, Nate,” she answered after seeing his picture pop up on her caller ID. “It’s only nine-thirty on a Monday morning. Are you sure you should be awake?”

      “God, don’t remind me.” He sighed. “I traded shifts with a coworker, so I had last night off. It was really odd to sleep during the hours that normal humans do.”

      “I’ll bet,” Christy replied as she switched lanes. “So I just met this totally hot guy.”

      “Really? For you or for me?”

      “Come on now, when do I ever sound this excited about finding someone for you?” she teased. “He’s for me, sweetie.”

      “Well, I had to check,” he grumbled. “All right, spill it. Give me the details.”

      “I met him at Ooo La Latté a few minutes ago. I guess—now that I think about it— there’s not a lot to tell.” She switched her phone from one ear to another. “I saw him in line and started having these totally kinky thoughts about him. I think he figured it out because the next thing I knew we were sitting on the couch flirting over coffee. Sorry. I had a cappuccino, he had coffee.”

      “Nice. Did you get his number?”

      “Err, no,” she hesitated. “He asked me out to dinner tonight, but I told him I was busy.”

      “What? Christy! You didn’t accept the date? What were you thinking?”

      “Uh, hello, I was thinking about my Salsa classes tonight. Remember? I gave him my card, though, and told him he could take my class if he wanted to see me. Pretty doubtful that he’ll actually show.” Christy sighed. “But, I can’t brush off my commitments for a guy who’ll probably turn out to just be another dud.”

      “You’re smart like that, Christy. Hey, how did that one guy turn out? That guy Lannie was trying to set you up with? The best man from her wedding?”

      “Oh, right. Gabe.” Christy frowned. He’d actually been a pretty decent guy whom she wouldn’t have minded getting to know better. That is if he hadn’t already been head over heels for Maddie—the owner of the coffee shop.

      “So was he cute?”

      “He was cute.” She laughed softly. “Cute and taken. They always are.”

      “Well, that’s a bummer.” Nate was quiet for a moment. “Hey, there is a reason I called. Can you meet me for breakfast tomorrow? We need to do some real talking.”

      “Real talking, huh? As opposed to just chatting about men? Sounds serious.”

      “Um, it kind of is.”

      “Oh. Really? Do you want me to come over now?” Christy slowed her car, ready to flip a U-turn and head to his apartment on Broadway.

      “No, not now. I’m meeting someone for lunch in a couple of hours.”

      “A date?”

      “Sort of. I met him on TikTok.”

      “Tapping the socials. Nice. Good luck with him. I want to hear all about that too at breakfast tomorrow.”

      “You will. Where did you want to meet?”

      His voice, which had been animated after mentioning his date, again became more somber. Hmm.

      “Why don’t we meet at Beth’s Café,” she suggested. “I’ve been craving a six-egg omelet.”

      “Damn, where do you put it all? I hate that place. I smell like grease when we leave.”

      “So shower when you get home. Grease becomes me.”

      “Fine. I’ll meet you there around ten.”

      “Nine.”

      “I have to work tonight!” he protested. “Let me get a few hours of sleep in before we meet.”

      “I have a crap ton of errands tomorrow. Nine.”

      Nate sighed. “Nine-thirty?”

      “Done. I’ll see you in the morning. Good luck with your date,” she said and ended the call.

      Well, at least one of them was having some success with men.

      It was probably better if Adam didn’t show up tonight. She’d have to be nuts to put her heart out on the line again. She’d only just gotten over her last relationship. Really. It was best just to forget the whole coffee episode.

      Adam who?

      “Exactly,” she muttered. Now. What could she wear tonight that was cute?

      

      “Hello, gorgeous. Love the outfit.” Carlos, the owner of the studio, stretched out his hands to greet her.

      “This old thing? I got it at a shop on Broadway.” Christy took his hands and leaned forward to give him a kiss on each cheek. She didn’t have to stretch too far, because Carlos was only a few inches taller than her.

      His nose wrinkled. “Oh yes. I forgot about your habit of buying used clothes.”

      “Second-hand shopping. And don’t knock it ’til you’ve tried it.” She grinned. “Besides, I’m a teacher living in downtown Seattle. Where do you think most of my money’s going?”

      “You should move out of that dump,” he grumbled as he went to fiddle with the stereo. “Get a nice apartment in the suburbs for half the price and save some money.”

      “Probably. But Pioneer Square is right in the middle of the tourist and party scene. My apartment might be a dump, but it’s highly desired.”

      “Party scene? I thought you gave up flirting with the Navy boys who come over from Bremerton?” He gave her a sideways glance.

      “I’ll have you know that I’ve been in remission from Navy men for two years and counting now.”

      “Good girl. Just keep your feet grounded, niña. Shall we warm up a bit before the students start arriving?” he asked, hitting the play button.

      “Sounds good.” A rush of adrenaline kicked in. The rhythm of the music got into her blood and put her in another realm.

      As the sultry, upbeat Latin music started to fill the room, Christy unzipped her sweatshirt and threw it on a chair. Her tank top and skirt combo was sexy, yet practical. The sexy part was needed in case Adam showed up. The practical bit was for the dancing itself.

      She stepped towards his outstretched hands. They waited for the music to come around, and on the second beat, they were off.

      The dance was second nature. Her feet and body knew exactly what to do and how to do it. She followed Carlos’s lead, spinning and breaking when he guided her to.

      They’d been dancing for fifteen minutes when people began to arrive for the seven o’clock class. Christy took little notice, following Carlos as he continued the dance.

      At some point, her gaze drifted beyond Carlos’s shoulders and landed on a man standing near the door.

      Oh God.

      She bit her lip, but was unable to stop the immediate smile.

      Amazing, he’d actually shown.

      Her pulse, already fast from dancing, went into overdrive. Heat spread throughout her body.

      “That’s some smile you’ve got there,” Carlos said. “Any reason why?”

      “He came.”

      “He?” Carlos spun her so that he now had the view of the door to the studio. “I assume you mean the only guy here who isn’t a senior citizen, gay, or with another woman?”

      “Yeah.” She kept her voice low. “The tall, lean, darkish blond haired one.”

      “Not too lean.” Carlos gave Adam a thoughtful glance. “He looks like he’s got some muscle on him.”

      And didn’t she notice! Christy giggled. “Don’t let your wife hear you talking like that. She might get the wrong idea.”

      “Serena is very happy.” Carlos’s expression turned smug. “She has no room for complaints.”

      Christy rolled her eyes. “You men, you’re all the same.”

      The song came to an end and so did their dance. The room filled with a smattering of applause from their students.

      Christy stepped back from Carlos and lifted her gaze towards Adam. He was leaning against the wall, looking relaxed and curious. When she met his eyes, though, his expression was more guarded.

      Hmm. What was he thinking about?

      She raised an eyebrow at him in acknowledgment and then turned to look over the rest of her new students. There were a few twenty-somethings, a few seniors, and a handful of middle-aged couples.

      No doubt the wives had dragged their husbands out after watching one of the dancing movies or television shows that were so popular now.

      “Welcome everyone,” Carlos called out, walking over to the group. “I am Carlos, and this is Christina. We will be teaching you to dance Salsa for the next week. This is a high-intensity class where you learn it all in six days. Are you ready?”

      There were a bunch of affirmative replies from the small crowd. Christy turned her glance back towards Adam. She held back a laugh. He was suddenly looking towards the exit.

      Ah, so he was having second thoughts. Well, she’d just have to make this as easy on him as possible.

      “All right.” Carlos turned to face Christy. “You go ahead and take it from here, niña.”

      “Thanks.” She gave him a big smile, taking a nervous breath before turning back towards the group. “Hello, everyone. Why don’t you grab a partner? It doesn’t have to be boy-girl if we don’t have an equal ratio.”

      Christy strode towards Adam and took his hand.

      Yikes, was that a shock?

      The tingle where their hands connected moved up her arm as she led him onto the floor. His hands were large and callused. He probably did hard work and didn’t mind getting dirty.

      God, there was something so sexy about that.

      She immediately envisioned those rough hands cupping her breasts. Swallowing hard, she tried to bring her focus back to the dance lessons she was about to teach.

      “Are you sure you’re supposed to be doing this?” Adam asked, looking pleased that she’d chosen him. “Shouldn’t you be dancing with your other guy?”

      “He’s not my guy,” she replied. “And, no, we’re supposed to split our talents up and grab the newbies.”

      “Well, aren’t I the lucky one?” His widening smile and deep voice had her mind going all muddy. She literally had to shake her head to clear it.

      “I’m surprised you even showed. I didn’t take you for the type of guy who wanted to learn how to dance Salsa.”

      “Now, Christy, that’s why we need to get to know each other a little better.”

      The fluttering in her belly started. “I can’t wait.”

      Remember why you’re here, Christy. As much as you may want to, it’s not to flirt with Adam.

      At least not during class. She cut eye contact to check out how the students were pairing up.

      Nice, they had an equal amount of females and males. Carlos was standing next to a blushing woman who couldn’t have been a day under seventy.

      “Okay, now that everyone has a partner, let me tell you a little bit about Salsa dancing,” Christy began and started to break down beats and rhythm and when to move.

      Most of the people nodded that they understood.

      “Okay, it’s always easier to just do it.”

      Christy nodded at Carlos to hit the music again. When the music began, she turned to face Adam with an amused smile.

      “All right, partner,” she murmured. “Let’s see how quick you learn.”

      He tilted his head. “Just try me, darlin’.”

      Weak knees don’t make for good dancing, Christy told herself and pushed aside the unwanted feminine reaction.

      “There are two basic movements to Salsa dancing,” Christy went on, trying not to obsess about the sexy man she was teaching how to dance. “The forward basic movement, and the backward basic movement.”

      The couples who were watching her and Adam began to mimic their moves.

      “Generally, the man will lead. The lady facing the man will perform steps complementing his. If he moves his left foot forward, she moves her right foot back.” Adam looked up from his feet, which he’d been focusing on, and back at her.

      “Yes,” she told him before he could ask. “I’m the man right now.”

      “A little role reversal.” He clucked his tongue. “See, I could tell right away you were a kinky girl.”

      Christy stumbled.

      Don’t think about sex. Not now. Bad timing, very bad timing.

      She went on, struggling to keep her voice steady. “The men will step forward and tap left, then rock back on the right foot, and finish by stepping back on the left. Women, go ahead and mirror these steps, but when he’s going forward, you’re going back.”

      Adam shook his head. “All right, you win. I’ve been confused since you started talking.”

      Christy threw back her head and laughed, continuing to guide him through the movements. “You’re doing all right, just smile and try to get through it.”
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      Adam wondered how he managed to do just that. Smile and dance Salsa like he really gave a damn. He didn’t care an ounce for Salsa dancing. Now the woman he was dancing with, he cared a great deal about getting to know better.

      Earlier he’d switched partners, and found himself shuffling around with various other women. But his thoughts had stayed with Christy, and it wasn’t long before she returned to his arms.

      She was what his dad would refer to as enchanting. With her laugh, her subtle flirting, and how absolutely adorable and gorgeous she was. Those wide blue eyes and pale blonde hair. And the smattering of freckles on her nose made him want to kiss the upturned tip.

      She was a little more petite than most of the women he’d dated. She was almost tiny, by his standards. But she was rounded in all the right places and had breasts that would be a perfect fit for his hands. And, Lord, that gently rounded ass she’d displayed to him when she did her flirty turns in the dance.

      “Almost done,” she whispered as they came inches away from each other. “Can you last for a few more minutes?”

      Every time they came in close contact, he could smell her perfume. She smelled sweet, almost edible.

      “Darlin’, I can go all night.”

      Christy winced, her expression turning wry. “I suppose I set myself up for that one.”

      “I suppose you did,” he agreed with a smile. “You going to let me take you out for dinner after this?”

      “Dinner?” She raised an eyebrow. “It’s nearly eight o’clock. I ate before I came.”

      Adam wasn’t deterred. He didn’t want this night to end when the class did. “How about a late night snack?”

      Her eyelashes fell, hiding her expression. “I…I have to get up early in the morning. I’d better not.”

      The disappointment stung. What was going on with her? Had she just been stringing him along? Was she playing hard to get? That didn’t seem right. She’d seemed interested in him.

      Maybe she just wasn’t all that experienced dating? But she’d certainly flirted like she was. Maybe he’d just been too forward. That seemed a little more likely.

      The song ended. Christy released his hands to step away from him.

      “Congratulations.” She raised her voice to address the class. “You’ve just completed your first Salsa lesson. I’ll see you all tomorrow night.”

      Adam stood there. Should he cut his losses and leave? Or try to talk to her more? Christy had already crossed the room and picked up a hand towel from the bench, using it to wipe over her face, which was amusing, since she hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      He stopped hesitating and walked over to her. She looked up, seeming surprised that he was still there.

      “Did you have fun?” Her question and tone were equally polite.

      “It was interesting,” he compromised. “I’m sure I’ll pick up more tomorrow night.”

      “You’re coming back?” she asked, and then her cheeks tinged pink. “I mean, I think you should. They’re week-long classes. I just wasn’t sure you’d want to.”

      “When I start something, I finish it,” he promised, enjoying watching the flush in her cheeks deepen.

      Christy tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. He’d noticed she did that when she was nervous or embarrassed.

      “All right, well I’d better head out.” She slipped a bag over her shoulder and waved goodbye to Carlos who was locking up.

      Adam kept pace with her as she walked out the door. “Let me see you to your car.”

      “Thanks, that’s sweet of you.” She cast him a sideways look. “Do you have a long drive home?”

      “I’m not from Seattle. I’m just in town for the week.”

      Disappointment flashed across her face before she could turn away to hide it. Hmm. It was clear she wasn’t looking for a one-night stand.

      Then again, neither was he. Not with her. She intrigued him like no woman had before. One night with Christy would be like watching half of the Super Bowl.

      “But I have a lot of business here. I come back often.”

      Her smile seemed a bit forced now. “Well, you picked a good week to visit. Now you get to be one of my students.”

      “It’s been a long time since I was a student,” he admitted and stopped when she reached her car. “But I’m mighty glad you’re my instructor, Christy.”

      “Why is that?”

      The sudden huskiness in her voice was a good indication that she wasn’t immune to him. Despite his decision not to rush her, he was going to touch her. At least once.

      “Because you’re every man’s fantasy teacher,” he said with a laugh. “And I’m going to kiss you now. If you don’t mind.”

      Her lips parted in surprise, and before she could answer, he lowered his mouth to hers.

      Her soft lips sent a stab of desire through him, which only increased when he slipped his tongue through the seam of her lips.

      She tried to wrap her arms around his neck, but wasn’t tall enough. He laughed when her fingernails instead clutched at the top of his shoulders. She was so small, yet so lush. He settled his hands on her hips to pull her closer. Her nipples were hard, he could feel them brushing against his chest.

      Adam stroked his tongue against hers a few more times, and then retreated. Slowing the kiss to just small brushes of his mouth over hers. He didn’t want to spook her anymore than he already had earlier. When he finally lifted his head, her eyes were closed.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow night, okay?” He drew the pad of his thumb over her swollen lips.

      “Okay,” she murmured, and opened her eyes to look up at him.

      Her blue gaze was hazy with arousal, and his confidence surged. There was no doubt about it. She might have gone all shy for a moment, but she still wanted him.

      

      “Good morning, sunshine,” Christy called out as she strolled into Beth’s Café the next morning. The smell of grease was thick in the air, and almost every table was full.

      Nate stood in the entryway, waiting for her to join him.

      “Is it?” He yawned.

      “Well, it is for those of us who didn’t have to work all night.”

      “Hey, I wanted this little meeting to be later in the day.”

      She kissed his cheek. “I know, I know. Thanks for accommodating me. Let’s sit down.”

      Christy led him slowly through the crowded restaurant.

      “Why are you so damn cheerful, anyway?” Nate grumbled, his dark eyes narrowing with suspicion.

      “He showed up last night.”

      Nate frowned and tilted his head, then his eyes widened. “Oh! The guy you met at the coffee shop? No kidding.”

      “You kids need to see a menu?” Doris, their usual waitress, stopped in front of their booth and gave them a brief smile. Her lips were coated in a super bright pink shade of lipstick shade that hadn’t been popular since the eighties.

      “No, we’re good.” Christy grinned and flipped over her coffee mug. “Coffee for me.”

      “You want coffee, honey?” Doris asked Nate and then turned her face away to emit a haggard-sounding cough. “Damn cigarettes.”

      Nate cringed. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      Doris tilted the pot of coffee over Christy’s upturned mug. Christy’s expression remained neutral, even though every fiber in her being protested the drinking of bad coffee.

      She had yet to find a breakfast joint that served decent coffee. But bad or good, she needed her caffeine.

      “All right, you two need a minute?” Doris asked after filling the stained mug to the brim.

      Nate shook his head. “I’ll have a mushroom and green pepper omelet, made with egg whites only. Oh, and tomato slices instead of hash browns.”

      Doris’s lips twitched and her eyebrows rose, but she said nothing and look expectantly at Christy.

      “I’ll do a six-egg, bacon, cheddar, and sour cream omelet,” Christy replied immediately. “And could I get extra hash browns with that?”

      “Would you like that heart disease for here or to go?” Nate asked after Doris had walked off. “Jeez, you and my family. You all eat like crap.”

      “Just because you’re eager to convert to being a health nut, doesn’t mean the rest of us have to.”

      “Well, sweetie,” he rolled his eyes, “I don’t know how you can eat an omelet made with a half a dozen eggs—loaded with fat and calories—and still stay a size six.”

      “Genetics and a great metabolism. It’ll catch up with me someday. Don’t hate me too much.” Christy smirked and drank another sip of the bad coffee.

      “I would hate you if you weren’t so damn cute.” He sighed. “I hope she remembers the tomatoes instead of hash browns.”

      “She’s never forgotten.”

      “Yeah.” He scowled. “But there’s always a first time.”

      “My, aren’t we grouchy today?” Christy crossed her legs and gave him a narrowed look. “What’s going on? Does this have something to do with your date yesterday?”

      His face changed so quickly that she had to laugh.

      “Yesterday was amazing. We sat talking over the same cup of coffee for two hours,” he confessed, leaning forward eagerly. “We have so much in common. And did I mention how hot he is? He’s a Drama major at Cornish.”

      “Wow, sounds promising.”

      Nate sighed and stared at his hands. “I just really think that it could be different with him.”

      “Yeah? I hear you on that one.”

      His attention snapped back to her. “That’s right. Tell me about the boy.”

      “Grown man, thank you very much.” Christy giggled. “He’s wickedly good-looking, a charming flirt, and he makes me forget my own name when he kisses me.”

      “You’ve kissed?” Nate gasped. “You’re one up on me. He sounds fabulous, Christy. Hang on to him for a while.”

      “I would, but he’s not a Seattleite.” Her stomach clenched at the reminder. “He’s just visiting. So now the question is—do I have amazing sex for a few days and then see what happens? Or do I just call it quits while I’m still ahead?”

      “Uh, no brainer here. Have some sex, Christy. Before your hymen grows back. How long has it been anyway?”

      “Not that long,” she protested and then averted her gaze. “A couple of years. Maybe.”

      “God, I can’t even go a couple of days without masturbating.”

      “I never said that I don’t masturbate. And of course you think about sex more often, gay or not, you’re still a guy.”

      “Stereotype much.” He rolled his eyes. “What are you going to do?”

      “I have no idea,” she admitted with a despondent look. “I get the feeling that if I try to have casual sex with him, I’m going to end up getting really hurt. I think I like him too much for it to be casual.”

      “Hmm, I see your dilemma. Well, my advice to you is to play it by ear,” Nate told her. “If he shows up to class tonight—”

      “He told me he would.”

      “Then go out with him afterward and see how it goes. How you feel.” He paused, looking thoughtful. “Ask yourself ‘Can I live the rest of my life knowing that I gave up a few nights passion with this man?’ and if you think you could look back with no regrets on passing, you’ve got your answer. But if you think you’d always wonder… I say go for it.”

      “Thanks, Nate. That’s very deep. Helpful.”

      Doris returned with plates full of heaping food.

      Christy grabbed her fork and then dove into her omelet with great enthusiasm.

      Mmm. Bacon.

      A few minutes later she glanced up to see Nate watching her with disdain.

      “Shut up.” She waved her fork at him. “I don’t want to hear it.” She took another bite and closed her eyes, moaning her approval. “Now,” she said a moment later. “When you called me yesterday, you told me we had to have a real talk. Are we still going to?”

      “Yes, we are. I was just putting it off,” Nate replied, liberally sprinkling pepper over his washed-out excuse for an omelet.

      “Okay. So, what’s the deal?”

      “I need a favor,” he said slowly, pushing a slice of tomato around his plate. His knuckles were white from how tight he held the fork.

      “It’s not one of those things where I have to get dressed up in a cow costume again, is it?” A vision of that children’s fair he’d suckered her into years ago flickered through her head.

      “No, I kinda wish it was.” He paused. “It’s a little more complex.”

      He was really uncomfortable, Christy realized. This wasn’t a favor he wanted to ask for.

      She touched his hand. “You know I’ll help you out in any way that I can. What do you need?”

      He took a deep breath. “Well, my family’s coming out to Seattle to visit. They should be arriving any time now.”

      “Your parents?” she asked in surprise. “They’re coming over from Eastern Washington?”

      “Yeah, and my older brother.” His mouth tightened.

      “But that’s great,” she said and shook her head. “I’ve still never met your family. And you’ve seen my mom a dozen times at least. Do I get an introduction this time around?”

      “Yes. But, Christy… I haven’t told them.”

      “Told them?” She took another bite of her breakfast. Then she looked up suddenly.

      Wait a minute. Did he mean…?

      “That’s right. They don’t know,” he mumbled, his expression tight.

      “So, they still think you’re a skirt-chasing, lusty country boy?” Christy asked, letting the air whoosh out between pursed lips. She shook her head and gave him a sympathetic smile. “And you’re going to break it to them when they’re here?”

      “Well, that’s just it.” He averted his gaze. “That’s where you come in.”

      “Where I come in?” Her eyebrows rose. “I hope you’re not asking me to break the news. I can just see it. ‘Hi, I’m Christy, Nate’s friend. Great to finally meet you. Oh, by the way, your son prefers men. Now, who wants to visit the Space Needle?’”

      “I’m not asking you to tell them anything,” he said, his whole body tense. “I’m asking you to be my girlfriend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      It took a second before Christy could speak. “I’m sorry. Did I miss something? Or were you just pretending to be gay for the past couple of years?”

      “Of course not.” He gave an impatient sigh. “Please, I’m being serious here, Christy.”

      “You’re being serious.” She nodded. “Yet you want to introduce me to your family as your girlfriend?”

      “Yes,” he replied reluctantly. “It’ll only be for a week.”

      “One week.” Her jaw flexed with dismay. “Tell me something. Do you ever plan on telling them?”

      “Yes, of course. It’s just a bad time right now.”

      She gave him a disbelieving look.

      He sighed and looked away. “My dad had a heart attack last year and just underwent a bypass a few months ago. The news would probably get him so upset he’d give himself another attack.”

      “Nate—”

      He turned back to face her, leaning forward. “My family is ultra-conservative. They’re Republicans, Christy. Church-going Republicans.”

      Christy rolled her eyes, knowing he was really desperate if he was pulling out the conservative Republicans bit. She sighed, feeling the weight of his request sitting heavily on her.

      “I don’t like this, Nate. Why don’t you just pretend to be a straight single guy this week?”

      “Because they’re starting to wonder why I’ve never had a girlfriend,” he muttered. “I’ll tell them, I promise. I just don’t want to risk my dad’s health right now.”

      He looked so desperate, so stressed out. She closed her eyes with a sigh. “It’s just one week?”

      “Just one week,” he replied quickly.

      “Okay, I’ll do it. But you’d better tell them within the year because I am not going through this again.”

      Nate’s relief was obvious. The tension in his shoulders eased, and the color in his face returned. “You’re the best, Christy. If I weren’t gay I’d marry you in a heartbeat.”

      “I wouldn’t marry you. You’re too healthy.” She picked her fork up again. “Now give me some background on your family.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “What do your parents do? What does your brother do? Does he live with them?”

      “Live with them?” Nate laughed. “My brother has his own house. He lives a few miles down the road from my parent’s farm.”

      “Oh my God, your parents live on a farm?” Her eyes widened as images of country life flitted through her head. “That’s so cute.”

      “Yeah, can’t you just see me running around milking cows?”

      “Uh, no, I’m actually not getting a visual on that.” Christy smiled. “So they run a farm. That’s how they make their income?”

      “Sort of,” he mumbled, finishing off the rest of his tomatoes. “My brother runs a little fruit business and they work for him doing the accounting and paperwork.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      Doris came over to refill her coffee and Christy leaned back in her seat until she’d finished. When she disappeared again, she focused back on Nate.

      “What’s your brother like?”

      Nate snorted. “Basically an overgrown jock, a country bumpkin who does most of his thinking with his dick.”
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