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Dedication




For Robert L. Brown and all my former students

who always inspire me











Chapter One




Ten, no, twelve rogue pirates surrounded her,

the hot, humid air one of the reasons for her flushed skin, the men surrounding

her the other. She trembled, for there was one in the midst who stood out over

the others, who captured her full attention, held a magical power. He was

strong. Dashing. A cad. He’d sidetracked her mission, yet as an illicit thrill

stole over her, she wanted him to swoop in, scoop her up, and carry her away,

help her escape from all this. His lips would fall on hers, taking her to never

imagined heights . . .




Taylor Krebs blinked. Focused. Cleared her

head, fading the Walter Mitty fantasy world she created, one she’d gleaned from

reading bestselling Lalita Crane’s latest historical romance novel. Last night

Taylor had turned the pages until three a.m., a foolish choice in hindsight, as

she’d had to be awake, dressed, and at the hotel by seven.




Now midafternoon, she was tired, hot,

and—finally—almost finished with the job she hoped would ignite her career.




She had to get her head out of the clouds,

although fantasy was almost always better than reality. Case in point, she was

surrounded by twelve of St. Louis’s sexiest bachelors and it was fast becoming

her worst nightmare. She would much rather read about being surrounded by

gorgeous guys, and hey, in her fantasy, maybe one of them could help her with

the applied project due for her master’s degree, the other task constantly

taking up brain space.




She sighed, doubting very much that any of the

sexy guys in front of her could help. And she needed the master’s degree, for

if she couldn’t make it as a full-time photographer, a degree meant she could

get a job teaching at the college level. As her mom kept harping, “You need a

fallback plan, dear.”




As it was, Taylor was so far behind on getting

her project approved that entering it in the college’s annual juried photo

contest, the one with a thousand-dollar cash prize, would take a miracle.




“No, no. He needs a more seductive smile.”

Virginia Barker Edwards, calendar committee chair, clapped her hands until the

poor man complied. “Much better,” she called.




Taylor took the last shots and let the

grateful man escape. She stifled a yawn.




Where was a rogue pirate when you needed one?




She made an adjustment to the camera, readying

it for the next frame. At first, being chosen to photograph the Sexy Public

Servants of St. Louis calendar sounded delicious. Who knew that St. Louis had

such a bumper crop of handsome men?




There was Mr. December—cop Jack Donovan—in his

Santa hat and low-rise jeans; Mr. January—park department’s Blaine Johnson—in

hat, tails, and tuxedo pants that fit like a glove; Mr. July—former Navy Seal

turned SLFD marine rescue, Brad Silverman—wearing a pair of swim trunks and a

smile; Mr. April—assistant District Attorney Liam Rogers—the only male wearing

a shirt, although the partially unbuttoned white oxford had the same effect as

if he was posing without it. Some of the female onlookers had actually swooned.




But for Taylor, it had been Mr. September—Joe

Marino—who’d turned her insides into gooey marshmallow. She hadn’t really paid

much attention to the sexy firefighter. Not at first. Mr. Tall, Dark,

Dangerous, and Brooding was so not her type. She liked them shorter. Blonder.

Safer. More like ADA Liam Rogers, although the ADA hadn’t made her heart race,

hadn’t made her do a double take like Joe Marino had.




Why was it she dated shorter, blonder men when

heroes like the long-haired Duncan MacGregor from Crane’s Burning

for the Rogue Pirate kept Taylor reading until the wee hours, way past

what was sensible?




She frowned as she swapped out the dead

battery, using a backup one she’d forgotten to charge fully and prayed it would

hold. She had one more month to photograph—September.




Her initial heated reaction to Joe had

happened right before taking the group shots, when she’d peered through the

viewfinder and zoomed in on Mr. September’s eyes. Blue melded with light gray

and a hint of green, forming a color that defied description. Which being

without words kind of pissed her off, especially since she prided herself on

description—it was part of being a photographer.




Worse, as if sensing her perusal, he’d winked.

She’d zoomed out, caught, feeling as if Joe somehow knew what she was doing. Impossible. Still, her insides turned to oatmeal-like mush,

and an indeterminable moment passed before her erratic heart slowed.




For Mr. September’s portraits, Joe wore only

his boots, turnout pants, suspenders, and coat—and a cheeky grin that

well-intentioned mothers warned her about. Before Taylor had started Joe’s

individual shots, his second blatant wink had sent raw heat scorching straight

down to curling toes clad in black and white striped high-top Converse.




Her tennis shoes were a concession to being on

her feet all day, a downside to being a photographer. Camera settings adjusted,

she was ready. Joe stood in the middle of the dance floor, in front of the

bright green background. After the long day, his earlier cheekiness had

vanished. She couldn’t blame him.




“How much longer?” His impatient tone

indicated his tolerance was wearing thin.




“Not too much. Just a few minutes more,”

Taylor replied, grateful the other months were complete. Because of Virginia’s

endless directions, each shoot had run over allotted time, and the men had

ended up waiting around.




“Only a few more shots, I promise.” She took

them. “There. All done.”




“I want his coat adjusted,” the calendar

committee chair called out as Joe began to move. He checked himself mid-step,

turned back.




“Well, maybe we’ll need a few

more,” Taylor amended wryly as Joe scowled, those full, dark brows knitting

together.




However, his surly frown was lost on Virginia

Edwards Barker, the calendar chairwoman and the one who had everyone dancing to

her tune. This was her pet project, and perfect silver hair remained frozen in

place as her head tilted while she studied Joe over hot pink designer reading

glasses. Her lips puckered. “He needs to show more chest. Definitely more

chest.”




The six or seven inches already exposed had

sent Taylor’s imagination into overdrive. The curly hair on Joe’s chest matched

the thick layers atop his head, and those glossy untamed raven waves kissed the

edges of his turnout coat collar—bad boy, rock star hair that he wore better

than her favorite lead guitarist.




“Taylor! Stat! Time is money. Let’s not delay

the poor man further,” Virginia called.




The loud series of claps she added jolted

Taylor to attention, and her face flamed. Betty White’s younger doppelganger

had awarded Taylor the assignment, so Taylor did Virginia’s bidding. No wasn’t an option.




Her fledging photography business desperately

needed this break and the subsequent exposure the calendar would bring. Her

bank account, drained from undergraduate and graduate school loans, needed the

cash jolt.




So she trotted dutifully out onto the brown

parquet, the white soles of her Converse making nary a squeak. Joe waited in

the last pose: right knee bent, boot planted on a wooden crate, hands on hips.

She reached for the worn mustard-colored edges of his turnout gear and pushed

the sections of the heavy fire retardant material toward his sides. Her

fingertips grazed rock hard abs covered with those tempting silky strands and

her breath hitched, causing her to emit a tiny hiccup.




Twinkling blue—no, gray—no, blue eyes drilled

into her. “Want some help?” Full, kissable lips inched upward, amusement

clearly evident.




He was enjoying this!




Sensing her hesitation, he covered her

trembling hands with his and, with his touch branding her unsteady, shaking

fingers, he eased the coat off his shoulders so that more of his perfectly

sculpted torso showed. He moved her right hand to his bare chest, and Taylor’s

mouth dried as her fingers resisted the urge to palm with abandon. She bit back

the next threatening hiccup—her often-uncontrollable nervous reaction—and

tugged her hands free from his firm grip.




Laughter lined those wicked eyes. “Like that?

That work for you?”




Oh Lordy. He

definitely worked for her, and having turned into a silly, childish puddle, she

could only nod because her normally loud voice had vanished. Being she stood

five foot five, he towered over her by at least a foot, maybe more. He was

tall, lean, ripped. With a body carved from real life, he shamed all the

sex-on-a-stick men gracing the covers of the Lalita Crane historicals she

devoured.




Forget hot, he was smoking—a man’s man—the

irresistible kind that gave women extremely erotic dreams.




“That should work,” Taylor finally managed,

praying no one watching had heard her exhaled whoosh of edgy breath. She and

Joe stood toe-to-toe—every one of Taylor’s nerve endings on high alert. She

wasn’t a naïve teenager, but she’d never been so physically aware of a

man—especially one like Joe. Her brain screamed run,

but her feet clung to the ground. Her hands desired to fully feel his chest,

test the texture for herself, curl her fingers into the silk.




“What about his hair?” Virginia called. “Don’t

you think we should fix that? He has some hat head.”




Joe reached up, dragged his hand through his

hair.




“No, that’s not what I want,” Virginia

returned, her lips puckered in clear disapproval. She held her hands up and

wiggled her fingers in the air. “Muss it up. Make it sexier. Do you know what I

mean?”




Unfortunately, Taylor did. She inhaled

patience and composure and called back, “Yes, I’ve got it.”




A sexy black eyebrow arched, curiosity

evident. Joe’s lips moved, capturing her dormant libido’s complete attention.

“You do?”




Taylor blew out a deep breath, which was

followed by a hiccup. She winced. “Stand still.”




She rose on tiptoes, her plain red T-shirt

inching up to reveal a sliver of pale stomach. Threading both hands into Joe’s

hair, she pushed the wayward locks off his forehead. “Sorry about this.”




The thick strands caressed her fingers—no

grease or residual gooey product here. Just shampoo and

natural waves. Her skin heated like an inferno. His breath hitched as

she pushed his hair up and over, patting any loose pieces to make them stay.

“There.”




“Am I good?”




Uhhh, he was more than good.




His eyes had darkened to blue steel, held a

hint of something. . . . “Didn’t know we knew each other so well. Not that I

minded. Was it good for you? If not, I could make it good.”




“I said I was sorry.” Taylor gave another

embarrassing hiccup.




His deep, suggestive voice caressed over her

in a smooth wave. His lips twitched. “Don’t be sorry. I’m

not. Who knew modeling could be so . . . hands on.”




“Uh . . .” Her tongue tied into knots. In her

favorite novel, the hero would have kissed her now. He’d lower his mouth to

hers and . . .




“That’s better.” Virginia’s voice broke the

intimacy, reminding Taylor that she stood in a rented ballroom, in clear view

of the others, making unprofessional googly eyes with her subject.




“I’m much happier,” Virginia called out. “Very

sexy Joe. Just what we’re looking for. Now get the shots, Taylor. Didn’t he say

he had to leave? Why are we still keeping the man waiting?”




“Yes, let’s get this done,” Joe replied. Aware

of their audience, his grin widened and he lowered full lips to whisper in

Taylor’s ear. “But you just let me know if you need anything. I’m happy to

oblige. Maybe we should explore what else those expert fingers of yours can do.

I’m a very hands-on kind of guy. Comes with the job description.”




The seductive way his words rolled off his

tongue made no secret that he meant the double entendre. “Yep, more than happy

to help you.”




As Taylor scurried back to the safety of her

camera, his low chuckle burned her ears. No way did she need

more of him!




Joe Marino was bad news. The kind who ran into

danger instead of safely away. If one glance, or one hand on that hard chest,

had turned her into a heated wreck—and she prided herself on being a woman who

was never, ever, out of control—what would touching him more do? He’d shattered

her precarious control with mere words.




“He reminds me of that werewolf in True Blood,” her friend Marci whispered as Taylor refocused

her camera. The black Canon SLR was like a security blanket, and she moved it

in front of her right eye.




One thing was certain—the camera loved Mr.

September. The lens captured all his hard angles, accentuating them and making

them even more chiseled. Taylor swallowed the next hiccup, which came out as a

faint, mouse-like squeak.




“You know, the actor. What’s his name? He also

did that firefighter dance in Magic Mike,” Marci

continued.




A movie Taylor had sadly missed. But she knew

the HBO show. Had seen every episode with her girls’ viewing group, read all

the Sookie Sackhouse books. “Joe Manganiello.”




Marci snapped her fingers. “Yeah, that’s him.

See what I mean?”




Eye to the viewfinder, Taylor could perceive

the resemblance Marci claimed—both men had the same dark hair and super-cut

body—but really, the generalities were where the likeness ended. The Joe in

front of her was clean-shaven. She could probably crack an egg on that sculpted

jawline. He wasn’t as broad in the shoulders. He stood taller. His hair was

longer, wavier. And his deep, sexy voice definitely hadn’t been the same. “He

might even be hotter,” Marci said.




Marci was dead on, one hundred percent

correct, but Taylor ignored answering her flirtatious friend, who’d only

volunteered to assist on the photo shoot so she could hang out with twelve,

hunky single men.




Taylor, being too poor to hire an assistant,

had welcomed the help, even though that meant Marci flitting from guy to guy,

her search for Mr. Right as fickle as the number of times she changed shoes per

day. Marci had shed her earlier four-inch heels for a sensible pair of

Sperry’s. Despite Taylor’s Converse, her feet screamed for a warm footbath.




Mr. September planted his hands on his hips

and widened his stance as Taylor pressed the shutter, catching his poses. “Now

if you could just move your helmet . . .”




“Here?” He dropped it directly in front of his

crotch, and she flushed.




Virginia let loose a giggle. “Oh Joe! You are

so bad.” Narrowing her gaze, Taylor frowned. She’d sworn some of the women in

Virginia’s entourage had swooned.




“Under your arm will be fine,” Taylor returned

briskly as his wicked grin split into devilish laughter before he complied. She

pressed the shutter and the camera clicked rapid-fire. She issued a few more

orders, and Joe executed the subsequent positions without complaint or comment,

much to her relief. The man was danger personified.




“Okay, we’re finished,” Taylor called. “Unless

you have anything else?”




Virginia shook her head. She appeared a bit

flushed. “I’m satisfied. And it’s hot in here.”




“Great. I always make sure a woman is pleased

before I leave.” Joe strode from the dance floor and headed their way.




“He’s going to be a favorite,” Marci observed.




“He will,” Taylor agreed. She had well over a

hundred fifty photos—surely Virginia would find something she liked. Taylor

wiped a drop of moisture from her forehead. The hotel’s air conditioning had

failed miserably with keeping up with the unseasonably warm June day. The

temperature outside was ninety-nine; it had to be at least eighty inside. The

large fans designed to give the men the windblown look had provided some

relief, but not nearly enough. She’d clipped her long auburn hair up off her

neck and into a loose knot, but that hadn’t done much. Her unsecured natural

curls had frizzed into a hellacious halo.




Joe reached the set of chairs. He shed his

coat, slid the suspenders down. Six-pack abs rippled as he pulled on a navy

T-shirt embossed with the fire department logo. Then he sat down and pulled off

the boots. Rising, he slid the turnout pants down, revealing the blue work

pants he wore underneath. She knew he had to have been uncomfortably hot

wearing all his gear. But he hadn’t complained once, unlike a few others. After

realizing that Virginia hadn’t planned on providing food and drink, Taylor had

sent Marci to the nearest convenience store for two dozen cold bottles of

water, a Styrofoam cooler, and a bag of ice. Her charge cards already bleeding,

what was one more unplanned expense?




As the group began to disperse, Taylor grabbed

one of the last bottles. Unlike those TV modeling shows with multiple computer

monitors on tables, Taylor’s reality was a used light kit bought off

Craigslist, the green screen, and her camera. She’d work on her MacBook later

and process the images. Shot against green, she’d easily be able to Photoshop

the men onto the various St. Louis backdrop photos she’d taken previously.

Then, once done, she’d bring the disk to Virginia.




“Tuesday, my office,” Virginia reminded Taylor

of the upcoming deadline as she and her entourage made to leave.




“Ten a.m.,” Taylor confirmed. Today was

Wednesday, so she had almost a week to get the images ready. As she had double

shifts at Presley’s Friday and Saturday and thousands of photos to process,

she’d need every spare minute. The hairs on the back of her neck rose as a

rich, sexy voice said, “Can I see?”




Taylor turned. Joe stood there, towering over

her in the T-shirt that fit like skin. He gestured at the camera, the small

Maltese cross tattoo on the inside of his wrist clearly visible. She’d kept the

tattoo out of view during the shoot. Virginia’s orders—and what Virginia

wanted, Virginia got.




“There are hundreds of images . . .”




“I don’t want to see all of them. Just the

last few will be fine.”




“No one else saw theirs . . .”




That sexy irresistible grin slid into place,

and Mr. September turned into Mr. State the Obvious. “I’m not like everyone

else.”




No, he certainly wasn’t. No one else made her

heart skip or her face flame. Now in the clothes he’d wear around the firehouse

while waiting for a call, Joe shouldn’t be so intimidating. Shouldn’t be so

alluring. Shouldn’t be calling to something deep inside, something primitive

she’d buried two years ago, something too dangerous to allow out.




“Besides, you owe me. You had your hands in my

hair and on my chest. Surely that gives me some leeway, a little extra.”




Ooh boy. “Fine.”




The devilish grin widened. “See how easy that

was?”




As Marci went to roll up the backdrop and put

away the light kit, Taylor turned on the camera’s preview mode and scrolled

through the last few images. Joe leaned over her left shoulder and watched as

she did. “That’s good work.”




She paused, surprised. “Thanks. You’re not

going to make a comment about how I had a good subject to work with?”




“That goes without saying.” His now trademark

smile came and vanished. He shrugged. “Seriously, though, I can tell you’ve got

talent. I hate being photographed. I never look good in them.”




Add lying to his list of

talents. She scoffed. “Then why did you do this?”




He frowned. “Because I had no choice.”




Ha. Hardly. Somehow she couldn’t quite believe him. “Everyone has a choice.”




He opened his mouth, checked whatever he’d

been about to say, and instead returned to the wide sexy grin found in all the

photos. “Perhaps I just wanted to meet you. Get to know you.”




“Oh please. You’re being a cad. Be serious.”

Taylor threw a hand over her mouth, realizing she’d sounded like the heroine in

the book she’d clearly needed to put down last night. How embarrassing.




Hands went on hips. Eyebrows arched. “A cad?

Where does that word come from anyway?”




From a romance novel. Face flaming, she turned the camera off, watched the screen go dark.

The backup battery had done its job of allowing her to finish the shoot. She

made a show of putting her Canon into the camera bag, but Joe didn’t take the

hint. “I’m sure you have other places to be.”




“You called me a cad. That’s a low blow. I

have to defend my honor.”




“Are you serious? I was joking. I’m sorry if I

offended you.”




He shook his head, that lovely hair caressing

his jawbone. Her fingers longed to touch the thick strands again, run her

fingers through them, and draw them away from his face. Clearly, the book’s

steamy love scene was wiggled into her subconscious.




“Humor me. You had your hands on my chest—and

good hands, by the way.”




“Part of my job.”




“Why’d you become a photographer?”




“Why’d you become a firefighter?” she

returned.




“Not for the reason you think, and do you

always answer a question with a question?”




Her chin jutted forward. She was intrigued but

tired. “Why? Does it annoy you?”




Deep laughter erupted, and shoving his hands

into his back pockets, he disregarded the bad habit that sent most men she met

running for the hills. “I like challenges; I don’t scare easily.”




Not expecting that answer, her next inhale

went down wrong, and she coughed.




His forehead creased. “You okay? Need me to

bang on your back?”




The thought of him touching her made all her

nerve endings go haywire again. “I’m good. No need.” She made show of touching

the base of her collarbone. At least the hiccups had stopped. “Hate when that

happens.”




The easy grin returned. “You seem to have some

breathing issues today. I’m a certified paramedic. I’m trained in

mouth-to-mouth. Let me know if you require that.”




The thought of his lips touching hers caused

her next breath to whoosh out. No man had made her react so viscerally. She

would take charge. Put him in his place. “I’m fine. I really need to pack up.

So if we’re finished . . .”




“Actually, I have another question for you.”




The directness of his answer made her stare,

curious. “Oh? What is it?” Was he about to ask her out?




“I like the work you do, and today I saw how

patient and kind you are with your subjects. I’m looking for photographer to

help me with a pet project. Interested?”




Damn. For a millisecond disappointment filled

her and she wiped the back of her right hand on her forehead, the lack of

decent air conditioning starting to get to her, or maybe it was simply his

dynamic proximity. Of course he didn’t want her—just her skills. But, she’d

hoped. Anticipated. Get it together, she chided

herself. He hadn’t even really been flirting—just more annoying, right?—and she

certainly couldn’t turn down business. “I’m willing to listen.”




“Perfect. Card?”




His entire demeanor turned serious, and she

remained frozen, the change so abrupt she was certain her head would be

spinning if not attached. “Yes. Hold on.” She dug into the front of her camera

bag, took out a tiny piece of heather gray cardstock.




He plucked the business card from her

fingertips, studied the words, and tucked it into a front pocket, the movement

creating a crease in the pants near his. . . . She jerked her gaze away.

“Great. I’ll call you in a day or two. That work?”




“Uh. Um. Yes.” She forced herself to be

professional.




“Good. Can’t wait to talk then.” He thrust his

hand forward, and unprepared for the gesture, she shook it awkwardly. Like when

he’d covered her hands earlier, a sizzle fused her fingers to his, forcing her

to pull away quickly. All day he’d had her off her game. She was drawn to him

but wasn’t sure she liked him. After the huge ordeal of her breakup with Owen,

she avoided anything or anyone that made her feel out of control, which was how

she felt since his first wink. But she needed work. “Talk to you soon.”




With that, Joe picked up his gear and strode

to the exit. Taylor stared, stupefied, unable to rip away her attention as she

tracked his progress. She was no match for this man, this gorgeous chameleon

who could charm his way into getting whatever he wanted. As for exactly what he

wanted, he’d led her one way and then switched directions so fast she hadn’t

been able to keep up. Did he really need a photographer? But why would he

pretend otherwise?




“He is so hot,” Marci said, approaching with

the gear. Her enthusiasm bubbled. “He took your card. Did he ask you out? God,

I wish he’d have asked me. Are you going to go? You should. Especially since

he’s single and you haven’t had a real date in ages. Not since Owen. It wasn’t

your fault he was such a jerk and . . .”




As Marci rambled on, Taylor pressed her water

bottle to her forehead. She was getting a massive headache. Time to get some

real food and into some actual air conditioning—stat. As for Joe Marino, she

dismissed him from her mind, although it took more effort than she’d expected.

No matter how much her body liked him, she was a girl who’d learned the hard

way to follow her head and not her heart. And her head said to stay far away

from Joe. Even if he did make her mushy. And hot.
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“Look! Mr. Sexy’s back!”




“September,” Joe returned, ignoring the

teasing whistles as he strode through the open bay doors into the firehouse,

gear in hand. “Get it right.”




“Get what right? That you’re not sexy?” Reid

shot back. “We already wondered what they saw in you.”




“Good one,” Chris, another member of Joe’s

squad, called out from where he was performing inventory. “You might want to

quit while you’re ahead, lieutenant.”




“Ha-ha,” Joe replied. He balanced the gear on

one arm, grabbed the clipboard from Reid with the other, looked the contents

over, and initialed on the line where required. Reid retrieved the board. “I

can see you all at least got some work done while I was gone.”




“What did you think, we’d just sit around

playing video games?” Kyle, the third squad member said. “Well, maybe Parker

did. Why’d you sub him again?”




Joe countered with the obvious. “Because a

truck can’t go out unless it has four guys?”




“What about me? Did I hear someone say my

name?” Parker asked, ambling over. A full-time lieutenant from Station 26,

Joe’s brother-in-law had covered the portion of Joe’s shift so he could do the

shoot. Amazingly, the department had even sprung for the overtime. Somewhere up

the chain of command, someone had decided that sexy firefighters made for good

PR.




“They were just saying how much they like

working with you,” Joe fibbed. “Any calls?”




“A car accident,” Parker said. “Guy hit a

light pole. Pretty quiet today.”




“Don’t say that!” Kyle winced and slapped a

hand over his temple. “You jinxed us!”




“Yeah, now we’ll get called out nonstop for

the rest of our shift,” Chris groaned. “Thanks a lot Parker.”




Parker grinned. “Doing my part to help. Pretty

boring over here. I like it when there’s some action.”




“Yeah, well, we don’t mind boring,” Chris

said. “Lots to do. In fact, we need to clean—”




The second Chris said the word “clean,” Parker

started moving. “Nope, my subbing’s done. Done my good deed for the day.”




Joe rolled his eyes. “Yeah, for the overtime.”




“Well, there is that. I’m supporting your

sister and niece, you know. But, you’ve got a good crew or I’d never agree to

set foot over here. See you guys later. See you Sunday, Joe.”




“What’s Sunday? Why aren’t we invited?” Reid

called.




The gear weighed heavy in Joe’s arms. “What,

you all want to come to my nephew Ben’s birthday party? It starts at noon.

Picnic area near the Living World. I’m sure he’ll appreciate all the extra

presents.”




“Will there be a bounce house?” Chris asked.

“I might be there if there’s a bounce house.”




“Although be sure to secure it so it doesn’t

fly away,” Kyle warned. “Remember that video? Don’t want to take that call.”




“No bounce house,” Joe said. “We’re in Forest

Park so we can barbeque and visit the zoo.”




“Aww, that’s sweet,” Chris teased.




Reid grinned. “I like the zoo. And your mom’s

a good cook. Is your sister Elaina going to be there?”




“You stay away from Elaina.” Joe scowled, for

his sister dating Reid was the last thing he needed. The youngest on Joe’s

squad, Reid had gone to high school with Elaina, graduating two years ahead of

her and her twin brother Peter. There’d been enough drama when Susie had

started dating Parker. Then again, look how well that had turned out. They were

perfect together, giving Joe hope that someday he might find that special

someone who could see past his own flaws. Being oldest, at least his siblings

had provided his parents with the requisite grandchildren, so that pressure was

off.




“All I want from Elaina is more brownies,”

Reid replied innocently, but Joe didn’t believe him. “Remember the last batch

she brought? The iced ones? Those were delicious.”




“Yeah, she makes good desserts,” Chris threw

out. “My wife hates baking. When’s your sister dropping by again?”




“Enough!” Joe called a halt. He loved his crew

as much as his family, but they had work to do. Stationed in a firehouse built

in the 1960s, there was always something needing repair. He’d start whacking

down his to-do list after grabbing a sandwich. The shoot had lasted the entire

morning, and then two hours into the afternoon. Photographed last, he’d missed

lunch. He figured there’d be food—but clearly the organizer had forgotten that.

At least the photographer had sent her assistant out for bottled water.




He had to admit, twelve guys and one bossy

organizer plus her entourage were overwhelming. But the photographer had

handled the shock with aplomb. She’d also had hazel eyes—the kind you could

drown in. He was a sucker for eyes—he always noticed those first. Hers had been

magnetic, pulling his gaze time and time again to her perky round face, where

he’d seen full, kissable lips. She had a body that simply called out to a man .

. .




As part of him stirred to life, he checked

those dangerous thoughts, settling for a safe Well, she’d

been quite easy to look at, which had made the shoot far more bearable

than he’d expected. She’d also been good at her job. He’d meant it when he’d

said she’d captured him pretty well.




Today was a win-win. He’d found who he’d been

looking for, for while he liked to tinker with his SLR camera, he was a never

going to be anything but an amateur. He needed her help, for he’d tried to take

the portraits himself for the project he’d mentioned to her. However, he’d

quickly discovered his eye wasn’t as good as he’d hoped. His technical ability

was even worse. He couldn’t capture his subjects correctly, and they deserved

the best. He needed professional help.




He’d found her interesting; his body had shot

to attention after her long, firm fingers had pushed his coat aside—well that

didn’t mean anything. Basic biology. Besides, he didn’t have time for a

relationship and he never did casual. Ever. Women couldn’t handle him or his

baggage, and baggage was something he had in spades.




While he needed Taylor, it was for her

photography skills, nothing more. No matter how much he liked her lips and

wondered how they’d taste. No matter how even some light flirtation had brought

to the surface that dormant feeling he was somehow missing out by curtailing

his love life.




He began stowing his gear, pausing when the

loud two-tone buzzer created a familiar burst of adrenaline. The speaker voice

called out for Squad 3 and Truck 5 for a three-alarm fire. His crew scrambled

into motion, tugging on gear over their clothes before climbing into assigned

places. As the senior squad officer, he sat shotgun, securing himself as Reid

threw the vehicle into drive. The location came up on the GPS screen.




“So much for boring,” Chris said over the

headphones.




“I’m going to kill Parker the next time I see

him,” Kyle said. “He jinxed us.”




They fell silent, mentally readying themselves

for the firefight. A three-alarm blaze meant multiple engine and ladder

companies would be at the scene, and as today was excessively hot, crews would

be able to work only so long before the battalion chief ordered them to take a

mandatory cooling break.




As they raced through the streets of South St.

Louis to the warehouse fire, an image of Taylor flashed through Joe’s mind

before he pushed it away. His day had never been boring, not with her in the

picture. He’d talk to her soon enough, for once he set his mind on something,

he didn’t stop until he got his way. He’d set Taylor in his sights, and getting

her to say yes to his proposal shouldn’t be too hard. He’d use the full Marino

charm. She wouldn’t be able to resist.











Chapter Two




Presley’s on the Landing was the kind of bar

that changed personalities depending on the time of day. From the moment the

doors opened at eleven a.m., Presley’s served up an assortment of pretty good

burgers and wedge-cut fries in an industrial, warehouse décor with dark wood

tables and exposed brick walls. With waitresses wearing shorts, respectable

T-shirts, and bright, Kelly green aprons, the restaurant was somewhere patrons

could bring kids or hold an important business lunch.




Around nine p.m., however, Presley’s performed

an about-face. A beefy bouncer sat on a stool at the front door checking IDs.

Inside, live music pounded at deafening levels, belted out by local rock bands

all trying to get signed. After nine, revelers could still find food, but

waitresses in tighter, lower-cut T-shirts and shorter shorts concentrated on

delivering copious amounts of alcohol to twenty-somethings desiring to let

loose, drink, dance, and hook up.




Taylor had worked three p.m. to three a.m. on

Friday, and as she arrived at work at a quarter past three Saturday—late—she

forced herself to shake off the cobwebs. Last night had been rough. Even though

the bar kicked the last drinkers out at three, she’d cleaned until well past

four. Too keyed up to sleep, she’d crawled into bed and read Burning for the Rogue Pirate until five, when the first

hints of sunrise tested her room-darkening blinds.




She’d planned on catching five hours of solid

shut-eye before getting some photo work done, so she’d set her alarm for ten.

All week, she’d been processing and manipulating images in between making cold

calls to drum up some business and serving burgers. She still had a lot of work

left to do on Virginia’s calendar pics. But instead of waking, she’d accidently

turned off the alarm instead of hitting snooze, allowing her to sleep until

almost two-thirty. When she’d woken up and realized the time, she’d took the

world’s fastest shower, got dressed, and left.




Luckily Presley’s was relatively quiet—the

weekend lunch crowd having departed and the early dinner crowd not yet

arrived—so she hadn’t been missed. She clocked in, greeted one of the other

servers with whom she was friendly. “Hey Beth, how are you?”




“Did you forget?” Beth frowned at Taylor like

she had grown horns, and Taylor shivered.




She’d been scatterbrained lately, but aside

from her Presley’s shift, today’s calendar had been clear. “Forget what? I know

I’m late. Is John mad? We weren’t supposed to wear a specific shirt, were we?”




“No nothing like that, so no worries. He’s not

here anyway. He ran out for a minute. I just can’t believe you forgot.”




A little wrinkle formed between Taylor’s

eyebrows. “My life’s been a bit crazy trying to get all this work done.”




“No excuses. Today’s the day for the Station

31 charity. You should see these guys!”




The wrinkle deepened. “What are you talking

about?”




“The firefighters. They’re working as servers.

Donating their tips to charity. The lunch shift left about a half hour ago and

ooh la la.”




Taylor groaned as she remembered John had said

something about the event weeks ago, before she’d promptly forgotten all about

it. “That’s tonight?”




Beth nodded. “Yes. The next group will be here

at four. Lunch was testosterone overload.” Beth waved her left hand in front of

her face. Gold flashed. “I tell you, if I wasn’t happily married . . .”




“I’m sure Todd’s grateful for that fact,”

Taylor teased.




Beth put a hand seductively on her hip. “You

bet he is. Every night. But I can still look at some mighty fine men,

especially when they are our esteemed city firefighters. It’s our civic duty to

ogle, right?”




“Sure.” Taylor laughed. Beth and Todd had been

married about three months and Taylor had photographed their wedding. “Let me

check what tables I have.”




“And which firefighter,” Beth added. “Should

be a packed house tonight. Hunky eye candy while we do the real work. Although

they can carry a tray, if you’d like.”




The way the event worked, a corporate sponsor

covered tips so the servers didn’t lose out, which Taylor appreciated as she

had a school loan payment due.




She also had rent due and needed a new

telephoto lens. While Virginia had paid a small retainer, Taylor had spent that

money on supplies. The balance—the part she’d make as profit—would come when

Taylor delivered the job. If she had a good shift, like she’d had last night,

she could muddle through financially until then—for no way was she taking her

mother up on the offer to move home. Better times had to be ahead, didn’t they?




“Speaking of grad school, how’s your final

project going?”




“You mean my nonexistent project? The one I’ve

so far failed to find?”




“That bad, huh?” Beth asked.




“I’ve submitted at least thirteen ideas, and

my professor keeps turning them down. Who would have thought a master’s in

Media Communication would be so difficult? It’s like he hates photography.”




“But that’s what you love.”




“Yeah, but so far I’m batting zero. I have to

find something, and fast. I thought I’d be well on my way, yet here I am. I’m

too late to even enter the juried show. I could have used that money toward a

deposit on a storefront. Now I’m just trying to graduate.”




“Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’ll figure

something out and finish on time. You’re a great photographer. I have faith in

you.”




“You might be the only one. Even my mother’s

given up. She keeps asking when I’m moving home. Hey Libby. Where am I at?”




“You’ve got this section,” Libby, the hostess,

pointed to the laminated layout of restaurant tables. Taylor nodded, pleased.

She liked working the back room, as it was furthest from the band and the dance

floor. While she’d still be busy, it meant less elbowing her way through the

craziness. The people who sat in the back usually talked more, drank longer,

and ordered food, all adding up to a better tip.




“Let’s get ourselves set up,” Beth said.




She and Taylor took seats in an empty booth

and began rolling knives and forks inside paper napkins before sealing the lots

with adhesive paper strips. Taylor had quite the stack of flatware by the time

a prickle of awareness crept up her spine. Then she heard her manager John’s

voice . . . and a bunch of others.




The firemen were here.




“Gather around, everyone,” John’s voice

boomed. Standing with him were ten firefighters wearing jeans and neon pink

shirts. The union logo was on the left sleeve, and a two-inch outline of a

ribbon adorned the space over the heart. The back read “Station 31 Pink Out.”

Clearly the chosen charity had something to do with breast cancer, which made

sense as St. Louis’s Race for the Cure took place in June.




John began his pep talk. “Tonight we’re going

to raise some funds.” Taylor half listened. She stood on the outside of the

circle, looking around at everyone’s backside until a familiar head of wavy

black hair had caught her attention. Elastic secured his hair at the nape of

his neck, creating a one-inch poof. Trepidation stole over her.




With all the firehouses in the city, this

couldn’t be Mr. September’s unit.




But as John finished his monologue, the

firefighter pivoted, and that part blue, part gray and green gaze locked onto

hers. Taylor’s stomach dropped. Joe. His wolf grin widened. “I’ll serve with

her,” he told John, taking a step Taylor’s way.




Her manager shrugged. “Works for me. Taylor,

this is your guy.” Then John began pairing everyone else up.




“Did you hear that?” Joe asked as he

approached Taylor. Hypnotic eyes she hadn’t been able to forget twinkled, and

her gaze fixed on his full lips. “It seems that I’m your guy.”




Taylor’s best defense was always offense, so

she puckered her lips as if she’d sucked on one of the lemons from the garnish

dish on the bar. “Ha. Funny. You don’t have what it takes be my guy.”




His grin never wavered and his deep voice went

even lower. “Remember, I like challenges.”




Her body reacted, drawn to his like a magnet. Must . . . regain . . . control.




“Well, you failed the challenge of dialing a

phone.” Taylor added a toss of her head, and her ponytail swished. “Whatever

you needed to talk to me about, it clearly wasn’t important.”




He put his hand on his chest, acting

astonished. “What, were you waiting with bated breath?”




“Hell no,” she retorted, irritated at how

easily he’d already gotten her riled and gone crawling under her skin. So much

for control. And, darn him, she had thought of him often, wondered what he’d

wanted. Clearly it—she?—hadn’t been important. “I’m a busy person, and I

assumed you’d call as you seemed so insistent. So whatever your project is,

it’ll have to wait. I’m booked.”




She wasn’t, but pride demanded she pretend.




He glanced around, absorbed in the

surroundings. “So this is your day job.”




“Don’t say it as if I’m a failure.”




Those blue-green-grays drilled into her, and

his tone sharpened. “Did you hear me say that?”




No, but like everyone else, he’d probably

thought it. “I am a photographer,” Taylor emphasized. “But this helps pay the

bills.”




“I didn’t insinuate anything.” He thrust his

hands into front jeans pockets, making his arms tense. Muscles bulged.




“We need to get started.” She made her way

over to the rolled flatware, indicated he should grab some. “These need to be

placed on all the tables.” She pointed. “Those are our tables. So put one in

front of every chair.”




“Will do.” He began placing silverware. “And I

didn’t mean any offense. I saw your pictures. You’re not a failure. Hardly.”




“Well, my work doesn’t yet pay all the bills.

It’s a competitive field. You missed a table.”




“Oh.” He went back. “So how old are you?”




Her chin jutted slightly. “Twenty-six.”




“I’ve got eight years on you. You have plenty

of time to make it.” He’d finished the silverware. “That means you can take

more risks.”




“Not if I want to eat. Speaking of eating . .

.” Taylor grabbed a menu off a serving station and handed it to him. “You might

want to look the menu over. Tonight’s specials are written on that photocopied

insert. The chef bought too much tilapia, so we need to push that.”




He opened the menu, glanced over everything.

“Fine. Tilapia it is.” He handed the menu back.




“You don’t need to study it more?”




“Been here before. And really, it’s not much

different from any other place. Just locally owned and known for the night

life.”




“True,” she conceded. The hostess came by,

leading a family of four. “Looks like we have our first table.”




He rubbed his hands together. “Excellent.”




She held out the order pad. “You’ll need this.

We don’t have to memorize things here.”




“Even better.” Their fingers touched as he

took the pad of paper, the pink T-shirt accentuating his tanned skin. Real men

really did wear pink. Joe wore it even better.




From the bios she had on all the calendar men,

she knew he was thirty-four, had been involved in some aspect of becoming a

firefighter since he’d done Explorers in high school.




Perhaps that’s why he strode up to their first

table with complete confidence. “Hi, I’m Joe from Station 31 and I’ll be your

server, along with Taylor here. I’m a bit out of my element, so please be

patient. What can I get you to drink? A portion of everything goes to charity,

so I hope you’re hungry.”




The couple laughed, as did their teenage kids.

Taylor stood behind, ready to assist, but she wasn’t needed. Joe wrote down the

family’s drink order and handed it to her. The firefighters wouldn’t do the

computer entry or enter the kitchen. Presley’s staff would do that part.




Their tables filled up quickly, which

thankfully kept their conversation to the bare necessities of serving food.

That left her time to observe. Like he’d been on the day of the photo shoot,

Joe was incredibly charming. His gorgeous smile and teasing style had people

buying extra drinks. He sold multiple tilapia specials. He got customers to eat

dessert, even when they insisted they were too full. She and Joe had a steady

crowd all night—every server did.




“So, how’s your hunk doing?” Beth asked as

they stood next to the computer touch screens while the media interviewed

several of the firefighters.




“He’s not my hunk. And he’s doing fine.”




Their manager, John, caught the last part and

paused on his way to the kitchen. “Fine? So far Joe’s our top seller. The man

is a money-making machine. Heck, I’d hire him if he wanted a job.”




“Yes, well . . . I only meant . . .” Taylor

gave up. Joe could clearly do no wrong. The monitor flashed. “My food’s ready.”




She escaped into the kitchen. When she

returned, Joe stood waiting and easily took the heavy tray from her. He served

a table of six while the busboy cleaned one of the four-tops in their section.

Libby soon appeared carrying menus, leading the way for two men and two women.

Recognizing one of the men, Taylor froze and subconsciously receded from view.




Owen.




Two years wasn’t enough time. No amount of

escapist reading had let her forget. Bad memories rushed through open

floodwalls and, fingers trembling, she made a beeline for the wait station. “I

need you to take table fifteen,” she told Beth. “It’s my ex.”




“Oh.” Beth’s eyes widened, understanding even

though Taylor had never shared the full story. “Of course. I’ll take it.

Uh-oh.”




Taylor turned to see Joe already greeting

them. “Just don’t go over there,” Beth said. “I’ll do it.”




Joe took the order, glanced around and

frowned. Locating Taylor, he walked over with the drink order. “Why’d you

disappear?”




“Because you’re doing great on your own,” she

said, which wasn’t an outright lie. “I think you’ve got it from here. There’s

only an hour left. How about you handle that table by yourself?”




“Yeah, I can, but I thought you were supposed

to—”




“What did they order?” Beth interrupted,

taking the pad out of his hands. “I’ll enter it for you.”




“A bucket of beer and hot wings,” Joe told

her.




“Great.” Beth’s fingers tapped on the touch

screen. “Done.”




“So what’s the problem?” Joe asked, turning to

Taylor. “Something’s changed. I’m not moving until you tell me what’s wrong.”




He’d already reinforced how much he liked

challenges, and Taylor didn’t need him prying even further into her life. She

doled out a crumb, enough information to get him to leave her along. “It’s that

last table. The hot wings one. See the guy?”




Joe craned his neck. “There are two.”




“One’s my ex.”




He scowled. “Which? The blond?”




He’d guessed correctly, but she said, “It

doesn’t matter. Listen, just do me a favor. I’m going to switch tables with

Beth for a few. Hang back here.”




Beth smiled at Joe, who didn’t seem pleased

with the new arrangement. “Fine. If that’s what you want. It’s clear it must

not have ended well.”




Taylor’s lips thinned. The breakup had been an

absolute nightmare. “Which is why it’s best I’m not seen.”




“Well, I’d never have pictured you being the

run-from-your-problems type.”




He studied her while Taylor folded her arms

defensively. “Seriously? Do you have to be so offensive?”




“See, there’s the backbone I’ve come to know.

And again with the questions. Seriously, I’m not trying to offend you. If you’d

just tell me the whole story, maybe I could help. That’s what I do. Help.”




She bristled. “My personal life is none of

your business and I do not need a knight in shining armor. Just do me this

favor and we’ll get through tonight, go our separate ways. One favor. That’s

all I ask.”




Those all-knowing blue-gray-greens that defied

description saw straight through her as she withered under his superior

scrutiny. “Look, there were mitigating circumstances, and it was two years ago,

but for the sake of everyone, including his date, Beth’s on point for that

table,” Taylor said.




Beth had already moved off to serve one of her

tables. Joe folded his arms, which unintentionally emphasized his broad chest.

“Fine, but the fact remains you and I still need to talk. So be forewarned, I’m

planning on cashing in on the favor you just offered.”




His words created an illicit thrill that

combined with momentary panic. “We do not need to talk.”




Ignoring her, he shook his head, grabbed the

bucket of beer the bartender was handing over, and walked away.




Taylor fumed as she watched him go. He didn’t

know the whole story—the nightmare that had been her life or the restraining

order that had expired a year ago. She didn’t scare easily. But in Owen’s case,

playing it safe was always better than being sorry. Who knew how he’d react to

seeing her?




She managed to avoid Owen during the hour it

took his party to eat, pay, and leave. During that time, she’d hardly talked to

Joe, which was probably safer as well. The fundraising event was nearly over,

and soon the over-twenty-one crowd would take over. That meant the firefighters

would leave.




She picked up the leather bill folder off a

vacated table and carried it to the computer station. The table had left a

twenty-five percent tip. “So, do you have a few minutes to talk?” Joe asked,

appearing at her side.




Every time he came near her, she jumped. She

forced her heart to slow, struggled for calm. “I’m really busy right now. It’ll

only get worse.”




“When do you get off?”




He was persistent, she had to give him that.

Dog-with-bone determined. She told him the truth, something he could easily

find out if he asked her boss. “I’m off at three.”




He frowned. “Three?”




She entered the tip into the computer. “Yes.

Three. I’m closing. This is the Landing, you know.”




“I thought my hours

were crazy. I guess it’s better than the East Side.” He passed over another

bill sleeve. “So can you spare a few minutes now? I’d like to talk before I

go.”




“I’m—” The phone in her apron pocket vibrated.

Only three people ever called this late, and none meant good news. She swiped

unlock, put the phone to one ear and a finger in the other in an attempt to

block out excess noise. “This is Taylor.”




“Hi Taylor.” It was Linda, a nurse at in the

maternity ward of a local hospital. Taylor got ready for the bad news.

“Triplets. One arrived stillborn. Are you available?”




Taylor’s grip tightened on the phone as her

heart broke. “Yes. I’ll be right there. About twenty minutes.”




“Thank you.” She could hear the relief in

Linda’s voice. “I’ll let the family know.”




Taylor ended the call by hitting the power

button. Luckily her manager walked by. “John, I’ve got to go. Emergency.”




John’s face fell. “Another one?”




Taylor nodded. She’d worked for John for three

years now, and he understood why she had to leave and what she needed to go do.

He had three kids of his own. “I know I’m leaving you short. I’ll be back as

soon as I can.”




He waved her onward. “Go. We’ll handle it.”




“Great.” Taylor took off her apron.




Deep creases formed on Joe’s sexy forehead.

His jaw ticked. “Hey, I thought we were going to talk. Why are you leaving?”




Her thoughts already on the family she was

about to meet, Taylor said, “I have an emergency. I don’t have time to lose.

I’ve got to go.”




“I’m an emergency expert. Let me help.” His

whole demeanor changed. Standing before her was a man who dealt with multiple

crises on a daily basis. His voice contained a quiet authority that soothed and

calmed.




Shaken by seeing Owen earlier and the news

she’d just received, she wavered. “No, you can’t, but thanks for offering.”




Joe planted his hands on his hips, took

charge. “Don’t be stubborn. Your hands are trembling. Your heart rate is up.

I’ll come with you. We can talk on the way. Kill two birds with one stone.”




Taylor stared at Joe. How dare he. Yet knowing

the strength she’d need over the next hour, and after seeing Owen, she didn’t

have any more energy to expend fighting with him.




“Let me help, Taylor. Whatever it is, I can

handle it.” His assurance swayed her; he clearly exhibited leadership in a

crisis. And she did have to come back here anyway, so it wasn’t like he

couldn’t retrieve his car. Maybe some company—even his—might be welcome,

considering the circumstances. “Fine. You can ride with me. Let me clock out.

And we’ll go.”
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As Taylor disappeared into the kitchen, Joe

motioned for Reid’s attention. His entire crew had been assigned this

particular charity shift, and Joe had been surprised when he’d seen Taylor.

He’d had no clue she wasn’t a full-time photographer. “Something came up and

I’m going to cut out early,” he told Reid. If Reid thought the request odd, he

rolled with it, made a joke.




“Yeah, I saw the hot redhead. I’d cut out

early too.”




Joe scowled. “Can you just take over without

the crass commentary? She was the photographer from the calendar shoot. She’s

not a hook-up.”




Reid shrugged. “Hey sorry. I’ll keep the guys

in check. We’re just serving food. How hard can it be? I got this.”




“Great. Thanks. See you.” Having just finished

a forty-eight-hour shift, Joe and his crew were off for the next ninety-six

hours. Taylor reappeared, walking so fast that Joe quickened his step to catch

up.




He followed her outside, around the building

to a small private parking lot. She pressed the remote and the lights flashed

on a four-door, late-model, black Chevy Cobalt as the doors unlocked. He folded

his body into the passenger seat, reached down, and eased the seat back. He’d

barely fastened his seat belt before she’d backed out of the parking space.




“Where are we going?” he asked as she zipped

her car through the Landing traffic.




“Hospital.” Her knuckles tightened on the

wheel as she shot through a yellow light. He put his hand on the top of the

doorframe for balance.




“Is it your family?”




“No. Not family.” She whipped around a curve

and he braced himself. While he was used to racing through city streets, it was

in a multi-ton fire truck with lights flashing and sirens screeching. “Do you

always drive this fast?”




“When I need to.”




He gripped tight again. “How many tickets have

you gotten for reckless driving?”




“None,” she retorted, braking as the light

turned red. He jerked forward, then back. He noted this was one of St. Louis

City’s new red-light camera intersections,, or he suspected she’d have gone

right through. “I’m a very good driver.”




“That’s open to interpretation, but

seriously—”




“You didn’t have to come,” she retorted.




“And miss being in a road rally? Nah. So . .

.” he prompted. “What’s going on? How can I help?”




The light changed, and she sped up the

entrance ramp to Highway 64. “I’m needed at the hospital. A set of triplets.

I’m going to take photos for the family.”




He knew the kind—the ones taken right after

birth. He had five wallet-sizes—one for each of his nieces and nephews. “So you

drop everything for those photos?”




She floored the gas and wove past a slower

car. “No. That’s not what I do.”




“Then you’ve really lost me.”




“Set of triplets. One didn’t make it. That’s

why I’m going. I take those photos.”




“Oh.” He hadn’t expected that answer. Hadn’t

realized parents would request a photographer to take pictures of their

deceased infant. The fact that she’d dropped everything raised her up another

notch.




Lost to his thoughts, an awkward silence

settled. She exited at Kingshighway, made her way into the parking garage, and

swiped in. The gate arm lifted. “You don’t have to come. It’s not pleasant, and

I’m sure you don’t understand. But even though the baby’s no longer alive, it

helps the mother to hold her child, and I’m there so that the parents have some

sort of tangible memory, a photograph of what their baby looked like. Not every

parent wants my service or wants to remember. But many do. They want a picture

so that their child never is forgotten. And time is of the essence.”




“I see,” he said, although he could tell she

probably didn’t believe him. “Let me guess. Few people get what you do.”




He’d surprised her with his insight. “Maybe

you do understand. Most look horrified. Find me

freakish.”




“I won’t. I’m here to help.”




“Be sure to keep quiet,” she told him as she

parked. “That’s rule number one. If you can’t do that, then I need you to stay

in the lobby.”




He scowled. “I’m a professional. I can handle

this.”




She assessed him, deciding if he passed muster

and if she should trust him. “I guess death isn’t new to you, is it?”




Freed from constraints, his wavy dark locks

swished as he shook his head. “I’ve seen far more death than I’d like.”




She faced him and her expression softened.

“Yes, you probably have.”




A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Often we’re the

first ones on the scene. Car accidents. Heroin overdoses. Fires. We do

everything the paramedics do, except transport in the ambulance.”




“So you really are a firefighter paramedic?”




That made him chuckle. “I wasn’t making that

up. We all are. It’s required. I really can do resuscitation. If you need it.”




Taylor’s fingers tightened on the steering

wheel as she pictured the sexy man in the passenger seat putting his lips on

hers. Her face heated, and she was glad she was inside a darkened car,

illuminated only by the lights of the parking garage. She cut the engine and

pressed the trunk release. The hatchback popped open. “Okay, let’s go.”




She rounded the car, removed her camera bag.

The slam of the back closing echoed through the partially empty garage. She

strode toward the elevators, and they took the pedestrian bridge into the

hospital and the elevator up to labor and delivery.




“Taylor.” Linda stood as Taylor and Joe

approached the nurse’s station. Relief erased Linda’s exhausted expression.

“Glad you’re here.”




“Wouldn’t be anywhere else. This is Joe

Marino. Firefighter. Okay that he’s tagged along? I’m showing him the ropes.”




“We’ve moved the two girls to the Children’s

NICU.” Linda pronounced the name for the newborn intensive care unit as

“Nick-U”. “The mother is in recovery. The boy was stillborn. I’ll let the

family know you’re here.”




Taylor knew that many hospitals had labor and

delivery rooms that changed into maternity rooms—a one-room-for-the-duration

concept. However, here mothers were moved to a mother-baby unit, where mothers

and babies spent as much time as possible together in the same room. Linda

disappeared into a room down the hall and came out a few minutes later.

“They’re ready for you.”




Joe hovered behind Taylor as they entered the

room, which had been somewhat tidied. The mother sat in the bed, a wrapped

bundle in her arms. She looked like hell: brown hair a scraggly mess, sorrowful

eyes puffy with tears. Her husband stood at the window, his gaze elsewhere. He

turned as they entered.




“This is Teddy,” the mother said as Taylor

stepped next to the bed. Mom adjusted the blanket, and Taylor and Joe could see

the baby’s face. Teddy looked like a pale, motionless doll. “There were three

heartbeats just days ago,” she said. “I don’t know what happened.”




Joe froze. How many times had he heard those

words during a call? I don’t know what happened.




Far too many to count.




From experience, Joe knew Teddy’s parents

would repeat that phrase over and over. No matter how many times Teddy’s mother

was reassured, she’d never believe that it wasn’t her fault. For the rest of

her days, she would question what she could have done, if anything, to prevent

this moment.




Taylor adjusted the blanket, moving it lower,

and as sorrow shot through him, Joe had to briefly avert his eyes.




“Thank you for letting me share this with

you,” Taylor said, impressing Joe with her gentle, empathetic bedside manner.

“I know it’s hard, and I’m going to make sure you have all the photos you need.

He’s a beautiful boy.”




“My Teddy,” his mother said, softly touching

his motionless cheek. “When they’re older, I want his sisters to know what he

looked like. I want them to remember he loved them.”




“Of course they will. I’ll make certain of

that.”




Joe took a steadying breath and glanced at the

wall. He’d seen a lot, but the sensitivity of the scene in front of him tugged

at his soul. Yet Taylor clearly knew exactly what to do. No tears threatened to

fall from her eyes—despite his assertion of professionalism, his were somewhat

wet. Her voice soothed as she issued simple instructions. The camera clicked as

the shutter opened and closed, a gentle, comforting rhythm as Taylor captured

the son who would never age.




The entire photo shoot took under ten minutes,

but Joe felt like he was in a hazy dream, as if time had stopped. He was seeing

Taylor in a totally new light, a perspective that solidified his decision that

she was perfect for the photography project that was his life-long penance.




As Taylor finished, time began again and

reality intruded. Joe moved closer to the door, giving Taylor space as she

squeezed the mother’s hand, telling her she’d email the family access to an

online download within forty-eight hours. As they left the room, Linda held out

a card that provided the family’s contact information.




During the ride down the elevator and the walk

across the pedestrian bridge, another silence fell. Joe had no words for what

he’d just witnessed. Taylor was a hero in her own right, doing a difficult task

because it needed to be done.




As Taylor set the camera bag in the trunk, he

found his voice. “Can we go get a drink?”




She shut the hatch. “I need to get back to

work.”




He wasn’t ready to leave her. “You can’t spare

a few more minutes?” His voice hitched. “Please. Break your plans. Dressel’s is

around the corner. I’ll buy. It’s the least I can do. Let me do something.”




She must have heard the urgency—or was it

agony or desperation or a combination of all three?—in his voice, for she

surprised him by nodding. He saw her tremble as she opened the car door,

looking at him across the roof. “Yeah, I think John can spare me a little

longer. Get in. I could use that drink.”











Chapter Three




Five minutes later, Taylor wedged her car into

a tight spot on Euclid, just across the street from Dressel’s Public House.

Wanting to maintain some iota of control, she hadn’t told Joe that he’d picked

one of her favorite places or that it was one of the reasons she’d agreed.




One of her clearest memories of her father was

when he’d brought her to dinner at Dressel’s. Later, as an undergraduate at St.

Louis University, she’d often returned to the pub once she’d turned twenty-one

and could enjoy the libations. The other reason she’d agreed was because being

with Joe made her tremble, and she hadn’t felt any lingering interest in over

two years. For tonight, she’d like to feel alive, to remember what it felt like

to receive the attention of a beautiful man.




They walked the short distance through the

comfortable June evening. They sat on the sidewalk deck, and although the

hostess placed two menus down before departing, neither Joe nor Taylor reached

for one. “Are you hungry?” he asked.




“A little,” Taylor admitted, leaning back and

trying to relax. She was admittedly extremely type A; her mom said she’d been

tightly wound since birth. Owen had called her high strung and overreactive.

She wondered why her ex had eaten at Presley’s, why he’d even shown up there.

Maybe he thought she didn’t work there anymore. He’d always hated her job,

claiming waitressing beneath her. Still, even after a year, it was a chancy

move to eat there after their explosive fallout.




A server passed by, and Joe caught her

attention. “Could I have two waters and the potato chips with rarebit?”




“Sure,” she said, disappearing.




“That’ll work to start,” Taylor said. Her

stomach rumbled, agreeing.




“I figured we could nibble first, see how

hungry we are. Or where we were on time.”




“Good call. Thank you.” A waiter brought over

two tumblers of iced water and introduced himself. “I’m Leo, your server. I’ve

put your chip order in. What else can I get you?”




Taylor mustered the energy to smile at Leo, a

young guy with a sleeve of tattoos. It wasn’t his fault she was exhausted. “May

I have a house Riesling?”




“Absolutely. And you?” He turned to Joe, who

ordered an English-style brown porter produced by a local craft brewer. “Great

choice. I’ll be right back.”




“The weather is perfect,” Taylor said as Leo

retreated. She sipped the water, while watching a car drive down Euclid. The

sky was full black; they sat beneath the streetlights.




“I wanted to tell you I’m sorry,” Joe said.




“For what?” She unwrapped the flatware, put

the napkin in her lap and the silverware on the metal table.




“You were right. I’ve been a jerk. Hell,

probably been a real ass.”




Taylor couldn’t help herself. Her lips inched

into a smile. “And you just realized this?”




“The questions return.” He chuckled, amazingly

not offended by her instant rebuke. “I’m sure I deserved that. Although you

could simply be kind and accept my heartfelt apology.”




The man had a way of getting under her skin,

and his knees were far too close to hers.




“As long as you try not to do it again. An

apology’s only as good as the actions behind it. I learned that lesson the hard

way.”




“Well, I’m good for it. Scout’s honor.” Her

lip puckered, and he laughed, a warm, rumble. “All the way to Eagle. I won’t

lie to you.” He turned serious, drummed his fingers on the metal table. “I

don’t lie.”




Their server returned, bringing Joe a draft

beer that was a deep brown with a white-foam top. Joe sipped, and wiped his top

lip where foam had dared to alight. Taylor swallowed, clutching her fingers in

her lap.




“How is it?”




He motioned with his glass. “Excellent. Want

to try?”




“I’m okay.” In the soft, warm light he was

even more handsome. Unclenching her hands, she reached for her wine and let the

tarty Riesling roll over her tongue. She sighed, savored. “This hits the spot.

Thanks for suggesting we come here. I honestly wasn’t ready to go back. It

takes a lot out of you, you know?”




“Actually, I do know, which is why I’m glad

you could spare a few minutes. I’ll admit I needed them.” He drank, worked on

finding the right words. “The baby. That’s tough. I was amazed by what you did

tonight. Your composure. I almost lost mine, and that never happens.”




His admission surprised her. She leaned back.

“Surely you’ve dealt with similar things.”




“Yes.” He moved the menu aside, settled deeper

into his chair, the hot pink fabric molding to his torso. His leg stretched,

coming closer to hers. “Yes.” He hesitated, then chose to share. “I’ve seen

plenty of things. But never like that, not during childbirth. She was at a

hospital, not a fire or accident scene. It’s the twenty-first century. We have

advanced medicine. Childbirth is not supposed to be deadly.”




“It happens more than you’d think.”




“Tonight seemed personal for you.” Lips

wrapped around the glass edge. He was very perceptive. Owen had never

understood, never wanted to. She watched Joe swallow.




“It is,” she admitted, in the spirit of

sharing. “Every time I do it, I hope it makes a difference. My sister lost her

baby. Evelyn was twenty-six, my age now. Newlywed. Got pregnant on her

honeymoon. Nine months later, about a week before her due date, she had these

contractions and when she went into the hospital there was no heartbeat. The

hospital had a woman who took photos, but she was out of town. So I stepped in.

I don’t even know how I managed to get any shots through my tears, but I did.

Seeing my niece lying there so still. She wasn’t red. Her skin was so bluish

gray.”




She reached for the water instead of wine,

drinking as she remembered. Her hand trembled. “Claire. My niece Claire. And

ever since, I just kept doing it. It’s like I’m trying to bribe the universe

for the next time Evelyn tries. Or for whenever I finally get ready to be a

mom. Here I am a struggling photographer who waits tables to pay the rent

because my main photo gig is performed pro bono. I would never charge those

parents after what they’ve just been through.”




“The universe will pay you back. You’re

building up good karma,” Joe replied. His beer had lost some froth as he’d

drank about a third.




She fiddled with the fork she didn’t need.

“I’m not sure I believe that anymore. It certainly hasn’t so far. I’m even

trying the graduate school route so I can go into teaching. There was this

competition I was going to enter, but I couldn’t get my professor to sign off

on my project. I just keep hoping it’ll get better.”




“Well, you met me, didn’t you?” He gave her

that trademark grin, the one that she liked more and more the longer she sat

with him.




She tilted her head. Considered. Refused to

concede. “I’m not sure that’s a convincing argument that good things are coming

my way.”




“I do.” Joe spoke without a doubt in the

world. “At some point fate’s got to give, right? That you’ve paid whatever debt

you think you owe and that life suddenly smiles on you? That you are on the

right side of things for once?”




She drank more wine, letting the fuzzy feeling

go to her head. She liked how her cheeks warmed. With food, the pleasant

sensation would quickly fade, leaving her very sober, back to the reality of

the night, and her life.




“I wouldn’t say fate is working against me.

I’m just not where I want to be. I had these visions of getting out of college,

getting hired by a big New York City magazine, and seeing the world. Didn’t

happen and within two years I was back home.” And dating

Owen.




“But my life isn’t bad,” she continued. “Not

when you like what you do, and I do love my photography. It just doesn’t pay

the bills so I’m late nights at Presley’s. It’s that or move home, and so far

I’ve managed to say no to my mom’s constant pressure to do that. What about

you?”




A shadow passed over his face, or maybe the

flicker was Leo bringing their homemade chips and cheese dip. He set them down,

asked if they needed anything else and, when both shook their heads, left.




“Why’d you become a firefighter?” she asked,

loading up her plate with chips and cheese. The rarebit was fabulous.




“It’s in my blood,” he said, putting chips on

his plate. “My dad was one. My brother-in-law is one. My grandfather.”




“You have a large family?”




She’d given him the opportunity he needed.

“Yes. There are six of us kids. I’m the oldest. My sister Susie is a burn

survivor. She’s the one married to a firefighter. Not many people can see past

her scars, but he could.”




“I’m sorry.”




He waved her comment aside, as if brushing

away a mosquito that dared get through the perimeter. “It was a long time ago.

She’s why I’m so passionate about the book I’m doing for burn survivors.”




He wiped the sweat off the glass. His leg had

come into contact with hers; the denim rubbing against her bare calf. “See, I

made my sister a promise, long ago. She’s part of the Burns Recovered Support

Group. The book will be portraits of burn survivors and their stories. A

celebration of triumph. After what I saw tonight, I know you’re the

photographer I want.”




“Oh.” Taylor washed down the cheese-covered

chips with more wine.




He drummed his fingers on the metal table.

“It’ll be a great opportunity, but we can’t pay you anything. But the exposure

will be great.” He gave a harsh laugh. “You probably hear that a lot.”




“A time or two.” Taylor realized her wine was

almost empty, so she drank the last sip. “I make tons of cold calls trying to

drum up business and trying to get invitations to bid. It’s how I landed the

calendar project. A lot of blind luck and the fact I work cheap. They couldn’t

afford anyone else. I was the lowest bidder. But it paid off. So I get it. You

had to ask.”




“How much do you charge? Like, what was the

price for the calendar shoot?”




Taylor named the figure. “And that includes

all the postproduction work. That takes tons of time. I’m still Photoshopping

the calendar-shoot pictures.”




Joe shook his head. “I can’t afford that.

Neither can the group.”




She could hear the disappointment in his

voice. “I can help you find someone.”




“I’d rather have you.”




The words washed over her, making Taylor wish

he meant them in another context. She’d connected with him on a level she

didn’t understand. Frankly, her attraction scared her. She’d let him climb into

her car, taken him on tonight’s emotional shoot. She’d never shared that

experience with anyone. After what had happened with Owen, the fact she’d

immediately trusted Joe spoke volumes.




Joe reached for a chip, dipped it in rarebit,

and placed the cheesy morsel in his mouth. Perfect lips wrapped around the

bite. He was temptation personified—she had the urge to see him open those

blue-gray-greens on the pillow next to hers. And what would it be like to run

her fingers through that luscious hair while she made love to him?




She hiccupped, so she took a deep breath then

reached for her water. After a long drink, she calmed. Just one hiccup this

time, not more. Whew. “You’ll find the right

photographer.”




“I have. Your empathy makes you the right

person for this project. I realized that when I saw you behind the lens during

the calendar shoot. Now, after what I just saw, I’m positive. This book is

going to get a lot of publicity. Would that help sway your decision?”




“So will the calendar,” she pointed out.




He arched his eyebrows. “You can’t use more?”




She wavered. “Of course I can, but . . .”




He pressed on, sensing her indecision. “Many

of the participants are civic leaders. You’d be amazed at the list of who’s who

and you’d make some extremely valuable connections. One man is the leader of

the St. Louis Film Commission. He works with every movie that’s made in the

bi-state area.”




“Which haven’t been a lot,” Taylor felt

compelled to point out.




“True.” He popped another chip into his mouth.

“But he was involved in Gone Girl when it filmed down

in Cape. You have to start somewhere.”




She sighed. “I’ve been trying to start

somewhere since I graduated. Do you know how many unemployed photojournalists

are out there?”




“More than there are jobs, which is why you

need mine.” They were making serious headway on the chips, and she reached for

another. Chewed. Swallowed. Considered what it was about him that made her

throw caution to the wind and say yes.




He continued. “Look, I have an SLR that I play

around with, usually when I’m out on a hike or climb, but there’s no way I can

do what you do. I’ve tried. Since your degree will let you teach, can I pay you

to give me some lessons? You could help me take the portraits of my sister. I

should be able to afford that. Do you take family portraits?”




“I take everything.”




“So how much do you charge for that?”




The waiter brought her another glass of wine,

one she hadn’t ordered. She glanced at Joe. “Did you order this?”




He nodded. “You looked like you needed it. So?

How much?”




The Riesling was ice cold and refreshing.

“Well, there’s the sitting fee based on the amount of time and the number of

pictures I take. I include the images free via an online site as part of my

services. You can download and take the files to Walgreens and print whatever

you want yourself. The machine even lets you pick the sizes.” After another sip

of wine, she named some figures.




He didn’t seem bothered by the costs, which

were a fraction of the calendar shoot, so she relaxed and ate more chips.

Finally he spoke. “That’s doable, so how about I hire you to photograph my

family? My mother’s wanted all four generations in one big picture—not all of

the grandchildren were at the last wedding and my grandparents are creeping up

there. Since Mom’s birthday is the beginning of July, I’ll give her a family

portrait sitting as a present. Will that work? I’ll have to run the idea by

her, but I’m positive she’ll say yes.”




Taylor opened her mouth, but as if sensing she

might answer him with a question, he kept going. “Besides, my mother knows

everyone. If she loves your photos, she’ll drum up business for you all over

the South Side. She’s a human tornado. No problem she can’t solve. So portraits

and lessons. How can you say no?”




“With me needing cash, you know I can’t.” She

shifted, aware she’d had her leg pressed next to his for a long time. “Only a

fool turns down paid jobs. So. I’ll give you a lesson and take your family

portraits at the price I quoted.”




He settled back in his chair. “Good. It’s

settled then. ”




“I require fifty percent down.”




That wicked grin returned, tugging at

something deep inside her. “Not a problem. I’ll call Mom tomorrow. See how

simple that was? I’ve never met a problem I can’t solve. It’s why I like

firefighting. It’s man versus fire.”




“I’m not a fire.”




“No, but I’m hardwired to help. It’s my

nature, and this is mutually beneficial. Just think of all the time we get to

spend together.” He raised his beer glass, reached forward to tap it lightly

against hers. “Cheers. I think this is a great plan.”




She studied him over the rim. The wine had

made her relaxed. Correction. Warm. Mellow. Slightly giddy. “We don’t have a

plan.”




“No?” He tilted his head. Wrinkled his nose.




She shook her head. “No. We agreed, that’s

all. An agreement is not a plan. Plans are outlines. Details. To-do lists. I’m

meticulous planner. Drives my mom nuts. She swears I can’t be her child since

she’s such a free spirit.”




He laughed. “So tell me how your plan works

where I’m concerned.”




Her brow creased. “Honestly, I don’t know. I

haven’t figured it—you—out yet, or your real endgame.”




“Well, I told you. My book. As for getting

together so we can plan, I’m off for forty-eight more hours, so we’d have time

to meet up.”




“Must be nice.”




“Not really, considering I only got about six

hours sleep total over the forty eight hours I was on shift. Dealt with a

three-alarm fire and a bunch of EMS calls. Every time we finished one, we went

out again. Also, I had report after report to complete. I have to get those

done before I leave. In between all that is the daily work that must be done.”




“Yeah, I guess that would be hectic. I

overslept today. I’d planned on getting more photos Photoshopped, but now I’ll

have to do them tomorrow.”




“So your perfect plan went to hell.”




She laughed. “As it so often does. Case in

point, I’m here with you.”




“Well, I’m glad you broke your plans.” He

directed the full force of his charming smile at her, making her toes tingle.




They polished off the last of their chips. He

pointed at the empty basket. “Shall we order a pretzel? Or would you like

something else?”




A pretzel sounded wonderful, and she wasn’t

ready to leave. Could she admit it? She was actually enjoying herself. “Let me

call into work. Check on things first.”




His eyes twinkled with mirth. “Good plan.”




Taylor made the call, and John told her the

place wasn’t yet crowded now that the diners had cleaned out. “Just be back in

about an hour,” he told her.




Taylor hung up. Joe gazed expectantly. “Well?”




“The pretzel will be fine. I’ve got another

hour.” Especially since the bread would absorb the wine. Her face had heated

with that wonderful wine numbness, meaning she definitely needed to sit longer

before even thinking about driving. Besides, the evening and company had

actually turned out better than expected. Joe wasn’t exactly the jerk she’d

thought he was earlier. Sure, he had rough edges, but he was a charmer. An

unabashed flirt. He couldn’t help himself, she decided. Like all the heroes in

the escapist, delicious romance novels she loved, he just needed a good woman.




She must have already imbibed too much wine,

for the thought that she could be that woman flickered across that wine. Leo

popped by, Joe ordered, and Taylor sought safer ground.




“I can’t imagine growing up with five

siblings,” she said, reaching for her water. Heck, she needed a long, sobering

drink before she had him starring in tonight’s dreams as well.




“The youngest is Elaina. She’s twenty-five.”




“A year younger. Almost my age.”




“You’d probably get along. We’re one big

Italian family. You should see our get-togethers.”




“Elaina’s not the one was burned.” Taylor

worked to keep everyone straight. She’d never been this much of a lightweight.




Joe shook his head. “No, that’s Susie. She’s

twenty-seven.”




“How did it happen?”




His face clouded, as if the memory took him

back to a bad place. “A grass fire that got out of control.”




“How old was she?” Taylor sipped more water.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to pry, but you were the one who bought me that second

glass of wine. I get chatty when I drink. Bad, annoying habit.”




“It’s okay. She was five. I was twelve. I

couldn’t save her from getting hurt.” More of the dark ale he’d nursed all

night passed his lips.




“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pried.”




“It’s okay.” He parroted. “Bad things happen

to good people.”




She thought of her father. Of Owen. Understood

where Joe was coming from. A light breeze blew, and she reached up and removed

her ponytail holder. Reddish curls cascaded around her shoulders, and she

reached behind her neck and shook the strands to loosen them. Thankfully

nothing had frizzed too badly. “So is your sister the real reason why you’re a

firefighter?”




“One of many,” he admitted. “It’s why this

book is so important to me. Susie never felt beautiful. Growing up, people

thought her freakish. All that burned skin. All those reconstructions, but it’s

never perfect again. People recoil. You can literally see them do it.”




While Taylor had grown up with other children

wondering why her father had never attended any school events, Taylor couldn’t

imagine what Susie had gone through. “I’m sorry.”




“Then she met Parker and thank God he saw

beyond the surface. They’ve been married for five years, and I’m godfather to

their three-year-old daughter Winnie. I’m grateful he came into her life. She

deserves to be happy.”




“Yes, she does. We all do.” Taylor recognized

underlying guilt when she saw it. She’d had enough guilt herself over the last

few years and could tell he had it in spades.




“Can I be blunt?” she asked. “You were just a

child.”




“That doesn’t matter.” Joe’s fingers flexed

hard against his glass.




“Yes, it does. When I was seven, before I lost

him, my father gave me some good advice. He said you help everyone you can, and

as long as you tried, as long as you did your best, that’s what matters. It’s

why I take the photos. Why I keep fighting even when I’m down.”




“It’s not the same for me. You don’t

understand.”




Maybe she didn’t. She shook her head. “Perhaps

not, and I shouldn’t presume to try. But I do know that whatever it is, you

can’t blame yourself. So if you are, stop. There, my Dr. Phil for the day. Is

he still even on?”




“No idea.”




She pushed her empty wineglass aside. Her face

flamed. “Whew. Forgive me. That was probably extremely rude of me. I

overstepped. Now I’m the cad. It’s an old fashioned word, but I rather like it,

you know?”




The corner of Joe’s lips inched upward. “It’s

okay.”




She didn’t believe him. She’d sounded like a

fool. “You keep saying that.”




“It’s true. Remember? I don’t lie.”




She relaxed. “This wine must have gone to my

head. Whatever you do, don’t order me another one or I won’t be able to drive.

At some point I have to get back to work.” The trees above rustled in the

breeze. “Although I really don’t want to. It’s been a long time since I’ve sat

out on a patio and drank wine. This is nice. Despite my bad manners.”




His tempting hair swished with every shake of

his head. “Don’t sell yourself short. It’s been refreshing, actually.

Enlightening. Most women hide everything. Play games. You’re blunt. You don’t

hold anything back. I like that. A lot.”




She blushed again. He was good for her ego. “I

wish other people did.”




“Ah, now it’s your turn not to be so hard on

yourself.”




A car moved slowly down the street,

temporarily diverting her attention. She watched until the taillights

disappeared. Leo placed on their table a Bavarian pretzel that was the size of

a small loaf of bread. She leaned forward and tore off a huge chunk, all the

way to the first knot. She placed it on her plate, tore it into tinier pieces,

and dipped a morsel into the fresh cup of rarebit.




“I love this cheese,” she gushed, putting the

entire warm, gooey bite into her mouth. She chewed slowly, savoring the

softness of bread melting in her mouth. She’d almost forgotten how enjoyable it

was to sit with a man and just talk and enjoy great conversation. “I’m glad we

decided to stay.”




“Good. Me too.”




Taylor took another bite, knowing that her

guard slipping where he was concerned had nothing to do with the wine. She had

to be sure not to be like all her favorite heroines who suddenly became blind

to the hero’s flaws. Hadn’t that been how she’d overlooked all the problems

with Owen? She’d refused to see the truth until too late. Hadn’t she promised

herself not to jump into fast forward with a guy ever again? Yet something

about Joe made her want to toss caution to the wind.




“So tell me about your family.” He held her

gaze until she glanced away, her mind realizing that he’d gob smacked her. He

was already deep under her skin, a guy who probably didn’t like her except for

her photography skills. She had to stay focused, not think about marrying the

man five minutes after meeting him. “I told you about mine,” he cajoled.




He had, and no question to lob back came to

mind. “It’s just me, Evelyn, and my mom. My dad died when I was eight. Navy

test pilot.”




“I’m sorry.”




“It’s okay. You told me about your sister. I

have memories, like that advice I gave you, but as I’ve gotten older, I admit

they’ve faded. I have to see pictures to really remember.”




She toyed with the empty wineglass stem. The

fact she’d had two glasses had to be the reason she was telling him all this,

right? “But he died doing what he loved. There’s something in that, I guess.”




“Your mom never remarried?”




“She never will. She says one great love was

enough and she’s in a good place. She works at a perennial nursery and designs

landscapes. She volunteers at the symphony. She’s always busy. But Evelyn and I

would love it if she found someone, but she’s not even interested in looking.”




“What about you? Do you believe in that one

great love?”




She couldn’t help herself. “Do you?”




“Ah, the questions return. . . . For a moment

you were doing so well.”




The wry grin returned as he shook his head in

mock disbelief. Her fingers again itched to feel his hair. Wanted to see it

cascade over him as he lowered himself over her. She waited while he tore off

some remaining pretzel.




“Fine. I’ll indulge you,” Joe said. “Yes, I do

believe in it. My parents are great role models. So, yes, I do want eventually

want something like that. But as you complained about earlier, I’m nonstop

busy. I never get around to calling anyone, and I’m not a nine-to-five guy, so

it’s hard to sustain a relationship. Things are always complicated.” She

noticed a hitch in the way he said those last three words.




“Complicated is my middle name,” Taylor

admitted. “And I could see how your schedule gets in the way. But you do get

time off.”




“Which I use to rock climb, box, to try to

keep my house clean and train for marathons.”




Her eyes widened. “Really? You box?”




His lips twitched. “Most people are impressed

with the marathons.”




“Tell me more about boxing. I’m looking for a

project.”




He frowned. “What do you mean?”




“I’m struggling to find an applied project for

my master’s degree. It’s like a thesis, but instead of doing a written paper,

I’m trying to come up with a photography project that has impact, that makes a

difference. I need something my professor will agree with, and maybe, just

maybe, will allow me to enter into the competition.”




“Is money involved?”




“If I win, and I can’t even enter unless my

professor recommends me. Right now, I just want to get this degree done.”




He again intertwined his legs between hers as

he stretched out. “Well, perhaps you could do the Guns ’N Hoses competition.

That’s in November. I’m five and oh. I helped the firefighters claim victory

last year.”




“I can’t wait until November. It has to done

by the end of July. And what is guns and whatever?”




“Hoses. It’s the police versus firefighters

boxing match. All proceeds go to charity. The BackStoppers.”




“Sorry, it’s clearly very important to you,

but I have no idea.” She brightened. “I’ll Google both of those.”




“Do. The event is huge. Over seventeen

thousand people attended.”




“And you run too.”




“Yes.”




Which explained why he was so fit, other than

staying in shape for work. The pink shirt showcased bulging biceps and hard

pecs. He’d been pure temptation all night. “I’m not really into sports other

than baseball or hockey,” she admitted. “I can’t afford to go much, but I’m

what you call a see-it-for-free-on-TV fan. Presley’s always carries the games.

I loved when we won the Stanley Cup. And I went to the parade.”




“Then you’re a fan. That’s what counts. So, I

saw your ex. Anyone else in the picture?”




“No.” Her fingers tightened around the edge of

the metal table. “I’m glad he’s moved on. I was shocked, that’s all. It’s a big

city. I didn’t think I’d run into him ever again.”




“Well, the table seemed pretty tight. He was

holding her hand.”




“He’s probably with her.”




“Well, if you see him again, hopefully it

shouldn’t be a big deal.”




“Probably not. I’m glad he found someone. We

all deserve happiness.” Taylor shivered. Suddenly all her senses were on high

alert, the warm fuzzy feeling gone—her head perfectly clear. Owen. For a year

she’d constantly looked over her shoulder, worried he might be there. Even

after things had settled, he was always in the back of her mind, but never in a

good way. Tonight he’d been less than thirty feet away.




Joe noticed her shiver. “Cold?”




“A little. The temperature dropped.” Better

than admitting that Owen had terrified her at the end of their relationship, so

much that she’d called the police. Twice.




“We should probably get back,” he suggested.

Their pretzel plate boasted crumbs and his beer glass held one last sip, so he

lifted the rim to his lips, finished off the brew. “Unless you want anything

else? I’m happy to stay longer.”




“Cup of black coffee might be good, if you

have the time.”




“I’ve got all night.”




She relaxed. “Good, because I could use a jolt

of caffeine. I’ll have no break when I get back.”




Leo magically appeared to take the order and

remove the dirty dishes.




“Make it two cups black,” Joe told him,

leaning forward to pass over the empty beer glass. “So, when can you show me

how to take portraits? What’s your schedule look like?”




“I don’t have my planner with me, but I do

have my phone.” Taylor scrolled through its calendar. Sadly, most days were

empty. Once she met with Virginia on Tuesday, she had very few photo dates. She

also had a meeting with the professor supervising her project, the one who’d

rejected her time and again.




Maybe Joe was right about karma. Maybe she

still owed on some great cosmic bill she didn’t know about. Maybe her professor

would think that boxing would be project worthy. She could go to the gym . . .




Like her earlier buzz, she let the idea fade

away as she sipped the coffee Leo brought. Her professor wanted something that

would provide a window into the soul. He’d rejected idea after idea, everything

from working with the elderly to a day in the no-kill shelter. Boxing would be

too mundane. Not enough of a look into another world. He wanted something

beyond the photo story. He wanted something where people allowed themselves to

be vulnerable. Where they faced their fears head-on. Something where people exposed

themselves without even knowing it, where they let others peer into the depths

of their psyche. . . . Like exposing when they’d been burned.




She finally understood what her professor

meant. Joe was passionate about making his sister and other burn survivors feel

beautiful.




To do that, they’d have to show their skin,

their flaws, and own them in a defiant celebration of their bodies. Show that

they’d overcome. That fate hadn’t won.




She knew for certain that this was something

her professor would get behind. She’d have to clear it with him, but it was the

best idea she’d had. Come on, karma, she thought. You owe me one.




She glanced up, caught Joe’s gaze. “You know

what?”




“What?” he asked, taking her bait.




“I’ll do it. Your book.”




He sat back with a thump. “You will?”




“Yes.” As soon as she said the words, she knew

she was one hundred percent committed. Even if her project wasn’t approved, and

she was pretty sure it would be, Joe had gotten under her skin in a way she

didn’t yet understand. Doing his book meant she’d see him again, and not just

one more time like if she photographed his family. She wanted to keep seeing

him—she hadn’t felt this relaxed or turned on in ages.




After Owen, she’d sworn never again, but Joe

made her want to trust, made her want to believe. She could use the publicity

the book would provide, she rationalized. Maybe if she moved fast, she’d still

have a shot at entering the competition. “I want those networking connections,”

she told him. “You’re right. It’ll be a good opportunity.”




He reached forward and shook her hand. Her

fingertips tingled, sending raw heat coursing through her veins. “Perfect. So

we have a new agreement.”




“Yes. You. Me. We’ll take the photos and

produce the book.”




“Sounds like a plan.”




She laughed at his deliberate choice of words.

Each minute she spent in his company made her like him more, made her loosen

up, made her want to lose the fearful woman who was once bitten, twice shy. If

nothing else, she wanted to feel something that didn’t come from a book,

indulge in a fantasy even if it was a fool’s errand.




She took his hand, gave it another shake. Heat

fused them together, warming her through. She blushed, smiled. Shook her head

in disbelief as his lips inched upward in a grin. “You know, Joe, for once you

just might be right.”




“Really?”




“Yes.” His hand felt good. She didn’t want to

let it go. “I do believe we have a plan.”
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Bill paid—his treat, he’d insisted—Joe found

himself a few minutes later once again clinging to the door handle as she sped

her little car through the streets of St. Louis. He didn’t mind. She’d agreed.

A huge load had been lifted from his shoulders.




Sure, he would now have to introduce her to

his family, who would immediately love her. That was a small price to pay, for

every woman Joe brought around was potential marriage material until proven

otherwise. Not that there were many women. Actually more like few and far

between.




As for Taylor, she was the photographer. Joe

admitted he liked her. She was blunt. Funny. Devoted. Interesting. Sexy as

hell, whether her hair was up or down, like now. He glanced at her profile as

she whipped around a corner. They were almost back at Presley’s. Yes,

interesting, and he’d be interested in asking her out, but he refused to

complicate matters. Also, all his standard reasons of why he didn’t date rushed

forward, but Joe pushed them aside. No reason to rehash those. He’d lived a

long time with the truth about himself, that his flaws drove women away.




He needed Taylor for the book, and he wanted

the book for his sister. So any desires he had needed to be kept in check. No

matter how tempting Taylor might be.




She threw the car in park, jolting him, and

then they were standing outside her car. “I’ll call you,” he told her, “for

sure this time.”




She smiled, the glow of the streetlights

lighting up her whole face. “I won’t hold my breath.”




He had the urge to kiss her, to capture that

breath, to draw it from her lips and into his body. Instead, he shoved his

hands into his front pockets. “My mother and sister won’t let me live it down

if I don’t. I guess you need to go in. Do you want me to walk you to the door?”




“It’s right there. It’s safe. I’ll be fine.”




“Okay.” He removed his hands, dropped them to

his side. They weren’t on a date, and her upturned, expectant face demanded he

take charge. He reached forward, tucked a loose stand of hair behind her ear.

Her breath hitched. “Good night then.”




He thrust his right hand forward, the

handshake failing to satisfy the overpowering need to touch her, to explore her

softness. Just rubbing his thumb over her lower lip—what would that hurt?




Instead, he fused his fingers with hers,

shook, and detached quickly before he did something that would embarrass

himself or ruin being professional. Instead, he waited until she had safely

entered the restaurant before he turned, took a deep breath, and went home.











Chapter Four




“You know I can’t do it without your help. If

you don’t help me, the entire country could be in jeopardy.”




“You know I’ll help you, Duncan. How could I

not? I—”




“Don’t say you love me. I’m a rogue. A rake.”




“A spy in the guise of a pirate.”




He reached to gently touch her face. “My

priority must be saving the crown.”




“Good book?”




“Hey Mom.” Taylor dog-eared a corner. Sunday

afternoon found Taylor making her weekly visit to her mother’s house. Unlike

Taylor’s kitchen cupboards, which contained around two packets of ramen, three

microwavable mashed-potato cups, and a half empty box of Pop-Tarts, her mom’s

pantry was always full. She also stocked vanilla wafers and Oreos. Within

seconds of putting down her book, Taylor had a handful of each.




Good cookies always made the weekly Sunday

afternoon visit more bearable. Earlier she’d also made herself a roast beef and

provolone sandwich, which was basically breakfast and lunch combined.




“You know, if you can’t afford food, you can

always move home,” her mom suggested. She leaned a jean-clad hip against the

center island, her short-sleeve kaftan rustling. “Live here and get three

squares a day.”




“I’m good,” Taylor mumbled through an

overstuffed mouthful of chocolate and cream filling. She sighed as the

delicious goodness rolled over her taste buds. Store brands certainly couldn’t

compete with the real thing. She set her uneaten cookies on the countertop and

reached into an overhead cabinet for a glass.




Anticipating, her mother opened the

refrigerator door and passed over a fresh half gallon of milk.




“Thanks.” Taylor poured herself a large glass

and drank most down in one gulp. Then she refilled.




Her mom’s brow creased with worry. “If you’re

hungry, I can lend you money for groceries, you know. I don’t like that you’re

not eating.”




“I eat. Last night I went to Dressel’s. I just

don’t buy cookies. Bad for my figure. Good because it gives me a reason to come

see you.” Hunger slightly abated, Taylor dunked an Oreo before taking a bite.

She wiped her sticky fingers on her jean shorts. “I’m turning in the calendar

shoot Tuesday and I’ll get paid then. It’ll tide me over for a while.”




“I just wish you’d let me help. Move back home

and save some money. Just for a little while. Maybe being here would help you

focus on your project. How’s that going?”




“Fine.”




Her mom didn’t buy her fib. “Honey, I thought

you’d have it done by now. I hate that you’re spending all this money on a

master’s. Webster isn’t cheap.”




“I’ve got it handled, Mom,” Taylor replied

stubbornly, as the chocolaty cream temptation on her tongue seemed to say,

“Move home and you can eat me every day.” She ignored the inner voice and ate a

vanilla wafer. “Things are about to break wide open. I’ve got a new client.”




“You need tons of new clients. Charlene knows

a person who’s got a friend who works at St. Louis Magazine.

I can find out if they’re hiring.”




“They aren’t. I checked or I’d be all over it.

And I’ve got this.”




“I was only trying to help you network.” Her

mom crossed her arms. Gave her the concerned look Taylor had been seeing for as

long as she could remember. “Baby, I don’t like seeing you struggle.”




“I’m okay, Mom. What’s that about it being

ninety nine percent persistence?”




Her mom shook her head, disbelieving. “It’s

‘perspiration.’”




“Same idea.”




“You’ve always been so stubborn.”




Taylor’s chin jutted forward. “Well, I get it

from you. You know you should sell the house and get a condo. Move where there

are more people.”




Her mom shook her head again. “We’ve been

through this. The house is not too big. And it’s paid for. It’s centrally

located. I can get everywhere in ten minutes.”




The one-story, three-bedroom Kirkwood ranch

had been the only home Taylor had ever known. The kitchen doorframe had

permanent inked lines that marked how tall she and her sister had been on each

birthday. Perhaps the memories made her mother lonely, which is why she kept

pestering Taylor to move home.




“Yes, but now that Evelyn and I have moved

out, it’s too much upkeep.” Taylor pressed. “You could travel and—”




“The house is not the issue. You’ll be taking

me out of here in a cardboard box.”




“Okay, okay,” Taylor replied, backing down.

She knew that entrenched tone. “Keep the house. It was Evelyn’s idea anyway.”




Her mom patted Taylor’s arm. “I know you

worry, as I do about you. But I’m fine.” She reached to wipe some cookie crumbs

from the corner of Taylor’s lips. “I’ve got bridge tonight. Oh, I need you to

take care of Yin and Yang for me next week.”




As if on cue, two fluffy white Himalayans

trotted into the kitchen and made figure eights between Taylor’s legs, tickling

her with their fuzzy tails. “You can stay here while I’m gone. Take care of my

babies. It’ll only be two days. I’m helping Charlene move her daughter to

Topeka. We’re taking the car and she’s driving the U-Haul.”




“Who? Charlene?”




Charlene was even scarier than her mother when

it came to driving. Taylor couldn’t imagine her behind the wheel of a U-Haul.




Her mother shook her head, her short white

hair barely budging. “No. Her daughter. I’m riding shotgun in Charlene’s car.

We leave Friday. Sheila’s accepted an associate job at a legal firm there. Very

promising. She can make partner.”




Taylor didn’t touch that comment, lest she

somehow in advertently direct the conversation back toward her own current

shortcomings. “I can be here.”




“So you’ll stay over? I don’t want them to be

alone. I know it’s the weekend, but . . .”




Taylor sighed. She’d walked right into this

one. “As long as this isn’t a ploy to get me to move home, I’m happy to house

sit Yin and Yang.”




Her mother feigned innocence. “Never.

Although, you may like being home. I’ll leave you some homemade meals in the

refrigerator.”




Taylor resisted rolling her eyes. “Text me the

details. I can get to work just as easily from here as I can from my

apartment.”




“Which is why you should stay here for a

while. Save up some money. If the commute’s the same—”




“Mom.” Taylor rinsed her empty glass and put

it in the sink. She washed her hands. “I’d love to discuss this more but I’ve

got photos to process, so I need to get going. I also have another job to

plan.”




Her mom knew when she’d pushed enough. She

opened her arms for a hug and drew Taylor in. “Well, I’m glad you stopped by. I

needed a break from being in the garden and I’ll need to clean up before

bridge.”




“One day I should learn that game.”




Her mom nodded, leaned back. “You should. I

can teach you.”




With that, Taylor’s mom drew her in for

another jasmine-scented hug. As Taylor drove home, her phone rang, and she put

it to her ear. “This is Taylor.”




“It’s Joe.”




Joe. His deep sexy voice sent a thrill to her

toes, as it had last night. “Hey,” she said, her heart racing. Distracted by

answering his call, she failed to notice when a car came into her lane.

Belated, she honked.




“Are you hands free?”




She frowned, picturing Joe’s scowl. “No, but

I’m good.”




“Do you know how many accidents I work that

are caused by driver inattention? Hang up and call me when you’re safely parked

with the engine off. You’ve got my number.”




With that, he hung up on her. Thoroughly

scolded, she tossed the iPhone onto the passenger seat and drummed her fingers

on the steering wheel. Really. The man was impossible. Talking on her phone was

perfectly legal and she’d never even had so much as a speeding ticket, much

less a fender bender.




She pulled into her assigned parking space,

the one building amenity she appreciated at four a.m., and walked up three

flights of hot stairs. She stepped into her one-bedroom and immediately turned

on the window air-conditioning unit. The art deco building in Richmond Heights

wasn’t centrally cooled, and in the winter the radiators banged and hissed but

did a decent job. Still, she loved her space. Her artistic nature had been

drawn to large windows that let in copious amounts of natural light. She also

loved the high ceilings, the plaster millwork, and the aged wood floors. She

flopped onto the couch, letting the cool air blow over her and called Joe back.




“I’m home,” she said when he answered,

figuring he’d read the caller ID.




“Good. Sorry. Pet peeve. And you’re a

dangerous driver.”




The hair on the back of her neck rose. “I am

not.”




He laughed, a deep, robust chuckle that did

little to reduce her hackles. “You forget I rode with you twice. The first time

you had an excuse. The second time not so much.”




He let the silence fall, as if picturing her

fuming. She refused to dignify him with an answer. “I spoke to my mother,” he

finally said. “She’d love to have family photos done. We’re a go. Also, I want

to set up the first of the burn book shoots.”




“You move fast.”




“In my line of work, you make decisions

quickly. No need to waste time. When I see something I want, I go for it, and

you are something I want.”




She didn’t know how to respond to that either.

Her skin heated despite being under a direct blast of AC. “Well, okay,” she

mumbled. “Let me grab my calendar.”




She rose, went to the kitchen table, and

tugged the Humane Society pocket calendar out of her purse. Having a thing for

cats, she’d donated five dollars in response to the direct mailing. The plastic

protective cover rustled. “Okay, I just need a pen.”




“You don’t just use your phone? You scrolled

through it last night.”




“I do, but only after I write down on hard

copy. I always know where my calendar is. I misplace my phone all the time.

It’s a comedy as I try to find it. Okay, I’m ready.” She heard muffled voices

in the background, then silence. “Are you there?”




Nothing. No answer.




“Hello? Hello? Are you there?” She checked her

phone screen. All five circles were full, so she had more than enough signal.

“Hello?”




“Yeah, I’m here.” More muffled noise, and then

as if the phone was away from his ear, “Yes, I will. Just let me finish this

call.” She could tell he wasn’t talking to her. A few more seconds of silence

and he was back. “Sorry about that.”




Taylor frowned. “Are you at work?”




“No. Nephew’s birthday party. He’s four.” A

pause and then, “Hey! Stop that. I’m on the phone.”




She again heard muffled noise. Clearly, Joe

didn’t have the phone to his ear. “Joe?” She waited. “Joe?”




“What? Yeah. Sorry. My nieces and nephews

don’t understand that you can’t hit a man with a squirt gun when he’s on the

phone. I should be good now.” She heard him exhale a breath. “Maybe not. Can I

call you back? I . . . Hey!”




Taylor held her phone out, watched the call

timer increase by a second. Then another. Then another. He hadn’t ended the

call. “Hello?” A female voice came through this time. “Taylor?”




“Yes. This is Taylor.”




“Oh, you’re there. Good. This is Judy. Judy

Marino, Joe’s mom. You’re the photographer?”




“Yes.”




“Wonderful. I absolutely love this idea. I

can’t wait to meet you.” Her enthusiasm came through loud and clear, and Taylor

warmed to her immediately.




“Me either. Joe and I were just about to

schedule—”




“I’ll let you two work out those details, but

before we do this, I want to meet you beforehand. In fact, you should probably

meet all of us. See what you’re getting into. Have you eaten?”




“A small sandwich and some cookies at my

mother’s.” She’d slept until noon, for it’d been hard to sleep after her shift

ended. First, she hadn’t known how to leave things. After she’d told him she’d

do his book, they’d lingered until they’d finished their coffees. Then she’d

driven him back to the lot near Presley’s, where they’d stood outside her car

for a few awkward seconds. Did she hug him? He settled for grabbing her hand

and giving it another firm shake.




“A few cookies is not a meal,” Judy said. “You

need protein. Where are you?”




As if proving Judy’s point, Taylor’s stomach

rumbled. “I’m at home.” She realized belatedly what Judy meant. “Richmond

Heights.”




“Perfect. We’ve taken over a huge picnic area

just outside the zoo. You know those tables on the hill between the Living

World entrance and the Art Museum? We’re right there. Look for all the Captain

America balloons.”




“I . . .” Had Joe’s mother just invited her

over?




“No need to bring anything,” Judy continued.

“We have more than enough food. See you in a few. But don’t rush. Be safe. Oh,

here’s Joe.”




Within a few seconds, he returned to the line.

“Hey. I overheard. So are you coming?”




“Can I say no?”




He chuckled, and she smiled despite herself.

“I warned you my mother is a force of nature.”




“I’m not sure ‘warn’ was the word.”




“You don’t need to come, but it will give you

a great opportunity to look us over and decide how the family photo session is

going to work. We’re all here, and there’s a lot of us. It’ll also give us a

chance to talk.”




“I was going to process images from last night

and . . .” She glanced at the microwave clock. Almost four. She could spare an

hour or two if she burned the midnight oil later. Luckily, she was off Monday.




“So, are you coming? We’re grilling pork

steaks and there’s a very special chocolate birthday cake for dessert.”




She shouldn’t. She had so much work to do. His

rich voice chuckled, as if sensing her inner turmoil. “Don’t be chicken. We

don’t bite.”




“Fine,” she bit out, strangely not bothered by

being coerced into her decision.




“We’re literally in the area across from the

zoo parking lot. You can’t miss us. See you soon.”




And with that, the call ended, the timer

stopping. Taylor glanced at her red and white striped T-shirt and jean shorts.

While the day wasn’t boiling, it was hot enough that any makeup would simply

melt off. She gave her hair a cursory glance, the St. Louis humidity having

frizzed out her curls. She tamed them into a ponytail using a hairband. Then

she thrust her calendar back into her purse, shoved her feet into some sandals,

and grabbed her camera. She turned her AC down and quickly locked the front door

behind her before she second-guessed herself and did exactly what he expected

her to do—chicken out.
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She arrived fifteen minutes later. He hadn’t

expected her quite so fast, even with his mother telling him that Taylor lived

in Richmond Heights, which was practically around the corner. He’d also

expected her to call back with some excuse and cancel.




But there was her black Cobalt inching along,

and he found himself happily surprised. A small anticipatory jolt shook him,

and from his slightly uphill vantage point, he saw her craning her neck as she

searched for them. Luckily someone was leaving, so she parked on the street

instead of using the zoo lot.




He’d started walking once he’d seen her, so he

was waiting a few feet away when she opened the car door. For a moment, the

door acted as a shield between them, hiding the part of him that had gone rock

hard, because, after Taylor exited she immediately reached back inside, her

shorts inching up and her bottom high in the air as she grabbed her camera bag

and her purse off the passenger seat. He tightened his fingers on the metal

frame in a futile effort to resist the urge to touch. He also mentally recited the

Pledge of Allegiance.




She turned to face him, her eyes hidden by

wide sunglasses that added seductive mystery. Her hair was up, revealing that

long neck he’d first noticed the day of the calendar shoot. He’d found her

attractive then, but he’d simply teased her. He’d gotten to know her last night

after they’d gone to the hospital. Now, as she swung her camera bag over her

shoulder, he realized that maybe he wasn’t quite as in control as he thought.




“Can’t believe I got this great parking spot,”

she said in greeting.




“I know. Glad you could make it. We’re over

here.” They walked side by side up the hill to an area of picnic tables. He

liked how easily she kept pace. He was starting to like everything about her.




“Your mom wasn’t kidding about the balloons.

You’ve got all of the Avengers here.”




He hadn’t paid much attention. “Ben’s only

four, so I don’t think my brother’s let him see any of the movies. But he likes

the cartoons.”




“There’s nothing better than cartoons,” Taylor

replied, easing into step beside him. She’d seen him walking toward her as

she’d driven up, and her breath had hitched. He wore a white polo, jeans, and

brown boat shoes, and the combination simply worked. She’d been glad her

sunglasses had hidden her widening eyes, and that she’d remembered to close her

mouth so she hadn’t been gaping. The man was gorgeous, and her heart raced

every time he was near.




A tall, dark-haired woman approached, holding

out her arms in greeting. “You must be Taylor! I’m Judy, Joe’s mom.” She drew

Taylor in for a hug, then gave her a kiss on both cheeks. “You are just

adorable. Come meet the family. Joe, get her something from the cooler. I can’t

believe you’re still standing there. Where are your manners?”




He appeared sheepish. “Soda? Beer?”




After last night, Taylor wanted her wits about

her. “A Sprite? 7-Up?”




“We have one of those, I’m sure.” Joe went off

to find her a beverage while Judy took Taylor’s arm and led her over to an area

where a group of adults sat.




“I’m so glad Joe thought of doing this,” Judy

confided as they walked. She pointed. “That’s my mother over there, and she’s

seventy-five. My dad would have been eighty last year, God rest his soul. We

should have done these photos yearly while he was alive, but you never think of

these things until it’s too late, do you? You just think you’ll have more time.

This is Nana, my husband’s mother. Well, Clara, but it’s Nana to everyone,

including you.”




“Hello,” Taylor said, as she met Joe’s Nana.

Then Judy drew her away, and Taylor met so many people, she was grateful she

had trained her memory long ago so that she could keep track of them all, at

least somewhat.




Joe hadn’t exaggerated his family’s size:

three grandparents still living; two parents; six siblings, three of whom were

married; seven nieces and nephews. And that wasn’t even counting all the aunts,

uncles, and cousins present.




“Is it always like this?” she asked Joe as he

brought her a can of Sprite.




“What?”




“So many people?”




“Oh, a lot of them are still at the zoo.

They’ll be headed over now that it’s about to close. You haven’t seen anything

yet. Overwhelmed?” He gestured to a set of folding lawn chairs and indicated

that she should sit. She dropped into the one with the red Cardinals logo on

the back.




“Not overwhelmed. More absorbing everything.

I’ve shot weddings before. Compared to some, your family will be a piece of

cake.”




“Even with all the kids?”




“Well, once a groom and his best man got into

a throwdown right before the vows. The father of the bride literally had to

pull them apart.”




“That sounds like a crazy time.”




“Pretty much. To this day I still don’t know

the reason, and the groom said his ‘I do’ with a bloody lip. By the reception

all was well again and the two were all hugs and smiles.”




“Well, we’re just a big blue-collar Italian

family. We see each other a lot and everyone shows up. There’s always some

birthday or something, and if I’m not at the station, I’m here.”




She liked how family oriented he was. That

commitment was one of the things that had swayed her to say yes. “My parents

were both only children, as were their parents,” Taylor said. “We’ve always

done things on a small scale. Minute actually.”




“That’s a shame. I hope it means you and your

sister are close.”




“Close enough,” Taylor said. “But she’s always

busy with her husband’s family.”




“Uh-oh.” Joe glanced over Taylor’s shoulder.

“Here comes my mom holding a plate. Italians are big on feeding people. Get

ready.”




Judy handed Taylor a blue plastic plate

covered with chips, cheese sauce, and salsa. “Don’t want your stomach

grumbling. Marvin’s about done grilling, so when everyone gets back we’ll eat.”




“Oh, I’m fine, thanks . . .” Taylor began but

Judy had already moved off after shoving the plate into her hand.




Joe grinned and gestured to the food. “She’s

an expert in the sleight of hand so be warned. She’s also a member of the ‘you

must be starving’ club. She’ll feed you whether you want it or not.”




“I am a little hungry,” Taylor admitted,

dipping a chip into the cooling queso. “As I’m on a budget, I’m all about free

food.”




He laughed and brought the beer can to his

mouth. She averted her eyes as if searching. Safer than watching those luscious

lips. “Is your sister here? I don’t remember meeting Susie.”




“She’s at the zoo with Winnie and the birthday

boy. She’ll be over soon and I’ll introduce you then. That’s why you haven’t

seen her or most of the kids. You like kids?”




“Doesn’t everyone?” She hedged. She knew very

little about kids, having never really babysat either. “I do a lot of childhood

environmental portraits, you know the ones taken outside instead of against a

fake or plain studio backdrop? Parents want more than just that shot you get at

the start of the school year.”




He stole a tortilla chip from her plate,

scooped up some cheese. “So what do you envision for my family?”




“What were you

thinking?”




He laughed and covered his mouth quickly as he

still had food inside. He swallowed. “A question. I almost forgot your bad

habit.”




“It’s not about my

vision. It’s about yours,” she protested. “While I’ll help you, you need to

decide how many combinations you want, or if you want the pictures inside or

outside. I can do formal poses or informal or—” She handed him the plate and

reached for the camera bag. “Let me show you.”




“The first lesson?”




She smiled. “Perhaps, if you’re good.”




“I’m always very good.” The corner of his lips

tilted upward.




“I bet you are,” Taylor murmured to herself,

safely hidden behind her camera. She pushed her sunglasses up on her head. A

light breeze blew. Under the trees, the summer day was actually very nice, the

extreme heat rampant earlier in the week having lessened slightly, at least in

the shade. She peered through the viewfinder, surveying the scene, then made

some adjustments and pressed the shutter. After about ten shots, she held out

the camera so Joe could check her work.




“They’re nothing fancy,” she said, as he

scanned through the shots.




“Perhaps not, but you have the right touch,”

he said. “They’re good.”




His praise made her face color. She averted

her gaze, lest he see. “Now it’s your turn. Here, let me show you a few

things.”




She stood and moved behind him. If she thought

she’d be safer there, she was wrong. Being this close meant she inhaled the

woodsy scent of wholesome, virile male, making her body jump to attention. She

reached over his shoulder, her arm skimming his polo as she laced the camera

strap over his neck. He craned his neck, facing her, his lips mere inches from

hers. All she had to do was lower her mouth. One, two, three and . . .




She froze, resisted the urge. Her command came

out a rasp. “Turn off review mode.”




He did.




She’d taught many people how to take photos,

but none had made her body wanton. She . . . had . . . to . . . focus.

Concentrate on the steps she knew so well. “Look through the viewfinder.”




He moved the camera in front of his right eye.

She saw Nana in conversation with his mother. She put her hands gently on his

head, right above his ears, feeling the silky strands she’d been dreaming about

as she guided him to face his first subject. She resisted the urge to weave her

fingers deeper, draw his head back, and kiss him from behind.




Thankfully her voice worked, even though it

squeaked once. “Now, adjust the lens. One thing you want to do is think of a

tic-tac-toe board. Put the center of visual interest in one of the places the

lines intersect.”




He moved his left hand to the lens, keeping

the camera and shutter button balanced with his right. “No, too far.” She put

her hand on his, moved the lens to where she wanted it, and ignored the shock

of awareness that touching him caused. “This setting is better. It should blur

out the background, give you a shallow depth of field.”




“It does.”




She lifted her hand, the heat immediately

leaving. However, she rubbed her hands together to dull the sensitivity. He

depressed the shutter halfway to focus. “That’s great,” he said, giving an

appreciative whistle as he made the shot.




“You whistling at me, boy?”




“No, Nana,” Joe called. “Although you are

lovely today as always.”




“Flatterer. Behave yourself over there.” Nana

shook her head, went back to her conversation. Then Joe lowered the camera so

he could see the image on the viewing screen. Taylor still stood behind him,

and he swiveled in the lawn chair so he could hold out the camera, strap still

around his neck.




“See how it fills the frame and gets rid of

the junk in the background?” Taylor asked.




“Yes. I’ve wanted to know how to do that.

Thanks for your help.”




“I’m not sure how much you know,” she

admitted.




“Only what I’ve figured out by reading online.

I’m not very good using the manual mode, and the auto mode focuses on

everything all the way back.”




“It does, which is why manual’s all I shoot.

You could also try the aperture priority mode.”




“I know the button, but not how to use it.

Teach me?” He shot her a hopeful look. His lips parted.




She stammered, “Uh . . . you’ll teach

yourself. I’ll be your coach. It’s included in the portrait fee I quoted.”




“Deal.” He winked and she flushed. She liked

his smile far too much.




“Let’s try a few more, shall we?” She moved

around to the side and reached for his hand, then afraid to touch him again,

she gestured instead. He stood, camera strap secure on his neck and device

fitted squarely in his hand. He towered over her. “How about you capture your

dad grilling?” she suggested, body hyperaware.




“Okay.”




They stopped about ten feet from where Joe’s

dad worked over a large metal grill that stood about waist high. He looked up

and grinned at them, and then turned his attention back to basting the pork

steaks and turning the hot dogs. Because the charcoal grill rested on a round

metal pipe secured in a concrete pad, they could see some of his Bermuda

shorts, his bare legs, and flip-flop-covered feet. His “Kiss the Cook” apron

was stained with barbeque sauce splotches and hid most of his faded fire

department T-shirt and shorts.




“How should you hold the camera?” Taylor

asked.




“Vertical shot,” Joe said, seeking Taylor’s

confirmation.




“That’s what I’d do. I like how he’s in

flip-flops. Adds contrast.”




Joe turned the camera sideways, gazed through

the viewfinder. Adjusted the lens. Then passed the camera to Taylor, their

fingers touching for a brief second. “Are those settings right?




She glanced through them and handed back the

SLR. Again, his fingers lingered on hers, caressing the tops of her knuckles.

“Yes, try that.” She swallowed the start of a hiccup, her body’s annoying

outlet for nerves. For he did make her nervous, in that heightened, quivering

sort of anticipatory way that indicated high attraction.




“Be sure you get my good side,” his dad

called. Busy squirting water on a flame after some barbeque sauce dropped onto

the hot coals, he didn’t even glance up.




“I’ll see what I can do,” Joe called,

squatting low. His head was even with her waist, meaning his mouth was even

with her . . . She stepped backward, checking that erotic thought. The long dry

spell post-Owen was coming back to haunt her at the most inopportune time.




He shot several frames, and then made a minor

adjustment before taking more. He straightened when finished and passed the

camera over. He leaned over her shoulder, his scent again filling her senses,

and she found it hard to concentrate. She scrolled through the previews. “There

are some keepers in here. You have potential.”




He put his hand on his chest. Pouted.

“Potential. Gee.”




“Such an ego.” Taylor laughed. “If you were an

expert, you wouldn’t need me here.”




He looked heavenward. “You wound me, but who

can argue with such logic?”




“Certainly not you.” She held the camera out.

“Want to try again?”




“Pork steaks are done. Food’s ready,” Marvin

called. He waved his spatula. “Get plates and eat it while it’s hot.”




“Let’s postpone for just a bit,” Joe said.




“Okay.”




He placed a hand on the small of her back and

guided her toward the serving tables. She tried not to tremble. It was a polite

gesture, nothing more, but his touch still sent quivers through her. She

swallowed another hiccup, warning her traitorous body to calm down.




“There’s Susie.”




A group of women and kids headed up the hill.

She recognized Susie immediately, for she was the one covered up. Despite the

steady breeze, she had to be hot. Even though she wore a tank top, she’d topped

it with a light plaid fabric, long-sleeve top that she wore over a pair of

faded blue jeans.




A girl about three held onto her hand. “That’s

Susie and Winnie,” Joe confirmed. He handed Taylor a paper plate of full food.

“In this family, you snooze, you lose,” he told her. “The only ones safe around

here are the kids. They’re getting hot dogs.”




She assumed he was joking as there appeared to

be more than enough food. “You eating something too?”




He grinned. “Yep.” He gestured to a

cloth-covered table. “Have a seat. Be right back.”




She plopped down on the picnic bench and set

her plate down. The action allowed her time to study Joe’s family. The full

crowd had arrived. Winnie giggled, held aloft on dad Parker’s shoulders. Susie

laughed at something as she filled a plate and handed it to her husband. Then

they joined Taylor at the table. Seconds later, Joe sat down with his own

loaded plate.




“So you’re the photographer,” Parker said.




“Taylor,” Joe offered, grabbing a clear

plastic knife.




“Taylor,” Winnie parroted, a smear of barbeque

sauce from her hot dog already on her lips.




“That’s me,” Taylor replied. She cut some of

her pork steak and popped the bite into her mouth. Delicious.




“Joe tells me you’ve agreed to help him with

the book,” Parker continued.




Mid swallow, Taylor nodded.




“I like books,” Winnie said.




“We know you do,” Susie said. “Mouth closed

when you chew. We’re working on manners.” She shot Taylor an apologetic smile.




Winnie closed her mouth with an exaggerated

snap, and Taylor stifled a chuckle. Winnie was adorable, around the age

Taylor’s niece would have been. At least Evelyn had tried again, and Taylor had

an adorable eight-month-old niece. “It’s fine.”




Susie wiped Winnie’s mouth, and for the first

time Taylor could see clearly the scar tissue on the back of Susie’s hands. “So

what are your plans for the photos?” Susie asked.




“Joe and I haven’t talked in detail yet, but

my goal is always to make everyone feel comfortable and beautiful. High fashion

but with no rough edges. Either on a backdrop or perhaps in a favorite

environment. Joe and I have a lot to discuss.”




Susie pushed her brown bangs off to the side.

“Okay, I have no idea what any of that means, but I’d like to be comfortable.”




“I promise you will be,” Taylor said, meaning

every word. She lifted her fork to spear some green beans.




“She’ll do a good job,” Joe affirmed. “We’re

going to talk this week and work out the details. I told you about last night,

and how sensitive Taylor was.”




“You did,” Susie affirmed. “Joe says you’re a

good person. He told me about your hospital work.”




He had? Taylor had no idea how to respond, but

luckily, Winnie pulled on her mom’s sleeve. “Mommy. I have to go potty.”




“Duty calls,” Susie said, beginning to

extricate herself from the picnic table.




Taylor stood, stepped over the bench. “I’ll

come with you.”




Joe arched an eyebrow. She’d hardly touched

anything on her plate. “You know that thing about women not able to go alone,”

Taylor joked. She joined Susie, who was already hustling Winnie to a nearby

restroom.




Taylor availed herself of the facilities,

washed her hands, and waited by the sink as Winnie and Susie finished up in

larger, handicapped stall.




“I didn’t have an accident,” Winnie proudly

told Taylor as her mom held her up so she could wash her hands.




“That’s a big girl,” Taylor replied.




Winnie grinned widely and waved her hands

under the hot-air dryer. “All done, Mommy.”




On the way back, once they got close enough to

the picnic area, Susie allowed Winnie to run on ahead. Taylor used the

opportunity to ask the question that had been bothering her. “Are you okay with

this?”




“What do you mean?” Susie asked.




“The book. The photos. Your brother can be a

bit . . .” Taylor hesitated, trying to find the politically correct word.




“Bullheaded?” Susie filled in with a laugh.

Eyes similar to Joe’s twinkled.




“I don’t know if I’d go that far. But Joe is

pretty determined.”




“Oh, you’ve just met him. You’ve seen nothing

yet. He’s as stubborn as they come.”




“He did tell me he likes challenges,” Taylor

admitted.




“That’s an understatement. You’re talking

about a guy who can complete the crosswords in the New York

Times in record time. He’s killer at Sudoku. But back to your original

question. I actually think the book is a good idea. People who’ve been burned

carry a very visible reminder of a terrible accident. We look in the mirror and

see scars. Most people complain about their looks, but many of us struggle to

ever see any beauty at all. If your photos can give us a glimpse of that, I’m

all for doing this. For once, I want to be out of the shadows and not feel

disfigured or think I need to hide my skin so it doesn’t disgust people.”




Taylor felt her eyes moisten. She blinked.

“Thanks for being so honest with me. If I had any residual doubts about this

project, you’ve ended them. I’ve got some ideas brewing that I’ll discuss with

Joe.”




“Have you asked him about why this is so

passionate to him? Why he’s so determined?”




The question caught Taylor off guard. “No.”




“You really should ask him.”




“He told me a bit about what happened when you

were little. That he couldn’t save you.”




Susie’s brow rose. “Wow. I’m surprised. That’s

more than what he normally shares.”




Taylor paused. “There’s more?”




“He’ll tell you when he’s ready,” Susie said,

giving Taylor absolutely no clue to what she meant.




They were almost back to the picnic area.

Winnie was sitting on Parker’s lap and Joe was making silly faces at her. He

reached forward and tweaked her nose, and then showed her his thumb tucked

between his forefingers as if he’d stolen it. Winnie reached up and touched her

nose to make sure it was there, and then laughed.




“He’s such a great uncle,” Susie said,

oblivious to the sudden tumult overtaking Taylor as Winnie reached up and

“stole” Joe’s nose.




Getting personally involved with her clients

was not allowed. She needed to close her heart. Listen to her head. Shut out

these silly emotions that threatened to disturb her existence. Yet as she

rejoined the group at the picnic table and lifted her fork, she realized that

any defense system she deployed would be far too little, and far too late.











Chapter Five




Taylor looked like she was having fun. As Joe

spooned a corner piece of birthday cake through his lips, he allowed his

nervousness to fade. She hadn’t run for the hills. He dipped the spoon into the

vanilla ice cream and took another bite.




Across the way, his thirty-two-year-old sister

Liz wanted to know if Taylor could do a separate family portrait of her, her

husband, and their three kids at a later time. She and Taylor were discussing

the logistics.




“I like her,” Susie said.




“I’m not planning on dating her,” Joe replied.




Susie gave him a knowing smile that said Gotcha. “Did I say anything about dating? You made that

leap and stuck your foot in that admission all by yourself. Thanks for

confirming you’ve thought about her beyond photography. Hmm. I wonder what Mom

would think?”




“Damn,” Joe said, setting his empty Captain

America cake plate down. “You’ll keep quiet.”




“Maybe,” Susie teased.
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