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Chapter 1
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Curtis Forsythe hobbled down the porch, each step more excruciating than the last. Shifting to his overworked left leg, he clutched the rail. When the screen door slammed behind him, he froze. 

"Don't leave."

Afraid to move, Curt pivoted on the step. For the last three hours, he'd smiled and joked his way through the pain, hiding it from the people who knew him best.  It would be just like his brother to catch him now—only steps away from the safety of his truck. 

"Hannah . . . what are you doing?" In the porch light, her blond waves were captured in a frame of deceptively angelic light. 

"Stay with me," she pleaded.

Her earnest, captivating, oh-so-trusting, brown eyes returned his stare. With a sigh, Curt lurched back up the step, his grip white-knuckled on the rail. Since the moment they'd met, he'd been unable to resist her. "Does anyone know you're out here?"

A guilty smile twitched on her lips. "Maybe." 

Despite the sharp knot clutching his shredded muscle, he laughed. "Get over here." Joy and a frisson of fear tightened his chest when the little girl launched into his arms.   

"Uncle Curt, when you leave . . . they make me go to bed. And . . . I'm not even tired." Her complaint, voiced through a fierce yawn, fluttered against his throat, where she planted a tired, sticky,  chocolate ice cream kiss. 

"Honey, it's getting dark. Where's daddy?" Shifting the small bundle of stubbornness to one arm, Curt retraced his steps to the front door, all the while wondering how in hell his brother would survive her childhood. 

"Little Curt pooped. Daddy's changin' his diaper. He says Curt's toxic." Her head lifted briefly from his shoulder. "What's toxic mean?"

Stepping into the dim foyer, Curt headed back to the kitchen, the pain settling into a dull strum, something he'd grown to prefer to the sharp stabs of agony. "It means yucky. Where's Mommy?"

"She's feedin' Sean." Another ear-splitting yawn.  Though he heard voices in the back of the house, Curt didn't want to expend a single step beyond what was absolutely necessary. Travis was nowhere to be found. Setting Hannah on the counter, he decided to lecture his niece while waiting for his brother to appear.   

"Han, you can't just leave the house whenever you feel like it. It's dark outside. What if you  got lost?"

Her eyes drooping, she smiled. "In the driveway? Uncle Curt, I'm five." 

Lips twitching, he glanced away, fighting the urge to laugh. "You're almost five," he corrected. Damn, she was good. Worse—she knew it. Tomorrow, he would install alarms on all the exterior doors to give his brother at least a fighting chance. "Your dad is going to have heart failure when he realizes you're missing."

"Is that when your heart gets broke? Mommy says you're a heartbreaker."

"It's when your heart gets terrified," he corrected. If his sister-in-law knew half of what Hannah repeated, she'd be mortified. He, on the other hand, appreciated the stealthy information he gleaned. All the better to torture her with later. Steps in the hallway grew louder as they approached the kitchen. His brother emerged, a diaper in one hand and Curt's two year old namesake in the other. 

Travis' face registered surprised. "I thought you left?" Lobbing the diaper into the trash as though it were a basketball, he slung the toddler on his shoulder for a brief victory dance. "Lockwood's still got it."

"It's sad what your life has devolved to." Curt smiled. "Han decided to follow me. I found her on the porch." He paused a beat. "In the dark."

His brother's eyes widened.  "Shit."

Hannah fixed him with a glare. "That's a bad word. I'm tellin' Mommy."

Flustered, Travis raked a hand through his hair. "I thought MaryJo-"

"Mommy's feedin' baby Sean."

Curt experienced a twinge of sympathy for the quick shudder of fear that rippled through his brother. Little Curt slobbering on his shoulder; a close call with Hannah. A new baby wailing all night. His version of living hell. Trav and MaryJo were on overload. "I'll be back tomorrow to install a few door alarms."

Travis shot him a grateful look. "Jesus, I'm off my game with this third one."

"That's two swear words." Her sleepy pout turned surly.

"You are in trouble, young lady," Travis warned. "What do you think Mommy will say about you being outside without permission? Again."

"Maybe . . . she doesn't hafta hear about me goin' outside?" Hope sparked in velvety, brown eyes. "And . . . I don't hafta tell her about your bad words." 

His brother battled to control his expression. Hell, Curt wanted to crack up, too. But, Hannah already wielded a dangerous degree of power. Time spent around his niece and nephews had proven addictive. Despite catching him off guard, he'd increasingly found himself imagining a kid of his own. "Maybe you should get ready for bed," he suggested. "Before your dad gets angry."

"Too late," Travis said through clenched teeth.

Wide eyes fixed on him, Hannah nodded as he lifted her from the counter and set her on the floor. "I'll go brush my teeth." She paused. "Daddy?"

"What?"

"You're not angry, Daddy," she prompted. "You're just . . . worried."

A stand-off in the making, Travis glared at his daughter. From Curt's vantage point, his brother's clenched jaw had to be painful.    

"Go. To. Bed. Now."

Rethinking the kid thing, Curt turned to hide his grin. Maybe—he'd be just as content with favorite uncle status for another decade. All the perks—with none of the hassle. 

"Bye, Uncle Curt."   

Travis waited for her to climb the back stairs before he released an exasperated sigh. "Jesus, Curt. Thanks for bringing her back. I'll have nightmares for a week about her wandering in the dark."

He gave his brother a friendly pat. "At least she didn't get far—this time." Shifting uncomfortably, he pushed off the counter. "I need to hit the road. I've got a full day tomorrow."

"Your leg is killing you," Travis accused as the baby released a gusty sigh. Sucking noisily on his fingers, Little Curt flopped against his shoulder. "Have you scheduled the damn surgery?"

He dismissed his concern with a wave. "I'm meeting with three or four candidates tomorrow to help in the office. Once I get someone on board, surgery is next on the list." This time, Curt actually meant it. The pain was becoming more than he could handle. And without the luxury of painkillers, the handful of ibuprofen he swallowed each night wasn't allowing much in the way of sleep. 

"We can take care of you after the surgery," he reminded. 

With three drooling, crying, sticky cling-ons underfoot? He suppressed a shudder. Though his brother meant well, he doubted he could survive a recovery at Trav and MaryJo's house. The thought of Hannah helping made his skin crawl. "Uh—I think I'll pass."

"You know what I mean." Travis grinned. "We'll get you a nurse. You don't have to stay in this zoo." 

"A hot, sexy nurse?"

"One with big, man hands. Maybe a German accent." He paused, warming to his visual."Strong enough to carry you to the bathroom. Help you find your-"

"No, thanks," he cut him off.  

Travis trailed him to the front door. "Don't put it off any longer. You should've had the surgery done a year ago."

Hell, he'd been on borrowed time for two years. After the last procedure six years earlier, the surgeon had told him four years, tops. "I know, but Four Seasons took off and I didn't want to risk turning down work. I've had fifteen months of backlog."  

"No more excuses," Travis warned. "Or I'll sic MaryJo on you."

Chuckling, he pushed through the screen door. "Your wife doesn't scare me . . . much." Pausing, he stroked his namesake's maddeningly soft tufts of hair. "See you later, little guy." His nephew grinned around the fingers in his mouth. 

"Let me know how the interviews go." Travis' voice drifted after him.  

Clammy with sweat, Curt attempted a casual gait as he hobbled down the porch, knowing his brother was hawk-eying every step. His knee felt as though it were caught between two crashing cymbals. "I'll send someone over to wire those alarms."

"Tomorrow, Curt," he warned. "We're discussing this again."

Releasing an agonized breath, he nodded. It was time. He couldn't put off the surgery any longer.

***

[image: image]


SHANNON MCCARTY DRUMMED her fingers on the steering wheel. Was she doing the right thing? Or was she completely crazy? Applying for a job as an office manager—when she'd trained as a nurse? She could hear her mother's voice in her head. And—it wasn't comforting. But, the opportunity had been too tempting. When she'd scanned the ads the previous week, searching for the usual nursing jobs, she'd come across his ad. Curtis Forsythe. She'd followed him for years. Okay. . . thirteen years. "Which kinda sounds like stalking," she muttered to no one. Followed, her brain corrected. Not stalked. Stalk sounded—a little crazy. Keeping track was more accurate, her helpful brain reasoned. And now, he was looking for help. Four Seasons Electric was seeking an office manager. "How hard could that be?" 

Instead of resisting the impulse . . . as her mother would have been quick to point out she should, Shannon applied online—before she lost her nerve. After a few days passed, she'd forgotten about it. Sort of. For good measure, she'd applied for several nursing positions. If she was going to plant roots back in Boston, a job would be the first challenge. Then—finding a place to live, so she could move out of Kerry's too-small apartment.  Shacking up with her younger sister—a desperate measure she'd never imagined she'd have to resort to. But, it was better than asking her mother for help. Better than crawling home as a big, fat failure.  

Kerry had welcomed her. For that, she was grateful. But, it still felt like a failure . . . watching her baby sister leave for work in a suit each morning, while she hid in the spare bedroom, eating Cornflakes she hadn't bought. With any luck, she'd soon be able to erase the last six years as though they'd never happened. 

Maybe it was karma that Curt Forsythe might be the guy who helped her escape the hole she'd dug for herself. Although, part of her still wanted to blame him for all her problems, the thought of being around Forsythe . . . while he paid her to do so, was too perfect to pass up.

"That's how you ended up here." Through the windshield, Shannon studied the warehouse she'd parked next to. It appeared to house an office at one end and a shop/warehouse at the other. Checking her watch, she released a nervous breath. In seven minutes, she'd finally meet him. Face to face. A man to match the sexy voice she'd spoken to over the phone. "Not sexy," she muttered. Husky. Seriously male. Distracted. Though she'd seen him several times over the years, it had always been from a healthy distance. Every year, butterflies established residence in her stomach for weeks as the event drew closer on the calendar. Just knowing Forsythe would be there. She'd been dying of curiosity, yet when the opportunity presented itself . . . to be introduced to the man who'd changed the course of her life, she'd always bailed. Too afraid to meet him. Too self-conscious over what she'd done to actually face him in person.

That would all change today. In seven minutes. Flicking a glance at her watch, she gasped. "Hell—in four minutes." Damn her daydreaming. Scooping up her bag, she launched from the car. How could she arrive early, yet end up late for the appointment? 

Thankfully, he kept her waiting for ten minutes. Shannon collected her thoughts as she scoped out the lobby—if one could actually characterize the sparse space she was sitting in—as a lobby. Dusty, still air assaulted her nose. The relic of a wooden chair she sat on was wobbly, but the other two she'd tried had been worse. Concrete floor. Drab paint on the walls. Noise echoing from the shop in the back. Clanging tools and the occasional shout from one guy to another. Her gaze drifted to the painted shut windows. They too, were in serious need of glass cleaner and elbow grease. 

"Miss McCarty? I'm sorry to keep you waiting." The tall stranger extended his hand. "Curt Forsythe."

Her heart lurched. The moment of truth. She accepted the warm handshake. Tried to ignore the generous smile. Friendly, but distracted blue eyes. Damn. The glowing tan. The seriously built shoulders. "It's nice to meet you, Mr. Forsythe. I'm Shannon." 

"Come on back to my office. It's there on the left." 

She followed him, studiously ignoring the heavy limp to his right leg. Though she couldn't summon any sympathy for him, the nurse in her acknowledged Curt Forsythe was a man in serious pain. Five years earlier, she likely would have been pleased by that knowledge. She'd seen his limp before, out on the basketball court. But, today it seemed far more pronounced than she remembered. She hadn't made it to a tournament these last four years. Hadn't had the money to fly home, despite her mother's guilt-laden suggestions. And she'd been too proud to ask for a ticket. 

Forcing her mind back to the present, she wondered who would watch the front office while he met with her. "This is a busy place." Forsythe ignored the persistent ring of the phone on his desk. When it fell silent, he then ignored his cell when it began vibrating. He released an aggravated sigh. 

"You have no idea." His smile was preoccupied. "I had a woman answering phones a while back, but she only wanted to work two days a week. For a while, that was better than nothing, but now, all hell's breaking loose. I need someone here full-time."

Behind the cluttered desk, the old chair squeaked under his weight. Blocking out the boisterous shouts of two men in the back and the shrill ring of the phone out in the lobby, Shannon also ignored the sudden pounding of her heart. Five feet away from her enemy, she forced herself to close the distance. Eager candidates showed interest. She leaned forward in her chair. "Can you tell me more about the position?"

As he launched into an explanation of what he was looking for in an office manager, she tried to pay attention to his words. Tried to focus. But, she was there—on his territory. In her imagination, she was still seventeen. And he—was still the careless kid she remembered. But . . . he'd aged since she'd last caught a glimpse . . . and not just in years. He appeared tougher. His sandy, surfer hair was cut short now, as though he no longer had time for such details. The hollowness always so visible in the blue depths was less noticeable than in previous years. Though she would never forget the actions that had changed her family's lives, Forsythe had apparently managed to distance himself from history. 

His eyes grew animated as he discussed Four Seasons' volume and how the company had grown after weathering the recession. Pride laced his voice. He was clearly happy with all he'd accomplished in the last seven years. Shannon's thoughts drifted. What had she managed to accomplish in that time?

"Miss McCarty?"

She startled. "I'm sorry. What did you ask?"

His gaze narrowed. "I asked about your experience. Your resume tells me more about nursing than office management. Why are you interested in this position?"

Because she was utterly desperate? Because it provided the opportunity to spy on him while taking his money? "I've been a nurse for the last eight years since I graduated from college. But, moving to Denver allowed me the opportunity to explore other careers in between nursing jobs," she lied. "If you'll notice, I ran the office for a friend's car dealership for nearly a year. I also assisted another friend with his books."

"What type of business was that?" 

She sensed Curt's scrutiny, attempting to pick apart her story. Or maybe trying to figure out what the hell she was doing in a place like this. Up close, his eyes held a wariness that only disappeared when he smiled. He looked older than . . . what? She did the math in her head. Thirty-three? Injecting enthusiasm into her voice, she smiled. "He ran a restaurant and bar. I helped set up his books. I managed the purchasing and worked with his suppliers." In the folds of her skirt, Shannon crossed her fingers. 

"I set up and managed the accounting system. I handled accounts payable and receivable." She tossed around the business terms deliberately. Forsythe didn't have to know the actual story. Falling under the spell of a guy who, instead of being her soulmate, had turned out to be a lying jerk. Or that the 'payables' had come from her own savings—so the place wouldn't go under. That Brad hadn't liked paying bills. Only spending the 'receivables' in the cash register. Until it was gone. Until he'd wiped her out, too. Before disappearing with a waitress named Lindsay—leaving Shannon to deal not only with a broken heart and destitution, but an ugly mess with his creditors—half of whom had mysteriously been given her name as the responsible party.      

"So, you could handle some accounting tasks as well?" Forsythe nodded, jotting something on his legal pad. "I have an accountant who handles my books. He's here once a month, but he's been suggesting for over a year that I automate my accounting system so it doesn't take him so long each month."

Her pulse jumped. "I'm familiar with several of the small business software packages." She rattled off a few. Perhaps her painful Brad lesson would be to Four Seasons' gain. She answered several more questions, surprised by Forsythe's thoroughness. Despite clearly being in over his head with the volume of their workload, he seemed determined to choose someone who would offer a good fit for the long run.

"Why this job, Shannon?" He leaned back in his chair, indicating either a comfort level with her or a sign that he was wrapping up the interview. "Why aren't you looking for nursing positions?"

"I'm open to both," she admitted. Hesitating, she debated which answer he wished to hear, but decided to be honest instead. "I've also applied for several nursing positions. I have the most experience in orthopedics, but I also did a stint in the ER and a few years in pediatrics." Lifting her gaze, she found him observing her intently. Listening intently. As though his whole being was on alert. The scrutiny was unnerving. Shannon almost sensed a change in the atmosphere in the room. A current of awareness that hadn't been there moments earlier.   

"I like nursing. I—love nursing," she corrected. "But, I'm open to a change. I'm not sure if it's because I just moved back, or if it's a more permanent career shift."

"You're originally from here?"

She glanced to his work-toughened hands, relieved when he broke eye contact to scribble a note. "I grew up in Belmont," she answered. Not a lie. "I went to Tufts for my nursing degree." Another not-lie. "My sister lives in Brookline. I'm staying with her until I get settled somewhere." Bingo. Three truths in a row. 

"So, you still might go with nursing?"

"I like working with patients, but I loved working with customers," she admitted. She may have started working with Brad because she'd believed herself in love, but she'd stayed to clean up the mess—for her. For the challenge. "I like the business aspect of the work I was doing before I left Denver."

Curtis nodded, seeming to accept her answer at face value. "I've got a few more candidates to interview, but I'm hoping to make my decision by Friday. If I hired you, when would you be able to start?"

Hope fluttered in her chest. "Since I've just moved back to town, I don't have to give notice to anyone. I could start Monday—if that worked for you." A job offer would mean she could move out of her sister's 'den' AKA closet. She could stop wearing earplugs because Kerry's boyfriend was staying over. Stop being jealous of her sister having a boyfriend who stayed over. Maybe—she'd eventually take a chance on a new guy. One who wasn't a soul-sucking, deadbeat bast-

"Can't get much better than that." Forsythe rose from the squeaking chair, signaling the end to their interview. "Why don't I get back to you in a few days with my decision?"

"Thank you for your time." She remembered to smile, hoping he couldn't smell her desperation. A job would mean her own space. Where she could regroup. Take stock on the rest of her life. It would mean privacy—to lick the wounds Brad had inflicted. A job meant replenishing her bank account. It meant finally not hearing her younger sister having wild sex in the next room. "I think I could make an impact here. Maybe help take some of the paperwork off your hands so you could focus on the business."

He nodded. "That's music to my ears."    

This time, she just had to remember to keep the relationship all business. Not that there was a chance in hell she'd fall for the guy she'd decided years ago to hate. Her nemesis—who'd become a potential means to an end. If she could manage to hurt him along the way, even better. For now, she had more immediate issues. She was dead broke. Her grandmother's money had been poured into Brad's business. Her legacy . . . gone. With nothing to show for it. Love—and idiocy had blinded her to the possibility she was being used. Pride had made her foolish enough to stick it out until the end. And to keep the abysmal failure from her family. Each day, it grew more difficult to maintain a façade of everything's great. To hide her empty bank account from her busybody mother. To make excuses to her sister why she could never go out for drinks. Why she couldn't buy groceries to help out. She needed an income. Soon. 

"I'll look forward to hearing from you, Mr. Forsythe."

He walked her to the door. "Call me Curt," he suggested. "I'll be in touch."

***

[image: image]


CURT WATCHED HER LEAVE, fully aware he was breaking the rules. He was observing a job candidate leave his parking lot—a qualified candidate, he prefaced. Sort of. He was not admiring a beautiful woman. It shouldn't matter that Shannon was stunning. Wide, brown eyes that reminded him of cinnamon sticks. A smile that caused his heartbeat to accelerate. Luckily, she hadn't done much smiling. Seriously long, sun-streaked brown hair, he categorized. Freckles that seemed to dance when she smiled. She was tall. Lean—but not too thin. And legs . . . that were damn near perfect. Not supermodel, stick legs. He watched them transport her to her car. Hell—just nice. The word 'outdoorsy' came to mind. Easily, he imagined her embracing the Colorado lifestyle. Hiking. Biking. Camping. Activities he used to love. Before the accident.

A whistle sliced through his distracted thoughts. "Hoo, doggie. Who's the girl?" Billy, the new guy crossed to the window, his coffee refill forgotten. "Is that the new rep for the plan shop? What's she like? What's her name?"

"One of the candidates for the office position." Curt didn't relinquish his spot by the window.

"Damn, she's something," he muttered. "I saw her from the backroom.  Mike and me were tryin' to think up excuses to come up here."

Curt frowned. "No matter who I hire, you're not allowed to hit on her. And Mike's married." Shannon had a face that appealed to every guy—natural. Healthy. Maybe, she gave off that glow because she was a nurse. Lecturing people all the time on their diet, she probably followed the rules herself—no fat. No fun. One of those tofu and sprout eaters. "Besides, I thought your girlfriend practically had you roped?"    

"Roped, but the noose hasn't tightened yet." Billy nodded to Shannon's car. "Well, she sure gets my vote."

"Duly noted." Curt stared at him for several seconds. "Don't you have something to do?"

A dimple winked in the apprentice's cheek. "Jus' needed a refill." 

Hell—if he hired Shannon, he'd have to invest in another coffee pot for the shop. Otherwise, the guys would be up here all the time. Despite her being light on office management experience compared to a few of the other candidates, she'd left him with the impression of a woman who could just as easily wrangle order out of his office as he could picture her commandeering her patients. She was friendly. Warm. Matter-of-fact. His clients would like dealing with her. She had experience with suppliers. His guys would enjoy shooting the shit with her-  

Curt frowned. He was no better than his guys. Was Shannon better suited to the job than the other candidates he'd seen? Or was she merely better looking? Was he trying to justify a fit when he should be searching for a better one? Someone with more experience—more of a sure thing? Or should he go with his gut and hire her? 

As she backed out of the parking space, Curt hung back from the window, remembering her answers. There had been a hesitancy to her speech, as though she'd been holding back. A secret she was keeping. If anyone knew about keeping secrets, it was him. There was a story there, he decided, for the reasons she'd returned from Colorado. There'd been a shimmer of pain in her pretty eyes when she'd explained her last job. Yet, there was honesty there, too. He believed her answers—or at least trusted that she believed them.    

Reluctantly, he left the window, aware that Shannon McCarty was different on some elemental level. And it wasn't just her attractiveness. There was something about her . . . that seemed familiar. Yet, he was certain they'd never met. As the minutes passed, Curt sensed he'd reached a decision, but still wasn't sure why. A hunch? The acknowledgment left him unsettled. Relieved when his cell began vibrating on his desk, he hobbled back to his office to answer it. 

***
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STRIPPED OF HER JACKET and skirt, Shannon took stock of her surroundings as she peeled off her tights. With barely any room to turn in the tiny den, she didn't have the luxury of leaving her boots in the middle of the floor. With no closet, she had to stand them in the corner, squeezed in next to the stacked storage containers holding the rest of her clothes. Most of her worldly possessions—her couch, the tables, her grandmother's rocking chair . . . the queen bed she'd caught Brad screwing Lindsay in—had been sold for practically nothing before she left Denver. Forced into parting with her treasures just to afford the fare back home. "Not that I wanted that bed back," she muttered as she tugged on leggings and the sweatshirt she'd worn earlier in the day.    

She tried not to think about all the furniture she'd left behind. Beautiful pieces she'd found in thrift stores. A few antiques thrown in the mix. The fabrics she'd taken hours to select . . . waiting for each of her finds to speak to her. How best to refinish the broken Windsor chairs? Sanding, painting, restoring. When she hadn't been working at Brad's restaurant, she'd spent time rehabbing her treasures.   

The heartbreak had been her grandmother's rocker. Adding insult to the injury of losing the inheritance Jane Marshall had left her seventeen-year-old granddaughter, Shannon had been forced to hock Gran's rocking chair to secure the final eighty bucks she needed for the mind-numbing bus ride home. Not that she would've been able to carry the rocker home anyway. 

"You're such a loser, Shan." Tired of crying over it, she blinked back the aggravating tears trying to force their way out. She'd spent months beating herself up over her stupid mistakes. Punishing herself hadn't helped change her situation, only battered her self-esteem even further. 

Glancing at the clock on the table wedged next to the futon, she calculated the rest of her day. One hour 'til Kerry got home, assuming she wasn't working late. Shortly after, Theo would arrive. Their dinner would commence at seven-thirty. Sex would commence at nine-ish . . . if it didn't start up at seven fifteen. Theo was a guy who wanted what he wanted—when he wanted it. Her presence didn't seem to matter.

"I could go to Mom's for dinner." Hell—was a free meal worth the trade-off of an intense, hour-long interrogation? She could stay at her sister's, of course. Kerry always made her feel welcome. But, Theo's expression was increasingly one of annoyance. Shan couldn't really blame the guy—who seemed to truly care for her sister. "You're the interloper." In her sister's life, in her home and increasingly, even her meals. It wasn't fair to crowd their space when Kerry had already given her so much. 

Two weeks earlier, she'd finally managed to pick up a part-time, home health aide job. Though it was only temporary, it kept her out of the apartment a few days a week. Her first paycheck would arrive Friday. Small as it would be, she could finally offer Kerry some money for rent and food. The rest she would save for a security deposit on a place of her own. If she could land the job with Four Seasons, she'd start earning a real paycheck as early as the following week. Even if one of the hospitals called in the next few days for an interview, she'd easily lose another month. Between the interview process, the background check and the orientation . . . she'd be lucky to start before mid-September.  

Her growling stomach reminded her she'd skipped lunch. "Traitor," she mumbled. Okay, she could suck it up for an hour. The visit she always managed to postpone with her hard-to-please mother would serve to kill two birds. Marilyn's four year litany of criticism had been stockpiled for her eldest daughter's return. In trade for the you'll-never-amount-to-anything lecture, Shannon would cop a free dinner. "Kerry deserves a break."   

"An hour—tops," she promised herself forty minutes later on the drive out to her mother's place. After dinner, she could park herself at the community college library. Since moving in with Kerry, she'd grown adept at discovering free places that stayed open late. With the days still long at the tail end of summer, she sometimes spent her evenings at public parks. Since it didn't grow dark until seven, she could read on a park bench or get her run in on the trails. Occasionally, she watched little league soccer games from the bleachers, pretending she was there watching kids she knew. Concession stand burgers were cheaper than fast food. Pride had her keeping track of each night her sister wasn't obligated to feed her. One less night she felt like a freeloader.  

But, today was Tuesday. On Tuesdays, the college library was open until ten pm. With the fall semester starting, kids had been trickling back to campus. If she stayed until closing, she'd be home around ten-thirty. Kerry and Theo could have the place to themselves. Hopefully, by the time she arrived home, she could slip into the apartment and fall into bed. With earplugs.   

***
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"SO, WHERE HAVE YOU applied so far?"

Making sure her mother's back was turned, Shannon glanced at her watch. Only thirty minutes? How was that possible? Hell, it felt as though she'd been under an interrogation strobe light at the old house for hours. "I told you, Mom," she reminded. "Two of the hospitals had ads this week. Several private practices and a few other jobs that sounded interesting." 

"You had a perfectly good job at Mass General before you got it in your head to run off to Denver." 

One of Marilyn's numerous talents was her ability to prepare a feast and deliver a scathing lecture at the same time. Despite the third degree from her mother, it felt good to be sitting at the dining table in her old home. Four years since her last visit, it was almost comforting to see how little things had changed. The same shabby couch stood in the living room. The same red throw she'd used to keep warm on chilly days, still neatly folded over the arm of the chair. The scent of garlic and basil enveloped the kitchen in a heady, delicious cloud. Though her mother's judgy tone hadn't changed, at least Marilyn's kitchen still smelled welcoming.    

"Interesting how? You should be sticking with medical jobs instead of wasting your time." Marilyn drained the pasta water into the sink. "You still have student loans on the nursing degree, don't you?"

Releasing a sigh, she rounded the island to help her mother with the heavy pot. Why she still insisted on cooking as though there would be ten for dinner always surprised her. Her father had left them years earlier. After that, each of the three kids had trickled away. First to college, and then to lives that took them far from Marilyn's clutches. "Yes, Mom, I still have loans."

That were currently in default by a month. Suddenly anxious, she chewed her lower lip. Damn, she'd have to earmark the few remaining dollars from her paycheck and send in a payment. Otherwise, they might end up contacting Marilyn, who'd reluctantly co-signed the loans all those years ago. A shudder of apprehension whispered across her neck. She'd better call tomorrow . . . tell them she'd moved and that a payment would be coming shortly.

"Shouldn't you be working in your field?" Her mother grated fresh mozzarella over the steaming pasta. No bags of shredded for Marilyn. Shortcuts were never allowed. 'If something is worth doing, it's worth doing right'. She cringed as though her mother had actually spoken the words. 

"Are you working in your field, Ma?" Though she knew she'd pay for it, Shannon couldn't resist the impulse to poke the beast. Her mother had trained as an architect long ago. Before a kick-ass divorce settlement and a seething bitterness had overtaken her work ethic. 

On the plus side, she'd likely be the recipient of Marilyn's excesses, as there would be a large quantity of leftovers her mother wouldn't tolerate wasting. "I have been working in my field," she reminded when her mother refused the bait. "In eight years, I've logged six as a nurse. It's not a crime to try something different for a change."

"I believed I was paying for a nursing degree." Her mother's mouth puckered in that resentful way she had perfected in the decade after her father left. Shannon was again reminded how little she'd missed being away the past several years.  

"You didn't pay, Ma. I did," she pointed out the obvious. If Marilyn had paid for school as  promised, she wouldn't be sweating an overdue loan payment. "Remember? You kept the money for Randy, instead. Because—according to you, he was smarter."  

"Your father left me with nothing," she whined. "I did the best I could. Randall was going to be a lawyer. He needed it more than you."

Her mother's definition of 'nothing' included the too large house she still lived in all alone and the monthly country club dues she claimed was her right—so she wouldn't have to 'adjust the lifestyle she'd become accustomed to'. Marilyn had embraced her lawyer's mantra. She'd also nailed her father for a monthly settlement that allowed her—fourteen years later—to not work for a living.   

Her tuition money had gone to her brother Randy, not for his first degree, because their father had paid for that one before moving out. Marilyn had forked over Shannon's tuition to Randall for his law degree. Now, Rand—he'd dropped the 'all' just as he'd dropped the McCartys the moment he'd finished law school—was an LA attorney to the stars, pulling down seven figures. Shannon hadn't blamed him for leaving town and putting as much distance as possible between himself and their mother. Harder to forgive was his abandoning her and Kerry. When they'd always been so close growing up. Protective of each other, first from the incessant, raging arguments between their parents . . . and then from Marilyn's harsh tirades after Bernie had finally taken enough abuse—and left.   

"Dinner looks great." She tried to muster some enthusiasm, in the vain hope she could steer  Marilyn from her favorite topics—bashing Bernie and criticizing her lackluster offspring. "What's happening at the club? Any scandals brewing?"

Her mother set the pasta on the table, artfully decorated with sprigs of fresh parsley. Shannon wondered whether she bothered to do that when she ate alone most nights. 

"Carol Hansen is sleeping with the golf pro." She smirked. "Apparently, he's partial to cougars. Her poor husband doesn't even seem bothered by it. I swear she wears something new every day. That gullible fool spends thousands to keep her in Oscar de la Renta and she repays him by sleeping with a thirty year old."

Twirling pasta on her fork, Shannon shrugged. A hot, thirty-year-old sounded pretty damned good right about now.

***  
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Chapter 2
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Curt frowned, remembering he'd been forced to park in the commuter lot for his class this evening. Normally, he wouldn't mind. But, lately . . . His leg was getting worse. He'd known he was pushing it by working late at the office.  He'd become the living embodiment of the Catch-22. Knowing his days were numbered with the fast approaching surgery, Curt had been cramming fourteen hour days to prepare for the several week absence after surgery. With no one running the office, he was forced to perform tasks that consumed hours he could have better utilized in bidding new work and scheduling the contracts Four Seasons was already committed to. 

The last thing he should've taken on was teaching the Introduction to Security System Design class at the community college. But, at the time he'd committed to it, his leg had been 'normal' painful. Thoughts of surgery had been shoved to the back of his mind. His plan had been to keep postponing it until he could no longer walk. 

"Looks like that day has arrived." Stepping gingerly down the last set of stairs, several students passed him. For a wistful moment, he appreciated the glorious range of motion they all took for granted. Bouncing down those stairs, with knees that worked properly, cushioning the movement. Ligaments steering them in the right direction as they performed athletic feats their owners had no knowledge of. Eighteen and nineteen year olds—their whole lives ahead of them—unable to fathom how a split second . . .  a damned moment in an otherwise uneventful day . . . could change everything. 

By the spring of the year he turned twenty, the course of his life had already been altered forever. The morning before his accident, he awoke with two great legs. Two incredible knees. Beautiful, perfect, athletic knees that had carried him down the basketball court effortlessly.  

The next time he woke, several weeks had passed. Emerging from the coma, he'd learned the severity of his injuries. His leg had been severely damaged by the impact with the vehicle he'd collided with. His girlfriend had—thankfully, been uninjured. But, by the time he woke up, she'd disappeared, unable to bear the knowledge of what he'd done. Curt had been left to face two more surgeries and the year-long recovery his injuries demanded. After that, the trial. More difficult than the jail sentence for what he'd done, was the proceeding itself. Facing the woman's family each day. Knowing he'd destroyed not only his own life, but those of an innocent family. Even after serving his time, Curt had been left to endure an endless sea of days, awakening each morning to the briefest moment of peace . . . until he remembered. He'd taken a life. Every day since, he relived the impact of a single moment. 

Grateful to clear the lobby without stumbling and embarrassing himself, Curt pushed through the double doors, heading out into the cool, night air. The summer-scented night soothed him momentarily. Despite what had happened thirteen years earlier, he'd finally—with therapy, been able to envision a future for himself. Therapy and an unrelenting brother.   

Travis had never given up on him, bullying him through his recovery, through the endless months of physical therapy. Sticking by him during his prison sentence. But, it was Travis' wife, MaryJo who'd finally provided the perspective that had eluded him for years. Accident. His actions—selfish . . . stupid and careless—had not been deliberate. Acknowledging that had made a huge difference. His remorse could finally serve a purpose. 

Grimacing, he began the long hobble to the far side of campus. He'd be sweating by the time he got there. Hell, he was sweating now. Ignoring the nausea roiling his stomach, he blinked to clear his vision. His doctor's fateful words buzzed in his head with each agonizing step. 'Four years, Curt. Not a moment longer'. Why had he believed he could gamble with Dr. Sullivan's prediction? Partly, it was the dread of another surgery. This would be his fifth in the last decade. Maybe it was knowing the recovery would be a nightmare. It would be long. Painful. Debilitating. He would be helpless for several weeks. He would suffer. Four Seasons would suffer. And anyone unlucky enough to be stuck managing his care would suffer, too.  

So, he'd pushed the surgery from his mind. For not one year, but an idiotic two past the expiration date.  As he ignored doctor's orders, pain was something he'd learned to live with. But now—it was weakness, too. His bad leg wouldn't support him. What was left of his knee and the floppy, abused, patched together ligaments were crying uncle. "Fate is gonna bite me in the ass." 

Ten minutes later, he was only a quarter of the way to his truck. His knee felt like mush trying to support his weight. One wrong step and he was going down. Spying an unoccupied bench, Curt flopped down to regroup. What the hell was he going to do? Resisting the urge to massage his knee, he was a little afraid of what he'd find. 

"Okay—if I can just make it to the truck, I can drive myself home." Fat chance, his brain taunted. Determined, he shoved the thought aside. Once he got home—if he pulled up close, he could hop to the steps leading to the porch. "Hell—you can crawl to them." It would be dark. No one around to see this latest humiliation. Once he reached the steps—he could sit on them to push himself up. That would leave the length of the porch; the step up through the front door and about twelve hobbled paces to the couch. 

"I'll wear the brace," he muttered, bargaining with God and the rapidly emptying parking lot. "And the crutches," he emphasized. He should have been doing exactly that for the past several months. Shivering as his sweat-drenched shirt dried in the scented breeze, he inhaled several lungfuls of cool, night air. He could not afford to pass out. "Jeez, Curt—what else can you screw up?" If he'd taken care of himself, he'd be in his truck driving home right now. "Instead of praying the campus police don't find you sitting here on their midnight rounds."   

***
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HER NEVER-ENDING NIGHT was entering its final phase as Shannon walked leisurely to her car. A cool breeze lifted the hair from her collar, the pounding headache she'd arrived on campus with, a distant memory. The worst part of her evening was safely in the rearview mirror. As hoped, she'd scored a half pound of pasta from her mother. Garlic-infused payment for the interrogation—sitting in containers on the front seat. "I might eat it again when I get home." 

She'd parked in her usual space, comforted by the flood of light spilling from the library. Around her, car doors slammed as a flood of adult learners rushed to leave the idyllic campus, their evening classes ended. Young, old and ages in between. Shannon loved being on a campus again, even if it was only to kill time. Despite all the loans, she'd loved every minute spent earning her nursing degree. Now that she'd had a taste of working in the business world, she hoped at some point to return—maybe take a few business and marketing classes. A nudge toward her dream of one day indulging her passion for rehabbing old, forgotten furniture.      

If she hadn't been observing everyone else leaving campus, she likely would have missed the prone figure on the bench. A man. Not casually sitting. Not waiting for a ride. He was more or less sprawled across the park bench. Even from a distance, he appeared to be in pain. 

Tugging her cell from her pocket, she crossed the deserted lot. Not one to take unnecessary risks, Shannon knew she could assess his need for help and dial campus police practically at the same time. Glancing around, she acknowledged seven people within shouting distance—in case her instincts proved to be off.                  

"Sir . . . can I help you?" Drawing closer, she watched him shift hastily upright. "Are you alright?"

"Fine. I'm . . . great. No problem." He waved her off. His mistake was in attempting to stand. As his leg crumpled beneath him, she experienced a flash of recognition in the agonized grimace on his face before he slumped to the ground. 

"Curtis? Is that you? Mr. Forsythe?" Shannon closed the gap between them, dropping to her knees to assist him. "Don't try to move."

"I don't think that will be a problem." His words were released on a harsh groan. Through a haze of pain, his eyes cleared for a moment. "Sh-Shannon? From . . . the interview? Is that you?"

Focused on his leg, she was careful to run her hands lightly over the joint. Though it was hard to conduct an assessment through his clothing, she guessed the ACL had finally given out. His knee appeared to be distended. "Oh, Curt . . .  this isn't good. We need to get you home," she announced. "You're going to need crutches until you can get your surgery scheduled."

"Already scheduled," he rasped. "Four weeks. Crutches at home."

Shannon took a mental inventory of the items in her trunk. She needed something to brace the leg until she could get him upright. And into a vehicle. Hell—and to get him home. Wherever the heck that was. "I don't have an immobilizer, but I have a couple knee straps in my trunk," she remembered. The agency had given her a starter pack of supplies for the elderly client she was visiting three days a week. But, cantankerous Mr. Sleighton had refused to use them.  

"If you can just help me up, I can make it to my truck."

"On a leg that won't support you?" Lifting her head, she gazed across the nearly empty parking lot. "Where's your truck? I don't see it."  

"I had to park in Q lot tonight. I worked late."

Incredulous, she met his gaze. "Q lot? What was your plan? Crawling there?"

The tension in his eyes was replaced with annoyance. "Could you just get me up on the bench? Please? I'll take it from there."

"Not until I get that knee strapped." Disregarding his muttered curse, she squatted beside him, level with his piercing stare. Though he was hurting badly, Curtis appeared to be more concerned about looking helpless. 

"I've lived with a bum leg for a long time. I think I can manage." 

Normally, Shannon tried to humor her patients, cajoling them into getting on board with their treatment plan. But, it was late, and she was tired. "Look, my car is right there. I'm going to drive it over here. I'm going to strap your knee and then we can discuss whether I drive you to your truck or drive you home. Got it?"

Forsythe scowled up at her. "You hid the bossy part of your personality pretty well this afternoon." 

"Duh—I was trying to get a job." Shifting closer to him, she smiled before reaching behind him. "It's one of many flaws," she confessed. "If you hire me, you'll eventually discover them all. For now—put your arm around my neck."

"Is this really necessary?" 

"On three, we make one clean move," she explained, ignoring his question. Her face was inches from his. So close, she could smell him. Despite the white lines around his mouth, he had amazingly well-formed lips. Perspiration mingled with the faint remnants of an earthy cologne that would likely induce swooning, had it been fresh. Her sworn enemy smelled as good as he looked. 

Why are you helping him? When she could exact revenge now. He was damn near helpless. Alone in a parking lot. Late at night. Sure, he could call campus security for help. But it might take a while. On the flip side, revenge now meant she wouldn't get the job. Though if his expression was any gauge of her chances, she'd probably blown that opportunity, too.  "I'm going to hoist you up, then a smooth drop to the bench. You'll have about three inches to close the gap."

"Don't hurt yourself," he muttered as he complied.

If not for the darkness, she could've seen the startling, arctic blue irises of his eyes. "Don't move your leg," she reminded. "Keep it straight. Let me guide you." 

It went smoother than she'd expected. Though he was heavy, Curt was able to bear a substantial amount of weight on his left side. He'd become adept over the years at over-compensating for his damaged leg. Sprawled back on the bench, he panted from the effort. 

"How's the pain?" Resting for a moment beside him, she scooped her keys from her bag.

"Been worse." His jaw clenched tight, perspiration dotted his forehead.  

No way in hell would he be able to drive. He was shocky with pain. Absently, she lifted the tail of her sweatshirt and blotted his face. Rummaging through her bag, she withdrew a water bottle. "Sip this. It will help your muscles recover from the shock." 

"I think you'd be underutilized as my office manager," he said, staring at her as he accepted the bottle. 

"Why not look at it as gaining two skills for the price of one?" She forced a light tone, surprised by her reaction to his nearness. Okay—so, Curt was hot. Maybe admitting it would make her stomach stop fluttering. How could she be the one uncomfortable, when he was practically at her mercy? "Okay—let me get the car and I'll be right back. Don't even think about moving."  

***
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"SWEET JESUS." CURT blinked to clear the cloudiness from his eyes, unwilling to miss a nano-second of Shannon's legs hustling across the parking lot. The swing of her gleaming ponytail under the lamplight. "You were right about her legs." Their amazingness. Though he'd admired them in a skirt, there was no comparison to the leggings they were clad in now. 

His knee throbbed mercilessly—the muscles in his leg seizing in reaction to the trauma. Yet, his brain was no longer focused on pain. Moments earlier, he'd been nearly faint with the nauseous, shivery, tunnel vision that prefaced the certainty he was about to pass out. 

But now, his mind was busy—peeling stretchy, black material down the beautiful legs scissoring away from him. Imagining them wrapped around him. When she'd lifted her sweatshirt to wipe his forehead, he'd caught a tantalizing glimpse of a pale, curved stomach and the tease of a sweet, floral scent he wanted to know better. When she'd slung her arm around his waist, he'd been pressed against a soft, curvy body that had set his on fire.   

Blinded by her oncoming headlights, Curt's thoughts were jarred back to the present.  God, he seriously did not want to move. The pain had settled into a dull strum, his traumatized muscles already stiffening in protest. Another move would start the excruciating sequence going again. Blowing out a breath, he forced himself to relax. 

Rounding her car, Shannon stopped at the trunk. Curious, he watched for a minute before forcing himself to look away. “Perfect. She’s got a great ass, too.” She delved into the trunk, tossing things from one side to the other.  

"I'll be right there. Just looking for the-"

Her mumbled words were lost inside the trunk. Curt shook his head. Sex was something he shouldn't be thinking about right now. If all had gone according to plan, he'd specifically blocked out several evenings leading up to his surgery. It would have been easy enough to pick someone up, take her home and exercise the lust from his system. Because after the surgery, it would likely be months before he had sex again. And he hadn't had any lately. Work had been insane for months. Fourteen hour days didn't allow much time to invest in meeting women. Hell, he should have been overdosing on women the past few months. Storing up for the hibernation. But, he hadn't realized the meter was running. Hadn't counted on his knee giving out early—turning his sexual dry spell into what would likely become a months-long, scorched-earth drought. "You're cursed."  

Shannon returned, pink-cheeked and pleasantly disheveled from her venture into the trunk. "Okay, I've got a couple knee straps. I'm going to place one right above your knee and another one below it." She frowned. "Not ideal, but it's better than nothing."
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