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      Mechanic Benji Holiday is so over Valentine’s Day and men who don’t get him. A weekend getaway with friends to escape the holiday hubbub is exactly what he needs. But William O’Dare—a stern and silent nightclub owner with “Be My Valentine” practically stamped on his forehead—throws a wrench into Benji’s plans.

      

      William has spent years focused on his career, and it has cost him friendships and love. Inexperienced in the business of romance, he’s on the hunt for the perfect partner, and he’s armed with specific criteria to guide him. But William didn’t expect a hunky mechanic wrapped in satin and lace to show up on his doorstep.

      

      Unable to resist their attraction, Benji and William agree to be secret fake valentines for the weekend, but secrets have a way of getting out. William gets struck by Cupid’s arrow, and as the weekend winds down, he doesn’t want fake or secret. He wants Benji to be his valentine for real and for keeps.

      

      Candy Hearts is a male/male Valentine’s Day novella featuring a house party power outage, meddling friends and siblings, naughty lingerie and naughtier toys, homemade Valentine’s Day cards, and a happily ever after.

    

  


  
    
      To the best lowkey valentine ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Excerpt from STOCKING STUFFERS (So Over the Holidays #1)

      

      
        More SO OVER THE HOLIDAYS!

      

      
        Also by Erin McLellan

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything was bleak. The icy, gray morning. The wind off the murky lake. The dark windows of the lake house.

      Benji’s love life.

      And nothing was worse than having a bleak love life on Valentine’s Day.

      Benji stared up at the A-frame lake house through the windshield of his truck. There was one other vehicle here—a fucking Alfa Romeo, and damn did Benji hate working on Alfas—but the house looked deserted. None of the lights were on. There was supposed to be a hopping Valentine’s Day party here. He pulled out his phone to check the email invite from his sister.

      
        
        From: Sasha Holiday

        To: Benji Holiday

        Subject: V-Day Sucks Weekend House Party

      

        

      
        Ready for your best V-Day ever? Join us, little bro. You deserve a Valentine’s Day away from the bullshit. The whole gang will be staying at 40 Lakeshore Drive on Copper Lake. Get there anytime on Thursday after 10 A.M. House has a pink door.

      

        

      
        Smell you later,

        Sasha

      

      

      Well, this house did have a tacky pink door, which Benji loved because he loved tacky things, not because he was excited about hanging out with the owner of an Alfa Romeo Giulia at an ugly lake.

      Best V-Day ever. Not. Sasha had a habit of overselling, but Benji had needed a weekend away, so he’d been willing to give this house party a chance.

      You couldn’t escape the disaster that was your singledom when everything about a holiday was created to remind you that life sucked when you were alone. Benji was over it. Over the dating scene. Over unsatisfying sex. Over the romantic-industrial complex called Valentine’s Day.

      Well, actually, he wasn’t over it at all, but he was trying to be. He was trying very hard.

      He grabbed his duffle bag from the seat beside him. It was stuffed with what he was lovingly calling his Self-Love Boring Weekend with Sasha’s Friends and New Fiancé kit. He planned to spend the long weekend drinking, eating too much candy, and spoiling himself. He didn’t need no man. He had a bag of pretty underthings and sex toys. And those sex toys didn’t cheat on him. Or wear crappy cologne. Or roll their eyes at his reality TV obsession. Or make him feel dumb and young and wrong.

      He knocked on the candy-pink door. After a gazillion years, the door swung open and revealed a white man in flannel pajama pants, a ratty college sweatshirt, and intellectual-Daddy glasses.

      They stared at each other. Benji had never seen this man in his life, which was odd. He thought he knew all of Sasha’s friends.

      Benji pinned him at thirty-five to forty years old. A streak of silvery white washed through the hair pushed back from his high forehead, very Cruella de Vil realness, but the rest of his hair was a rich brown and wavy. He had a dramatic nose—a high arch and a prominent bump—that lent his otherwise blandly handsome face some character. Plus, his tortoise-shell glasses made him look like a stern librarian wet dream.

      “Who are you?” the guy asked.

      “Uh. Hi!” Benji held out his hand to shake. “I’m Benji Holiday. I’m here for the anti-Valentine’s Day weekend.”

      The guy frowned and didn’t take Benji’s hand, which was embarrassing. “The plans changed. No one was supposed to get here until tomorrow.”

      Heat flushed from the top of Benji’s head down his face and neck. “Well, you’re here.” This was Sasha’s fault.

      “I own the house.”

      “Why did the plans change?”

      “I don’t have any power. They’re doing scheduled maintenance and updates to the substations in the area. It was publicized a few weeks ago out here, but I missed the memo since I live in the city most of the time. Didn’t find out until last night. Did Sasha not tell you?”

      “No. Shit. I shouldn’t be here.”

      Bleak, bleak, bleak. Benji’s body suddenly felt too awkward and too slow and too hot. But not like the heyyyy kind of hot. More like the he-could-definitely-smell-his-own-sweat kind of hot.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His emotions were right on the surface. Had been for months, ever since his last breakup.

      Damn, he wasn’t in the mood for awkward small talk. He could have stayed home and done the club circuit with his friends. Gone to places named Splat and Verve and Blue. Or their newest fave—Mount. Bars with one-syllable names to show they were hip and fun. Hell, he could have contacted his ex for a booty call and the consequent tanking of his self-esteem. Actually, that was probably why Sasha had bullied him into coming—to prevent ill-advised ex sex. But all those options would have been better than the blank stare in front of him.

      “Hey.” The man’s voice was gruff. “It’s okay. Not the end of the world. Why don’t you come inside?”

      Benji followed the guy over the threshold. “I can drive back. I don’t want to intrude.”

      “You just surprised me is all. Come in, and you can decide if you want to stay or not.”

      The inside of the house was dark and a bit nippy, but there was a blazing fire in a big brick fireplace and a kerosene lantern on the coffee table. It would have been cozy and romantic if not for the frigidness wafting off Benji’s new friend.

      “What’s your name?” Benji asked.

      The guy blinked a few times, his eyes sparking behind the thick frames of his glasses. “It’s William O’Dare. I’m sorry. I want things to go according to plan, so I’m a bit … out of my element.”

      The crazy thing was, William O’Dare seemed perfectly in his element surrounded by the soft, warm light. He could have been a flannel-pajama model or in a commercial for something all-American, like Ford trucks or Old Navy or homoerotic contact sports.

      William was older, hot, and stern—Benji’s kryptonite. Though William was in casual clothes, he was commanding. Exactly the type of guy who usually made Benji feel ridiculous and silly. Exactly the type of guy he craved anyway.

      “Plans are made to be thwarted,” Benji said.

      “Not my plans.”

      Well, this was a fun and enlightening conversation. Benji set his duffle bag down and scratched a hand through his hair.

      “How do you know my sister?” he asked.

      “We’re friends.”

      Yeah, no shit. Talking to this man was like talking to a gorgeous wall.

      Benji glanced around the room, trying to think of something to say. The house had a beautiful open plan interior with a modern kitchen and large windows overlooking the gloomy lake. He spotted a shuffle of papers on the coffee table next to the lantern.

      “What are you working on?” Benji inched toward the table, hoping to catch a peek.

      William sucked in a startled breath and gathered the papers before Benji could see, depositing them on the kitchen counter out of Benji’s view.

      He’d expected his Valentine’s Day to suck. All that love in the air. Benji had figured it would hurt to be alone. Again. But at least at a house party he’d be alone with other people. The point was to be surrounded by Sasha’s outrageous friends so he wouldn’t have time to dwell on his overwhelming loneliness.

      Then, when he was tired of being entertained by other people, he’d disappear to his room in this stranger’s house and entertain himself.

      “Will. Do you go by Will?”

      “Not really.”

      “Okay. Cool.” Yikes. This super sucked. “So, you seem uncomfortable, and I have no idea what the right move is here. Should I leave? I can leave.”

      “No. Stay. You drove three hours to get here. That is, if you don’t mind no light or electricity. Or limited heat. The hot-water heater doesn’t require electricity, but the furnace does, unfortunately.”

      “Should I just disappear into a room? Also, do I get my own room? I could probably keep myself occupied in there for a few hours.”

      “Doing what?”

      A fierce tenor of emotion in William’s voice made Benji double-take. This was getting ridiculous. Benji wasn’t going to tiptoe around this dude for an entire day. He’d rather spend three hours driving back to the city.

      “Jerking off and eating Valentine’s Day candy most likely. Unless you can think of a better option?”

      William’s mouth fell open and his gaze slid from Benji’s face, down his neck and chest to his legs. Whoops.

      “I didn’t mean sex with you,” Benji blurted. “That wasn’t the option I was suggesting. I meant Canasta or adult coloring.” Oh God, what if Benji had read that look totally wrong? “Not that you were going to offer sex. Fuck, you might not be queer. I’m sorry. I was kidding about jerking off.” Huge lie. “But I do have candy.” Truth. “I’ll share. Not in a transactional-sex kind of way, but because candy is nice, and I’m good at sharing.”

      A sickening, gaping silence followed.

      William’s lips curled up slowly, and it was like the sun coming out from behind clouds. It was angels singing and trumpets blaring. It was unicorns and fucking rainbows. When frowning, William was handsome. That crooked smile made him burn-your-panties-off hot.

      “Candy sounds great. And not in a transactional-sex kind of way. Also, I am queer.”

      “Oh, good.”

      Oh, good? Fuck, this was getting awkward.

      Well, awkwarder.

      “Yeah, good. Why don’t I show you to your room?” William reached down and picked up Benji’s duffle bag, chivalrous all of a sudden, which appealed to Benji in a weird, deep-seated way.

      He followed William up two flights of stairs to an attic bedroom. He wasn’t thrilled by the unplanned exercise—climbing stairs was for suckers—but watching William’s butt in those flannel pajama bottoms as he took each step made the hike worth it. Benji wished he could get a better read on him. William was either a still-water-runs-deep guy or boring as fuck.

      “Figured I’d give you the best room—first dibs, you know? Is that okay? You’re the only one on this floor. Plus, it has the wood stove to keep you warm tonight.”

      “That’s fine.”

      The room had a sharply sloped cedar-plank ceiling, a decadent bed covered in pillows, a wood-burning stove in one corner, and an en suite bathroom. But the best feature was the floor-to-ceiling windows and glass sliding door covering the entire A-shaped wall. The door led to a small balcony. Light filtered in through the wall of glass, brightening the room. The frozen water in the middle of the lake was visible, darkening as it melted close to the shoreline.

      A room with a view.

      This was a freaking master suite.

      “How many bedrooms are there?”

      “Four. I mean, five.”

      “Wow. That’s a lot.”

      William shrugged, almost self-conscious, which was silly. If Benji owned a weird house with a pink door on an ugly lake, he’d flaunt the fuck out of it.

      “Where’s your room?” Benji asked next.

      “It’s on the ground floor off the kitchen. The other three are on the second floor. Anyway, I’ll get out of your hair while you settle in.” William dropped the duffle bag, and it thumped loudly when it hit the ground, making them both jump. “What’s in that thing?”

      Benji swallowed hard. “Sex toys and lingerie, mostly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Sex toys and lingerie. The words crash-landed in William’s brain. His tongue was too big for his mouth.

      “Cool. Later,” he mumbled, shutting the door and safely putting a bit of distance between him and Benji Holiday.

      His lips were all tingly, and his ears were hot. Was this a stroke? Was he old enough to have a stroke? He’d smell toast if it was a stroke, right?

      He’d felt like he’d been hit on the head with a cast-iron skillet when he’d opened the front door to reveal Benji on the porch. Benji with his acres of muscles, his pretty-boy face, his lack of brain-to-mouth filter, and his overalls.

      William found him undeniably appealing.

      But he was absolutely blowing it. He was normally totally in control, perfectly put together, completely composed.

      And now he was in pajamas, for God’s sake!

      He jogged down the stairs and straight into his office to change into regular clothes only to be pulled up short by the pitch-blackness of the room. There was one tiny window, and it was covered by a heavy curtain. He fumbled his phone out and used some of its precious battery to turn on the flashlight.

      While he was getting dressed, he heard Benji come down the stairs, so William rushed back into the kitchen to grab the dating criteria he’d been filling out when Benji had appeared. He hadn’t been anticipating an interruption to his patheticness. William had had nothing better to do, stranded here alone with no power. Originally, he’d been planning to get work done—the Post-Valentine’s Day Bachelorian Auction at Mount wasn’t going to organize itself—but his computer had no charge.

      His New Year’s resolution this year had been to give this romance thing a genuine shot. In the past several years he hadn’t had the emotional bandwidth to nurture a relationship and a burgeoning career. It hadn’t been fair to other people to try. So he hadn’t tried, living instead on the occasional hookup with acquaintances. His friendships had suffered too. He wouldn’t be the owner of three successful nightclubs if he hadn’t made compromises. His biggest compromise had been his social life.

      But his career wasn’t floundering any longer. He was doing well for himself and didn’t feel the ache of wanting more, more, more. He was finally at a point where he could slow down, and rolling into his thirty-fifth year of life seemed as good a time as any. Too bad every date he’d gone on in the last month had been a circus and a half.

      His best friend, Wren, had suggested thinking long and hard about what William wanted in a partner, to pinpoint the type of person who would mesh well with him—it certainly hadn’t been Wren when they’d been together. William had always excelled at homework, so he’d created a list of criteria for his perfect partner using a template from the back of a self-help relationship book from the library. The template wasn’t unlike the consumer profiles he and his business partner, Tina, made before opening a new bar or planning a big event.

      But the last thing William wanted was for the bright and bubbly Benji to find all his hopes and dreams scrawled on a piece of copy paper.

      He had just scooped up his dating profile and library book when Benji rounded the corner.

      “Oh, you’re dressed,” Benji said.

      William glanced down at his chinos and button-down. “Disappointed?”

      “A little. You don’t have to get dressed on my account. Hell, I was thinking of joining you. In pajamas. Not joining you in getting undressed.”

      Benji blushed, and William gobbled the man up with his eyes.

      The wild, dark-blond hair. The wide mouth and freckled nose. The long, long legs and broad chest. His impressive height and huge hands. The overalls.

      “Nice overalls,” William said, his voice coming out a bit ragged.

      Benji grinned. William couldn’t stare at that smile for too long. It was like gazing at the sun. Something was blooming inside him, and intellectually he knew it was lust, but damn.

      He skimmed the dating criteria in his hand, phrases jumping out.

      Thirty-five or older

      Business professional or business owner with high investment in career

      Must enjoy nonfiction, The New Yorker, and true-crime podcasts

      At the moment, his criteria felt like a pipedream, and it wasn’t what he wanted. Not with Benji Holiday right in front of him wearing a tight white T-shirt, denim overalls, and a smile. William wanted to see Benji kneeling on the rug in front of the fireplace. He wanted to reveal all Benji’s secrets.

      That was probably not a good idea.

      Was it?

      No.

      Well, maybe.

      No, it definitely wasn’t.

      William turned on his heel, strode into his office, and deposited his dating criteria onto the futon. He probably had ten years on Benji. He needed to get control of himself.

      When he returned, seconds later, he croaked, “Lunch?” They had limited food options, what with the power out, and he’d expected to be alone, so he hadn’t gone to the grocery store. “I have the stuff for peanut butter sandwiches, and I put drinks in a cooler on the deck.”

      “I ate on the way, but I’d take a drink. Whatcha got?”

      “Let me show you.” William led Benji to the deck by taking him through the sunroom, which was a glassed-in room full of wicker furniture. William had planned to sleep out there on an air mattress once everyone else arrived.

      The porch had a door that opened onto a large deck. The deck led to a short boardwalk that transitioned into a private dock. When William had bought the place, he’d imagined himself sitting out on that dock with his feet in the water, drinking up the sunshine, but he rarely made the trek out of the city to enjoy this place. He hadn’t truly settled into any of the rooms except the office. And if that wasn’t sad, William didn’t know what was.

      “Wow. This could be so pretty,” Benji said.

      “Could be?” William said, a laugh escaping. It was a lake. What wasn’t pretty about a lake?

      “Yeah, I mean, the water just looks cold and muddy. Is it prettier in the summer?”

      It was true that Copper Lake wasn’t exactly a tourist destination. That was one of the appeals to William. Property out here wasn’t in high demand despite the waterfront. It was simply a muddy fishing lake, partially iced over at the moment, and surrounded by willows and scrubby grass. It had its fair share of snakes and catfish, but William had fallen in love with it the minute he’d seen the murky water lapping at the shore. He’d thought he could feel at home here one day.

      “Yeah. It’s pretty,” he said.

      In the summer, fishermen took rowboats out in the morning for their catch of the day, and the water smelled fresh and clean and, yeah, muddy. Cattails and lily pads covered the shallows, and toads sang into the night. It was beautiful in an earthy, unassuming way in the summer, but William also loved the starkness in the winter. The bare trees, the golden grass, the grey water.

      Benji snorted and rummaged through the cooler, coming up with a can of local ginger beer. When he straightened, he said, “I get the impression you only say half of what you’re thinking. As if you’re actually waxing poetic in your head, but out loud you say, ‘Uh, yeah, it’s pretty,’ like a very gorgeous caveman.”

      “You think I’m gorgeous?”

      “You own a mirror, don’t you, caveman?” Benji walked back inside.

      William had been called a lot of things in his life. Caveman was not one of them. Cavemen didn’t wear Tom Ford dress shirts during a power outage, did they?

      William looked down at his sleeve. Shit, maybe they did.

      He followed Benji back inside and headed to the kitchen to make himself a sandwich. The house was open concept so he could see Benji arranging himself on the wooly rug near the hearth.

      “What do you do for a living, Mr. O’Dare?” Benji asked as William slapped some peanut butter onto a piece of bread.

      Guilt and shame bubbled up in William. Benji probably knew that stuff about his sisters’ other friends. William had known both of Benji’s sisters—Sasha and Rosie—for nigh on a decade, but he’d been notoriously absent for most of that time too. Too busy to show up to the big events. Too busy to be there when they needed him. Their annual Valentine’s Day House Party was the only time he’d seen Sasha in years.

      “I co-own a nightclub management business.”

      “That’s fancy.”

      “It’s mostly spreadsheets. What do you do?”

      “I’m a mechanic. I specialize in imports and restoration.”

      William blinked a few times. He had not been expecting that. He wondered if there was grease under the fingernails of Benji’s expressive hands or the scent of oil on his skin.

      William took a bite of his sandwich so he didn’t blurt out how much he wanted to stick his face in the join of Benji’s neck and shoulder. Benji transferred his attention to the fire, which gave William a bit of breathing room.

      After finishing his sandwich, William pulled a book off the shelf and moved to the chair closest to the fireplace. And Benji. Benji seemed content to sit in silence, and because William’s intense and instantaneous attraction to Benji was muddling his brain, silence was probably good.
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      This sucked. Awkward silences sucked. Benji didn’t really do silence. He pulled his phone out. This was all Sasha’s fault, and she needed to answer for her crimes.

      He texted her: What the hell?! Why didn’t you tell me the party was postponed?

      He could tell she’d seen his message, but she didn’t respond.

      “That jerk left me on read,” Benji said out loud after a few minutes, sort of talking to William but mostly talking to himself.

      William was reading, but Benji hadn’t seen him turn the page once. Anytime Benji glanced at William, William seemed to be staring at him.

      “Maybe she’s busy,” William said, reasonably.

      Benji hated reason. He glared at William and called Sasha.

      “Benji,” Sasha said. She sounded out of breath. “Where are you?”

      “I’m at Copper Lake,” Benji said slowly and with a lot of exaggeration. “Where are you?”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “Yeah. Uh-oh.”

      She stifled a laugh, but it still came through loud and clear. “I decided to go into work today. I forgot to call you.”

      “I’d say, sis.”

      William placed his book face down in his lap and openly stared at Benji. That was worse than the surreptitious staring, but it also heated Benji’s skin inexplicably. He should probably head upstairs to have this phone call, but he liked William’s eyes on him.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” Sasha said. “I totally blanked and forgot to tell you the party was postponed. Then we got a shipment of beta tests in today, so the office was full of a possible new line of butt plugs. It was very distracting.”

      “Yeah, a shipment of butt plugs is not a good enough excuse, Sasha.”

      William jumped and knocked his book to the ground. Benji grinned. This was getting fun.

      Sasha laughed. “I really am sorry. I’m the worst. You’re the best. I suck. You’re great. Do you forgive me?”

      “Verdict’s still out. So what’s the plan? Can you come tonight?”

      She hesitated. Never a great sign. “After William told us about the power outage, I told Perry’s sister that we’d be there for dinner tonight. I don’t want to bail on her. I have to impress the soon-to-be in-law.”

      Benji rolled his eyes. “Perry’s sister loves you already.”

      “When is the power coming back on?” she asked.

      He asked William, “When will you have power again?”

      “Is he sitting right there?” Sasha asked, surprised. “Did he hear you say butt plugs?”

      Benji ignored her.

      “The electric company said it’d be back on by late morning tomorrow, but to call to verify,” William said. He picked his book up.

      “Tomorrow morning,” Benji said to Sasha.

      “We’ll get there tomorrow afternoon at the latest. I think that’s everyone else’s plan too. If you drove back home tonight, you could ride with us tomorrow. Or you could just stay until we get there. I’m sure William doesn’t mind.”

      “He said I could stay.”

      “You can.” William’s words echoed in the dark living room.

      “See. Stay tonight and everyone else will be there tomorrow, and we’ll have so much fun,” Sasha said.

      “Fine,” Benji said. “But you owe me.”

      “Deal. I’ll bring you something cool.”

      “Sweet.” Presents from Sasha were either incredibly thoughtful or raunchy as fuck.

      “Is everything okay there with William?” Sasha dropped her voice to a whisper, as if someone else could hear her. “He’s super serious.”

      She said that like “serious” was the worst kind of offense.

      “Yeah, it’s fine.” Benji grinned sharply at William. “But he’s a total bore. He’s reading.”

      “Well, I’ll be there tomorrow. Are you going to be warm enough? Do you have food?”

      “I’ll be okay. Promise.” Benji loved both of his sisters, but being the baby of the family came with baggage. Especially in their family. That was what happened when your parents were a shit show. Your sisters took over. “Bring me my present tomorrow.”

      He decided demanding presents was also part of being the baby of the family.

      “Fine, you brat. See you tomorrow.” Sasha hung up on him.

      “I’m a total bore, huh?” William said, an insanely hot smile on his face.

      Benji almost swallowed his tongue. “This was supposed to be a party. I came to get my mind off my utter aloneness, but instead, the universe has conspired to magnify it.”

      “You’re not alone. I’m here.”

      Benji waved that comment away. “You know what I mean. The romantic ambiance is wasted on us.”

      William made a surprised noise in the back of his throat. After a few seconds, he said, “Why are you alone, then? You’re young and hot and nice. I’d think you’d have partners forming a line.”

      “Sexual partners, maybe. It’s a bit harder to get them to stick around.”

      “Yeah. I hear you,” William said softly.

      Benji narrowed his eyes. “Are we dishing about our sucky love lives? Because I might need some wine for that.”

      “Did you bring wine?” William asked.

      “No. Do you not have any?”

      “Unfortunately not. I was not in charge of food or drinks this weekend.”

      “Well, that blows. What are you smiling about?” Benji asked.

      William schooled his expression, and Benji could have mourned. “Nothing. You’re very intriguing.”

      “Are you making fun of me?”

      William sat forward in his chair. “Of course not. I think I could listen to you talk for hours. Even if it’s complaining about your love life. Even if it’s complaining about being stuck here with me.”

      “That sounds boring too.”

      “What do you suggest we do, then?” William asked.

      “It’s your house.” Benji said this petulantly, but with a small, ornery smile. He wanted to goad William into a reaction.

      “I have cards.” Benji brightened at that, then William said, “If you want to play Solitaire.”

      Benji laughed.

      William continued, “You’re welcome to my nonfiction. I own Doris Kearns Goodwin’s entire catalog. There might be a book of Sudoku in my office.”

      “So you’re not going to entertain me. Is that the message?”

      A charged silence vibrated between them for one breath. Then two. Three.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’d do more than entertain you. If you’d let me.”
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