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THE INTERCOM BUZZED. Alexa looked up and glared at the intercom unit. Now what?

“Someone to see you, Miss Devereaux.”

Crap. Office hours, as such, were over, and she still had to finish the proposal for the Landry’s condo reno. If she was going to get the project design exactly right, working the entire holiday weekend and all of next week was the only thing on her agenda. Maybe, just maybe, she’d be able to squeeze in Christmas dinner with her dad and stepmom Nikki. Alexa double-checked her PDA, and she didn’t have a single scheduled appointment, so who was at her door on a holiday weekend?

“Who is it?” Maybe it was her stepmother Nikki. No, Nikki was a frequent visitor. The doormen knew her quite well, so he wouldn’t have said, “Someone...”

“Looks like a naval officer, Miss.” 

“A sailor?” One who was desperately in need of her interior design services on a Friday evening? Give me a break.

“An old friend.” A deep and resonant masculine voice came over the intercom.

Could it possibly be? Surely not. Eight years ago, her teenage crush Mario Judson had left for the Naval Academy and never once looked back.

“I don’t have any old friends,” she said, hoping her snarky tone hid the telltale pounding of her heart. Damn good thing he couldn’t see her burning cheeks.

“Come on, Lexxie. You wouldn’t deny a man who’s getting ready to ship out, would you?”

She sucked in a deep breath and finger-combed her unruly curls with hands that shook as if she had a full-blown case of the flu.   

“Okay. Send him up.” Glancing around the Soho loft, she tamped down the impulse to scramble around and try to straighten things up a bit. No point. The studio was always a disarray of fabric and carpet samples, paint chips, and a hundred other things—that was a given. The fact she was in the homestretch of a project only made the mess worse.

So the sailor boy wanted to be sent off with a smile on his face. Was that it? Well, she’d show him. Three freaking e-mails in eight years—not that she was counting. As if she had nothing better to do and could just drop everything to see him.

On the way to the door, her cell phone beeped. She stopped and pulled it from her jeans pocket and read a text from Nikki saying she hoped Alexa didn’t mind, but she gave Mario the loft address. 

Now she texts me. What—couldn’t she give a little more warning?

She swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to control her breathing. Wasted effort, of course. Reaching for the knob, her hand still shook with a slight tremor.

Dammit. Time to quit acting like she was still a teenager crushing on a gorgeous older guy. A struggling interior designer who was a year or two from being marginally successful—that’s what she was. And who had time for dating or seeing sailors off to war?

Was he really going to war? What if something happened to him?

His knock snapped her back to reality before more hideous scenarios could pop into her head.

She took a deep breath and opened the door. Her chin dropped at the sight of him. Tall, broad shouldered in his winter uniform of black wool and gold braid, he smiled broadly, displaying dimples so deep she could’ve lost a knuckle in each. His dark eyes shone with merriment. 

Omigod. More handsome than ever. Mouth dry, she made an effort to speak, but her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. “M-m-m—”

“Lexxie!” Without giving her time to breathe, he swept her in his strong arms and swung her around as if she were as light as a down pillow. Which she definitely wasn’t.

She let out a squeal and he set her on her feet. Legs still wobbly and unable to meet his cheerful gaze, she held onto him until the room stopped spinning. “Why now?” she finally managed to gasp.

His gaze darting around the room, he removed his white navy cap and held it tentatively. “Ma’am, could you offer a poor navy lieutenant some coffee? It’s damned cold outside.”

She glanced toward the tall windows that lined one side of her loft. Christmas lights twinkled in the distance. “Is it?” Grateful to have something to do, she moved to the kitchen area of the loft that served as both home and studio and poured fresh water into the coffeemaker.

He followed her and perched on one of the kitchen stools. “Yeah, it’s Christmas Eve, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Still dazed by his presence, she measured the coffee and dumped it into the filter. “I’m in the middle of a design project. It’s a renovation for my dad’s attorney and his wife. It’s a big job, and I’m sure they would’ve never considered me if it hadn’t been for him.” She bit her bottom lip then continued. “So I have to do a really great job with my presentation which is due on Monday morning at nine.” There. That should make it clear she was way too busy to waste time with him. Okay, so it was the first Monday after New Year’s when her project was due. But he didn’t need to know that.
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