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      The best is yet to come...

      

      Restaurateur Nash Granger wouldn’t mind being happily married—if a woman would let him tend to his growing business instead of making babies. When a call for custom cabinets turns into phone sex, he’s ready to give dating another chance.

      

      Carpenter Lucie Reiter likes her food and her men hot and spicy, but a helping of the safest kind of sex is the perfect appetizer to take the edge off her hunger. When she discovers her partner is the renowned barbecue master she crowned King of the Grill, she’s ready to take their association to a more personal level.

      

      But Nash’s plan to boost his finances with one more cook-off leaves Lucie with a tough decision—step down from judging or brush off the man who always puts business first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Your table, sir.”

      “Thank you.” The deep baritone sent a delicious shiver up Lucie Reiter’s spine.

      Nice voice.

      A shadow fell over her menu, and she lifted her gaze with high hopes of a better date than her last experience with an online match-up. At least this guy resembled the photogenic man from the dating website—other than the frown above his clean-shaven square jaw.

      His intense stare never wavered as he sat down across from her. He gave a curt nod. “Miss Reiter. You’re dressed appropriately, but I see you’re going to need some training in other areas.”

      “Excuse me?” She raised an eyebrow at the backhanded compliment and reined in her short temper before it got away from her.

      Maybe he’s nervous.

      His scowl deepened, as did the dimple in his left cheek. “Training. You don’t follow directions very well. I told you I’d meet you at the maître d’ stand.”

      Well, hell. I fished an anal, domineering jackass out of the pond this time.

      She tried for a polite response instead of a prickly comeback. Keeping her tone cordial wasn’t easy. “I arrived early, so I asked the hostess to show me to the table.”

      His right eyelid twitched. “You should schedule your time better, Lucie. I’d prefer not to have to expend too much energy on teaching you to behave properly.”

      A snort escaped. “Behave? You’re joking, right? And I’d like to see you stand for fifteen minutes in three-inch heels.”

      “That was very unladylike. And I rarely say anything in jest.” An angry reddish flush colored his neck. It clashed with his patterned tie and the burgundy handkerchief tucked into the breast pocket of his suit coat.

      “Are you going to have a stroke? Because I’m pretty sure I’d just sit here and watch.” She set the menu beside the cloth-napkin swan, slung her purse strap over her shoulder, and stood. “You know what? I already have a daddy, and he accepts that I’m no passive wimp.”

      “Your profile said you’ve subbed before. You clearly lied.” He glared down his aristocratic nose at her.

      Was the man senile as well as pretentious and chauvinistic? She’d worked as a substitute teacher during the slower construction seasons before starting her own company fifteen years ago. That information was in her profile. His comment made no sense.

      Unless... “Good God! You thought I meant submissive?” Digging her keys from her purse, she shoved in the chair with her hip and waved at the gray-haired couple peeping sideways at her. They’d obviously overheard her less-than-discreet question. “Not in this lifetime or any other, buster. Enjoy your dinner.”

      The veins in his neck looked about ready to pop. “Sit down. You’re making a scene.”

      “Or choke on it. Makes no difference to me.” She set off toward the exit, damning her choice of high heels. After a long day on her feet, she never should’ve faked being girlie.

      To hell with this.

      At the exit, she removed her stylish pumps and hooked them on her fingers, thankful she’d at least foregone pantyhose. The two-block walk to her parking spot eased her irritation enough that she didn’t immediately climb into her pickup and slam the door.

      Leaning against the driver’s side fender, she heaved a disgusted sigh. Why hadn’t she dropped her online dating membership weeks ago?

      She’d had nothing but bad luck with the string of losers who’d asked her out, tonight’s control freak being frightful number thirteen—and today was Friday. She should’ve known better than to accept the overly formal dinner invitation. A cookout or a couple beers and a baseball game were more her speed, and not one of her admirers had inspired her to agree to a second date. Of course, only one had suggested it, desperation for a woman to accompany him to his twentieth class reunion his motive.

      What a laugh—wanting to use her to impress his high school classmates.

      Rather than slugging her truck, she climbed behind the steering wheel, cursing the lack of running boards she’d never needed before and her choice of attire. Dresses were for weddings and funerals.

      Did that make tonight’s date another funeral? It sure as hell wouldn’t lead to a wedding, unless a divorce or widowhood followed shortly thereafter.

      Yep. Funeral.

      Her love life was as good as dead. Her prospects weren’t likely to improve, either, since she was staring down the first of many thirty-ninth birthdays. She should’ve bought stock in batteries instead of investing in savings bonds. God only knew how many packages of AAs she’d gone through in the last six months alone.

      At least Peter Peter Pussy Eater didn’t suffer from erectile dysfunction or try to train her like a puppy.

      After a quick stop for a triple order of wings, she’d head home to enjoy a cold beer, some spicy barbecue, and an entertaining tryst with Pete.

      Then she’d cancel her subscription and delete her profile from Losers R Us.
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        * * *

      

      Glancing back and forth between his phone and the slip of paper, Nash Granger thumbed in the number scrawled in smeary black ink. Hopefully, he’d guessed the right digits and would soon have himself a new set of cabinets for his trailer.

      He lifted the cell to his ear and waited through one, two, three rings.

      “Hello?” A woman came on the line, her husky tone reminding him how long he’d gone without an overnight guest.

      Too long.

      He cleared his throat. “Is this Hank’s Custom Cabinetry?”

      “Nope. You have the wrong number. And Hank retired last month. Closed up shop and moved to Colorado.”

      “So much for that referral.” Evidently, he needed to research contractors instead of trusting a recommendation. “I guess I need to learn to read my own handwriting. Sorry to bother you.”

      “No bother. Um, this is gonna sound a little...creepy, but you have a really nice phone voice.”

      Unlike most people, she didn’t sound at all annoyed by the mistake. He smiled at her compliment, even if it was a bit weird. “Thanks. You too.”

      “Are you married?”

      Surprised by her question, he hesitated.

      “You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to. I was just curious.”

      Intrigued by her lack of pretense, Nash settled back on the couch and propped his bare feet on the coffee table. “No, never been married. You?”

      Was she getting married soon and having a case of cold feet? Or did she simply want someone to talk to because she was going through a rough patch in her marriage or was in the middle of a bitter divorce?

      “Never married, either. Not even close.”

      Tipping up his beer, he tried to picture a woman to go with that sexy voice. She might be homely as a hound dog, but she could make a fortune running a pay-by-the-minute phone-sex service. With his luck, she was probably still in high school. “Do you mind if I ask how old you are?”

      Her laugh carried not-so-subtle hints of cynicism and disillusionment. “Way past legal. Thirty-eight years old for a few more weeks. Five-seven, one thirty-five. Brown hair, hazel eyes. I enjoy camping, hiking, eating, and sex.”

      His new friend’s hobbies were a little unconventional, but at least she seemed honest. Her description reminded him of the online dating service his sister had suggested he try.

      He wasn’t that desperate yet. “Sex, huh? And no guy has begged you to marry him?”

      She snorted. “I didn’t say that. I’d rather stay single than end up with a man with no backbone. Or worse yet, one who’s overbearing. And, yeah, I love sex. Not that I get much of it.”

      “I’m thirty-nine.” For the first time in years, a true spark of enthusiasm simultaneously ignited in his cock and his brain. “Six-one, one eighty. Brown hair, brown eyes. I like camping, hiking, cooking, and sex. Not necessarily in that order.”

      “Damn, where have you been all my life?” Her words seemed to indicate she hadn’t completely given up on men.

      Good thing, ’cause I think I might be interested.

      He shifted to ease the growing pressure behind his zipper. “On the phone with too many right numbers, I guess.”

      A long moment of silence stretched into five before she spoke again. Her husky voice softened. “Have you ever had phone sex?”

      His dick went from semi-erect to rigid enough to tenderize steaks in the few seconds he needed to replay her question in his hormone-buzzed brain. He unbuttoned his jeans and lowered his zipper to free his bent cock. “Uh-uh, but I’m game if you are.”

      The fact that she was a total stranger meant nothing. He’d slept with girls he’d picked up in bars back when he was a foolish college student. Jacking off while talking dirty over the phone was a hell of a lot safer than fucking a woman he didn’t know, even with protection.

      “I’m naked. I was getting ready to play with my favorite vibrator when you called. What’re you wearing, Mr. Not-necessarily-in-that-order?”

      He failed to suppress a moan at the vision in his head. “Too many damn clothes. Hold on a sec while I take off my jeans.” He set his cell on the arm of the couch and managed to shove his pants to his knees as he stood. Switching to speaker, he finished stripping the denim off his legs. Luckily, he’d ditched his shirt and shoes when he got home from work. “Naked and ready, sweetheart. Tell me about this toy of yours.”

      “Ever heard of Peter Peter Pussy Eater?” A low buzzing hummed in the background.

      Her blunt words made grasping his dick in his fist and closing his eyes a necessity. “No, but it makes me wish my name was Peter. Pussy’s my favorite flavor.”

      “Mm. I’m going to imagine you going down on me while I vibrate my clit. Do you want me to suck your balls and pump your cock?”

      Cradling his nuts, he sped up his stroke. “Oh yeah. Nothing beats a good blow job.”

      She groaned like her humming friend had found her sweet spot. “Not even anal sex?”

      Pure unadulterated lust shuddered through him. “Jesus, I think I’m in love. Nobody ever let me do that before. I’ll gladly play with your pussy and your tits while I fuck your ass.”

      He cringed at his crassness, but she only whimpered. “A guy who isn’t squeamish and doesn’t mince words. I like that.”

      “My kind of woman.” Slowing his up-and-down glide, he blew out a tense breath. Without a little restraint, this adventure would be over too soon.

      “What else turns you on?”

      He didn’t stand a chance against her encouragement. Every unfulfilled fantasy flooded his thoughts. “Can you lick your own nipples? I’d love to watch that.”

      Her devious giggle made him wish he could see her. “Sure, but I won’t be able to talk.”

      “Who the hell cares? I’ll do the talking. You can make more of those sexy noises.” Tipping his head back, he tried to calm his racing pulse. Sex had never been this exciting, not even his first time. “Do you have a dildo you can put in your ass? That’d be so damn hot.”

      “I have more dildos, butt plugs, and vibrators than you could shake your dick at. Purple, orange, or blue? That’s all I have handy.” She was obviously capable of sexual satisfaction without any help from a man.

      “Which one do you like best?”

      “The real thing would be best, but the Blue Bomber’ll get the job done.”

      “Then lube him up.” He took another long swallow from his bottle, hoping the cool amber liquid would help him hold out until his partner was ready to come.

      Only her rough breathing carried over the phone for several seconds. “Damn, that feels good. Tell me what you want to do to me, lover boy.”

      The raw quality of her voice sent a ripple of warning through his abs. He shook his head at his body’s reaction. A talkative woman didn’t usually make him want to screw her brains out.

      He closed his hand around his erection again and gave his balls a slight tug. “I usually like making it last, but all I can think about is how hard and fast I want to fuck you.”

      Her muffled moan suggested she didn’t need a reminder about sucking her own nipples.

      Letting the fantasy rule his mind, he stroked down and up, adjusting his grip to match how tight she would likely be. Pressure building in his nuts, he ached to shoot his load. He wasn’t going before her, though—not if he could help it. “Mm, your pussy’s so wet. You must love being fucked in the ass.”

      She moaned again, and the buzzing of her vibrator grew louder. The squeaking of a couch or bedsprings suggested she was pounding her greedy backside onto her toy. What he wouldn’t give to be inside her, her musky scent of arousal perfuming the air around them.

      “That’s it. Squeeze my cock. Just like that. Fuck me hard.” Biting down on his lower lip, he fought the urge to surrender to his release.

      The pitch of her voice changed, rising in a series of seductive cries.

      Struggling against his own panting, he hoped his words would send her over the edge. “Hell, yeah. I want to hear how good it feels. Ah fuck, your ass is so tight. I can’t wait. God, yes, come. Now! Now!”

      Unable to halt the hot rush of fluid spurting from his cock onto his stomach, he gave in to the hoarse yell clawing at his throat. A high feminine keening blended with it, prolonging the burst of euphoria and setting off another shorter eruption.

      Every muscle in his body relaxed in the split second that her cry faded to raspy breaths, but only long enough to realize he had no one to hold, no one to wake up next to in the middle of the night. The stranger he’d called would hang up the phone. Their not-quite-sex experience was over and he didn’t have the faintest idea who she was or where she lived. Hell, he didn’t even know her name.

      Needing to maintain the connection a little longer, he lifted the cell to his ear as he switched off the speaker. What could he say to her to keep her on the line?

      She sighed the contented sound of a well-loved woman. “Wow. That was amazing. Better than most real sex I’ve ever had. Certainly more fun than playing by myself. Hm. Your number is in my phone now. Do you mind if I call you? I mean, you liked it, didn’t you? Or if it was a one-time thing, that’s okay too. No expectations.”

      Her chattering triggered a smile. Clearly, he wasn’t the only unsure participant. “I liked it. A lot. I may just call you again before you have a chance to call me.”

      “Okay.” She seemed much easier to please than any other female he’d ever slept with—not that they’d actually had sex.

      Or had they?

      Maybe they hadn’t connected physically, but something unusual had passed between them.

      He slumped lower into the couch. “You can text me, too, if you want to. Do you have texting?” She was silent for several seconds, and he swallowed a knot of anxiety. “I swear I’m not some creep who’ll bother⁠—”

      “Yeah, I have texting. And I can block you if you start bothering me.”

      “Okay.” His phone chirped in his ear. “Can you hang on a sec? I have another call. I’ll be right back. Promise.”

      “Um, sure.”

      Although she didn’t sound like she had much confidence in his promise, he switched to the incoming call. “Hey, Kev. Can I call you back in the morning?”

      His brother-in-law squeaked into the phone. “Can’t wait. The baby. Darla. Labor.”

      Wading through Kevin’s shorthand, Nash pushed down his panic. “I’ll meet you at the hospital in twenty minutes.” He tapped the screen to return to the woman—the woman whose name he still didn’t know. Hopefully, she hadn’t hung up on him. “Are you there?”

      “Mm, yeah.” Her casual tone could’ve been orgasmic exhaustion or sarcasm.

      He didn’t have the energy or the focus to analyze it. “I’m really sorry. I have to go. That was my brother-in-law. My sister’s in labor. He’s taking her to the hospital and⁠—”

      “It’s okay if you want to go. Just say so.” Her disbelief came through loud and clear, the huskiness now buried beneath controlled hostility.

      “I don’t have time to explain right now, but I swear I’m not lying. I’ll call or text you as soon as I can.” He grabbed his jeans as he stood. “I want to see—I mean talk—to you again. And meet you. My name is Nash Granger.”

      Hoping his leap of faith rubbed off on her, he crossed his fingers as he waited for her response.

      “Nash Granger.” She didn’t speak for what seemed like forever. Had she recognized his name? “My name is…Elle.”
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      Hefting her hammer, Lucie pounded the last nail into the cedar siding. She straightened to grab a handful of roofing nails and then went to work on the shingles.

      “Aunt Lucie, is it almost done?”

      She spared a glance toward her niece, still astounded that Avery would celebrate her fifth birthday tomorrow. “Just about, squirt. The roof has to have shingles so it doesn’t leak. A leaky roof is a really bad thing.”

      Avery plunked down in the sandbox and scooped a shovel full of sand into her bucket. “I want to build things when I get old like you.”

      “Wow, thanks for the compliment, kid. Does that mean you’re giving me a walker for my birthday? Or are you gonna set me up to live in an old folks’ home?” Lining up the last shingle in the row with the drip edge, she set another nail in the roof.

      A little-girl giggle mixed with the sharp tap of the hammer. “You’re funny. Mommy says you should get married and have babies.”

      “Your mommy needs to mind her own business. I like being an aunt instead of a mom, and not everybody has to get married.” With three more quick raps, Lucie managed to contain her annoyance with her perfect sister.

      “I want to have a big wedding with a fancy dress. But no boys. Boys are gross.”

      Covering a snicker with more taps of her hammer, Lucie silently savored the irony. Her younger sister had married her high school sweetheart after four years of college, spent the next ten years in a successful career, and gotten pregnant on the first try when she and her husband decided they were ready to have a baby. Carrie would have a cow if she found out her daughter wanted to take after her old-maid auntie.

      Lucie lined up the next row of shingles. “You think your daddy’s gross, huh?”

      “He isn’t a boy. Daddies are different.”

      Too disgusted with the male of the species to enlighten her niece that men were simply bigger boys, Lucie didn’t answer. After last night’s adventure, she was about ready to admit defeat. Not only had her date turned out to be a complete failure, not to mention the shortest in history, her wrong-number sexual liaison had been a bust as well.

      Sort of.

      “Nash Granger” had used one of the oldest excuses in the book to escape and he hadn’t bothered to call or text her like he’d promised. Besides, the odds of him also having a pregnant sister had to be slim to none.

      She shouldn’t be surprised or disappointed. He’d obviously given her a fake name, as she had to him in retaliation for his audacity. No way had the real four-time champion of the Ohio Valley Barbecue Cook-Off engaged in phone sex with her. The guy with the face of an angel and the body of the devil himself could have any woman he wanted—anytime, anywhere.

      Why would he resort to jacking off when all he had to do was walk into his restaurant and crook a finger at any female in the place? A whole line of them would follow him home if he was so inclined.

      Whacking the hell out of nails most of the day hadn’t eased her frustration, either. Sure, Avery now had a playhouse fancier than a lot of houses, but the sting of rejection still smarted. Lucie had finally found a man who was interesting, and he’d lied to her. All he’d had to say was goodbye. Instead, he’d led her to believe he liked her or, at the very least, wanted to share more kinky almost-sex with her.

      The single benefit of her incredibly impetuous behavior had been an amazing orgasm. If he’d ruined her masturbation skills, she might have to hunt down the jerk—especially since her future promised a lot of solo sex.

      She slid the hammer into the loop on her tool belt as she stepped back for a final perusal. “Well, kiddo, what do you think? Can your elderly auntie build a cool playhouse or what?”

      Avery popped up from her sand castle. “It’s awesome! Can I go inside?”

      Giving her niece a grin, Lucie shrugged. “I don’t see why not. It’s my present to you, so I can give it to you early if I want to. Happy birthday, short stuff.”

      “Thank you, Aunt Lucie! It’s perfect!” Avery squeezed Lucie’s waist in a tight hug before running inside the hundred-square-foot mini-house.

      “You’re welcome. Glad you like it.”

      “You know, you’d make a great mom, Luce.”

      Counting to ten, Lucie turned to face her sister. As usual, it didn’t work. “God, Carrie, give it a rest, will you? Just because you’re knocked up again doesn’t mean I want to be.”

      “Come on. I⁠—”

      Lucie’s cell phone vibrated against her hip and belted out the 1812 Overture. She raised her finger in a just-a-second gesture as she grappled for her savior. “Hold that thought, sis.”

      Checking the caller ID, she waffled between answering and heaving her cell into the hedges that lined the back yard.

      NG.

      Were those even his real initials?

      “Gotta take this call. Business. See you tomorrow for cake and stuff.” Anxious to get away from Carrie’s meddling, Lucie tossed her a wave and marched toward the front of the house. She thumbed the icon to answer as she lifted the phone to her ear. “Yeah.”

      “Elle?” The liar’s soft greeting sent a flock of butterflies circling in her stomach.

      More like buzzards.

      “Mm-hm.” If he could pretend to be someone else, so could she. “Your sister okay?”

      Keeping the sarcasm out of her voice proved difficult, but he probably wouldn’t even notice. Men weren’t exactly perceptive about those things, after all.

      “Tired, but doing pretty well for fifteen hours of labor. The baby too.” His pleased-sounding chuckle sucker-punched her in the chest. “I’m an uncle.”

      If the man was pulling a fast one on her, he deserved an award for acting—and a petrified pile of cow manure for being the biggest bullshitter on the planet.

      “Girl or boy?” She couldn’t resist testing him.

      “Boy. Daniel Reese. Named after his grandpa. Mine and my sister’s dad.” He cleared his throat. “So, last night. I still haven’t figured out what happened.”

      Drawing on every bit of smart-ass attitude she possessed, she chortled. “Unless I missed something, I’d say we got nasty on the phone. Was it good for you, Nash?”

      He was silent as she unhooked her belt and dropped it in the toolbox in the bed of her truck. “Yeah, really good. Look, I’m at work right now, but I’d like to talk to you later. Can I call you about ten or so?”

      Her insides melted into a puddle of goo.

      Could she handle another session with him without going out on a proverbial limb? What did she have to lose?

      Besides my pride?

      She didn’t give a damn about pride so long as she managed to maintain her self-respect. Another round of phone sex would hit the spot too. “Sure.”

      “Great. I’m looking forward to it, Elle. Later.”

      “Yeah.” A dreamy fog tried to settle around her brain, but she shook it off. She was no idealistic young woman, never had been.

      Ending the call, she took advantage of her escape and climbed into the cab. A golden opportunity had fallen in her lap, in more ways than one. She’d avoided Carrie’s unwanted advice and had a chance to check out her sort-of sex partner’s story.

      She headed home for a shower. If she hurried, she’d beat the Saturday supper rush at Granger’s Barbecue Heaven. She’d order a slab of ribs and discover firsthand if her playmate could possibly be the Nash Granger.
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        * * *

      

      Forty minutes later, Lucie swung open the front door of her favorite restaurant.

      “Welcome to Granger’s. How many tonight?”

      She forced her attention to the hostess. “Just me.”

      The girl held a marker poised above the layout map as she handed a menu to the seater. “Would you like to sit inside or on the patio? We also have open stools in the bar.”

      “Inside, near the kitchen if you have a free table.”

      “Sure do.”

      Stepping toward the dining area, the seater offered a friendly smile. “If you’ll follow me, ma’am.”

      Eyes glued to the back of her guide, Lucie relished the mouthwatering aromas of hot peppers, molasses, and bourbon hovering in the air. Even if she struck out with her fact-finding mission, her stomach would go home happy.

      She sat in the chair that gave her a panoramic view of the kitchen and dining room. It was easily the best seat in the house. She’d have the ideal olfactory location and she was more likely to catch sight of the real Nash Granger as he slaved over his grill. “I don’t need a menu.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Your server will be here in a minute or two to take your order. Enjoy your meal.” The kid headed back across the room.

      Geesh. When did college students start looking like they’re twelve?

      A waiter exited the doorway closest to her, a drink-laden tray balanced on his shoulder, and she surrendered to the temptation to look past him through the swinging door. Several chef-outfitted people scurried back and forth, but none were as tall and built as the renowned Barbecue King.

      “Evening, miss. Welcome to Granger’s. I’m Nash. I’ll be your server tonight. Can I start you off with something to drink?”

      Every bit of oxygen evaporated from her body as she jerked her gaze to the man who stood less than three feet from her. A faded blue T-shirt emblazoned with Granger’s Barbecue Heaven stretched across his broad chest and a pair of chocolaty-brown eyes met hers, his casual smile reflecting in them.

      I know that voice. I masturbated to that voice.

      Oh, shit. Oh, shit. Oh, shit. It’s really him.

      What the hell is he doing waiting tables?

      A flash of lightheadedness hit, and she clutched at the edge of the table. God, I suck at being a spy. “Um, yeah. Let’s see. Hmm…water with a squeeze of lemon juice—no lemon, no sugar—for now. Two-percent white milk over ice with my order.”

      His scruff-bordered grin triggered a spasm between her thighs. “Trying the new Lightning Spice?”

      She nodded, not trusting her mouth to work.

      “Wings, chops, tenders, ribs, or pulled pork?”

      Giving herself a mental slap upside the head, she leaned back in the chair. Getting weak-kneed over a man wasn’t her style. “Ribs. Full slab. Garlic and herb sliced baked potato. Corn on the cob. Side salad, with ranch on the side. Extra butter with the rolls. Everything out at the same time.”

      His grin widened as he wrote on the order pad. “A repeat customer, huh? Good to have you back. Have you heard about our special? If you make it through the whole Lightning Spice slab, you get a slice of apple, peach, or blueberry pie on the house and a coupon for a free six-count of wings with any sauce on your next visit.”

      She snorted at his veiled warning. “I’ll take the apple pie to go. And maybe I’ll have the Kahlua Luau sauce on Wednesday for lunch.”

      “Duly noted.” Clearly amused by her confidence, he winked at her as he removed the extra set of silverware from the table. “I’ll bring your water with lemon juice right out. If you need anything else, flag me down. I’m Nash.”

      As if I could ever forget.

      How in the world had she ended up the recipient of his wrong number?

      Did he have even an inkling that she’d answered his call?

      And why would a man like him resort to fake sex?

      She’d given him a physical description of herself, but the likelihood of him remembering those details was slim. He probably expected someone far more girlie than a near middle-aged woman in a T-shirt, cutoffs, and hiking boots. When she sported her usual ponytail and lack of makeup, people tended to think she was closer to twenty-nine than thirty-nine, even with the crow’s feet coming to roost by her eyes.

      Disgusted with her sudden obsession over Nash Granger, she dug her cell phone out of her purse to check her email and Monday’s forecast. One of her crews was scheduled to finish a siding job and another was supposed to start on a window and exterior door project.

      “Water with fresh lemon juice.” Nash set the glass down on a cardboard coaster. “Your food’ll be up in a few minutes. Can I get you anything else while you’re waiting?”

      A quickie in the broom closet? “Nope, I’m good.” She kept her eyes trained on her phone instead of the heavy stubble on his jaw. When was the last time a guy had left whisker burn on her thighs?

      He seemed to hesitate a moment before tapping his fingers on the table and turning away. “Back in a few.”

      Her willpower wavered enough to catch sight of his perfect ass as he crossed the room and stopped at another table. The man did for a pair of jeans what his sauces did for ribs, chicken, and chops.

      Damn, I’d love to baste him with his Sweet Fire barbecue sauce and lick it all off.

      He seemed to laugh at something a skinny redhead said as she skimmed her hand up his forearm.

      Shaking off the fantasy, Lucie returned her attention to her phone. While Nash might have an interest in trying new activities with her, he undoubtedly enjoyed playing the field. Monogamy had always been her game. She wasn’t about to start sharing now.

      Should she break the news to him before or after their liaison tonight?

      Of course, she ran the risk of him suspecting she was some kind of groupie stalker if she hinted that she’d been to the restaurant. This outing wasn’t one of her brighter ideas, and Wednesday’s lunch would definitely be a carryout order.

      She sipped her water and cursed her luck with men for the hundredth time. Settling for any man wasn’t in her plans, but she also hadn’t figured on staying single her entire life. By no means had she given up hope. She simply needed to adjust her frame of mind. Her backup method of sexual pleasure would become her primary one—and possibly her only option for a while again.

      “One Lightning Spice special.” Nash whirled a loaded serving tray down from his shoulder and balanced it on the edge of the table. With every item he placed in front of her, his smile grew. He finally tucked the tray under his arm and reached into his apron.

      She almost rolled her eyes at him when he set a sample-sized roll of Tums next to her plate. If he’d had a clue what she did to entertain herself after long weeks of construction work during the summer, he would’ve kept his antacids to himself.

      “Thanks, but I won’t need them.” She patted her belly. “Iron stomach.”

      “Like hot stuff, do you? Maybe I need to hire you as a taste-tester.” His amusement shone on his whole face this time, as if he might be trying to flirt with her like he had the redhead.

      Grabbing the roll of silverware and napkin, she shrugged. She’d already tasted almost every flavor he offered, and she hadn’t judged him the Barbecue King for nothing. “Mostly, I like to eat.”

      The curve of his lips changed, not exactly turning into a frown. His easy-to-read eyes seemed to take on a thoughtful expression. “Enjoy. I’ll be back to check on you in a couple minutes.”
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