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“He’s at it again.” 

Gina Taormina wasn’t even going to look at it, the yet-another-giant-basket filled with things he’d chosen. “Send it back,” she said to Candy, her best friend and receptionist at her day spa, The Gilded Lily.

“Gina, come on. The guy just wants you to notice him.”

Gina grabbed the stack of bills instead. Which was saying something. “Send it back.”

“But, Geen, it’s a really great—”

Gina smacked the granite reception counter with the edge of the bills. “I don’t care what it is, Candy.”

“Sure about that?”

Hellyeahshewas. “Send it back.”

“Aw, come on, Gina. Give the guy a chance.”

Gina rolled her eyes and shook her head as she pulled her technician’s jacket closed and walked around the reception desk to Candy’s side which was where the nuts-and-bolts of the spa were located: appointment book, credit card swiper, computer, printer, and yesterday’s receipts. “I don’t do strippers.”

“Now that’s a damn shame. I’d do a stripper. In a heartbeat.”

And he’d be gone the next. Gina had learned that the hard way. Exceptions were few and far between, and given that she was friends with one exception and related to another, her chances of finding a third were close to non-existent. She’d tried and, whoa, had it backfired.

Thank God she’d never acted on her crush on her cousin Bryan’s business partner, Gage. Especially now that Gage was with Lara. No one had ever known, and it’d never gotten weird with Bryan—which it could have. Yep, aside from those two exceptions, she was definitely over strippers. No, make that, she was over guys. In her experience, they always had an agenda. Well, now, so did she. And it didn’t include anything with a penis.

She yanked open a drawer for a pen. “Send. It. Back. Candy. Now.”

Candy set the basket—they were always really nice baskets—on the appointment book. Probably so Gina wouldn’t miss it. “Can I keep it?”

“No, because then he’ll think I did and that’s the last ego stroke Froggy needs.”

She slammed the drawer shut with her thigh and got out from behind the desk as if the basket was made of kryptonite.

For her, it was.

“Fine, but what about any other strokes he needs? And why on God’s earth are you calling that hunk by his middle school nickname?”

Because that’s how she’d first met Froggy, aka Darien Foster, back in the day, and all those years of being humiliated by him hadn’t given her reason to think him any less of a toad. Even if he now looked like a romance novel cover model. She should never have gone to that reunion. He would have remained a bad memory.

Gina raked her curls off her face and looked outside. Another two inches of snow had fallen overnight. She needed to get the rest of the holiday ornaments out and start decorating. “Get rid of it, whatever it is. Maybe he’ll finally get the message that I’m not interested.”

Candy tapped a candy-apple red nail against the fancy red-and-lace Christmas bow on the basket. “You might want to take a look at this before you go all not-interested. It’s sweet.”

That was the problem; Froggy, er, Darien’s little “gifts” were getting sweeter. He’d started when he’d come back to town for their high school reunion. Flowers, then chocolate, then a single rose with the chocolate, but then he’d gotten smart and had started sending products for her to give away in her salon. 

That was a double-edged sword; she couldn’t afford to be giving products away for free at the moment because she needed to put her money into the business in order to stay in business. She was at the tipping point where her employees needed more hours, but if the clients weren’t there, she wouldn’t be able to pay them. Sadly, the strip mall was losing tenants, so walk-in traffic wasn’t what it’d been two years ago when she’d started the business, and she’d sunk too much money into setting it up to be able to afford a move to another location. If she was able to pay the rent, the landlord couldn’t toss her out. But without an influx of business, she didn’t know how that was going to keep happening. Free products were not the answer.

But Darien had started dropping off baskets of the stuff. Assortments, as if he was giving them to her, but one woman could only use so many lotions, and three baskets of different scented lotions and oils would take that woman more lifetimes than Gina had.

She hated that he was trying to get to her through her business. 

She hated that he was trying to get to her at all. “Just send it back, Candy.” Out of sight, out of mind and the sooner, the better. She didn’t need to think about Darien Foster anymore. It was bad enough he worked for her cousin, Bryan, but that was the closest he was going to get. “And let’s take a look at next week’s appointments. I think we should be okay staff-wise with what we have now.”

“Um...” Candy twirled a long blonde corkscrew curl around her fingers in the quintessential “ditz” look the girl had perfected when she wanted something to go her way. Or had bad news to impart.

Too bad for Candy that Gina knew that, behind the stereotypical blonde exterior Candy assumed to suit her purposes, lurked the brain of a Mensa member. Hence the reason Candy was here; she’d set that brain in motion and had made a fortune in the market. She worked for Gina because she wanted something fun to do with her day, not because she needed the money. Which was the only reason Gina could afford a full-time receptionist.

“Um, what?”

“We have a bridal party booked for the seventeenth. For a full spa treatment.”

Normally, a bridal party would be a good thing. It allowed her to utilize the spa on a Sunday, the day she opened only for special events, and an event this size would guarantee her monthly rent. But since the weeks between Thanksgiving and Christmas weren’t turning out to be such a hotbed of requests for massages, Gina had approved each of her massage therapists to take a vacation. She didn’t understand why the slow-down; the cold weather seemed to be the perfect time to get all oiled up and rubbed down—not to mention a great holiday stress-reliever—but bookings were slim. Didn’t women plan on the rigors of Christmas shopping?

“How many people are we talking?”

“Twelve.”

“Twelve? Who has a bridal party that big?”

“Sophie Cavanaugh’s sister.”

“The Sophie Cavanaugh?”

“There’s only one Sophie Cavanaugh.”

True enough. Sophie Cavanaugh was an anchor on the local news affiliate who’d garnered a national spotlight during local storm coverage when she’d saved a child from being swept away in a flooded road—as the cameras were rolling. It didn’t hurt that the woman was gorgeous, had an actual brain in her put-Barbie-to-shame body, and no one had—so far—turned up one skeleton in her closet since the story broke. And now she was coming to Gina’s spa for her sister’s bridal party gathering. If Sophie liked it... 

The word-of-mouth alone could be worth more than Gina could ever hope to be able to spend in advertising. And might be the kick-in-the-wallet The Gilded Lily needed.

“Okay, start calling. We can rotate the guests between all the stations, so I need at least two more massage therapists in here.”

“Did that.”

Of course she did. Because Candy wasn’t as brainless as she liked people to think. “Who’d you line up?”

“Well...”

“What, Candy?”

“No one.”

“What do you mean no one? The two of us can’t handle twelve women by ourselves.”

“I know that.” Candy grabbed a handful of hair. “The blonde comes from a bottle, remember?”

“I wasn’t saying you’re stupid.”

“That’s what it sounded like.”

“Can we focus on the problem here? You know I love you and value you.”

“And when my allotment of free spa services runs out, you’re going to pay me what I’m worth, yeah, yeah, I got it.” Candy let out a long-suffering sigh and dropped her hair. “The local massage therapist inventory is tapped out. Everyone’s booked.”

“But our appointments aren’t even full so how come no one’s available?”

“Where have you been? We filled the rest of everyone’s schedule on Saturday. That ad you ran last month must have gone viral or something. Which was what I was going to tell you when you got in this morning before we got sidetracked by Mr. Casanova.”

Great. Froggy, er, Darien was upsetting her business operations now. Wasn’t bad enough that he’d done it to her social scene in school.

“You know what, Candy? Don’t send his gift back to wherever he bought it. Send it back to him. With a note that says I’m not interested.” Gina tapped her fingertips on the reception desk counter. “Oh, and how about if you send a note to the member coordinator at the chamber of commerce? See if any freelance massage therapists have recently joined. Didn’t the local business school recently graduate a bunch?”

Candy pulled a pencil from behind her ear, a testament to its thickness that Gina hadn’t even seen the pencil there. Or the dangly candy cane earrings either. “Check. One note that you’re not interested, and another that you are.”

“Just don’t mix them up.”

“Now, boss lady, would I do that?” There Candy went with the hair-twirling, vapid look she’d perfected.

Gina tapped her on the nose. “Not if you know what’s good for you.”

Candy flicked Gina’s finger. “Oh, trust me. I know what’s good for everyone.”

Which was exactly why Candy switched the notes.

***
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Dare stared at the basket on his front porch. 

Dammit, how was he supposed to get Gina to even talk to him if she kept returning his peace offerings? Granted, he understood why she might be harboring some ill will, but middle school had been twenty years ago. She couldn’t be nurturing a grudge all this time, could she? They’d been kids. Puberty and all its uncertainty, plus trying to fit in. And then there’d been that shitty moniker he’d gotten stuck with. Froggy. As if his voice change had been his fault. But kids in middle school didn’t cut anyone any slack, and once that nickname had been slapped on him, it’d stuck.

And Gina had wanted nothing to do with him since.

Okay, okay, that could have something to do with him making that comment about her, um, assets in his very distinctive croak in geography class right after Mr. Nester had shown them a slide of the Grand Tetons.

The entire class had erupted in laughter, Mr. Nester had turned red before sending both of them to Principal Dilworth’s office. Which had only added insult to injury because Gina had been forced to walk with him—her tormenter—all the way to the next wing to get there. He, of course, had tried to play it off as no big deal, but Gina hadn’t been having any of it. From a twenty-years-later perspective and somewhat of an understanding of teenage girls (thanks to his college roommate and business partner Bill’s tales of his twin thirteen-year-olds), he got that Gina’s boobs had been the last thing she’d wanted attention drawn to, but, hell, he’d been a teenage boy. He had a first-hand perspective of that.

And, yeah, his hand had had a lot to say about Gina’s boobs when he’d been a teenager.

He shifted uncomfortably. Apparently, something else still did. 

It was freaking amazing—one look at her at the reunion, those gorgeous black curls and her dark dark eyes that he’d wanted to lose himself in even back in school, and it was as if he was right back there, sitting behind her and smelling her perfume or shampoo or whatever it was that had kept him up at nights. And he did mean up.

Nothing had changed.

And she still wouldn’t acknowledge him.

He picked up the basket and an envelope fell out. With his name on the front.

Or maybe she would...

He flipped the envelope over and slid his finger under the flap. This was the first time Gina had responded directly to him. The other six baskets had been returned to the gift shop where he’d bought them, no note at all.

Maybe he was getting through to her.

“The spa is overbooked. Know any massage therapists who could fill in?”

As far as notes went, it was about as personal as Tweety, the stray cat that’d adopted him six minutes after he’d moved into his rental, expressing some sort of affection by leaving him a dead rabbit on the porch. While he’d thought it might have been because he’d saddled the cat with a bird’s moniker—sue him for a twisted sense of humor—the vet had said that was actually a significant gesture, so Dare had grudgingly accepted it. Before tossing the so-called “gift” in the trash, that was.

Was this Gina’s dead rabbit?

Okay, that didn’t come out right for so many reasons, Fatal Attraction coming to mind, as well as “the rabbit dying” being a euphemism for pregnancy—both of which were on the periphery of his interest in Gina, but in ways that he’d like to think were mentally sound and would progress along a normal timeline.

He shook his head. His brain was short-circuiting—as it had been ever since he’d seen her at the reunion six months ago.

Hers must be short-circuiting, too, if she was asking him about massage therapists.

Then again, who was he to look a gift rabbit in the mouth?

He could do massage therapy. After all, he’d been known to give a good massage in his day. And night, too.

Something he wanted Gina to find out.

First-hand. 
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Chapter Two
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“I thought you said the blonde came out of the bottle.” Gina hissed the accusation as she shut her office door even before Candy had a chance to sit.

Which Candy took her sweet time doing. And even longer to respond, making sure the creases in her cream linen pants were lined up right down the middle of her knee, her royal blue nails matching her silk blouse. “I did.”

Gina tried to count to ten before she responded.

Unfortunately, she only got to three. “Then why the hell did you hire Froggy of all people to work here?”

Candy slid one leg over the other and shrugged with a nonchalance Gina wanted to smack out of her. “Because he was the only one available.”

“He’s not even a licensed therapist.” Gina motioned to the guy as he was strolling out from the hallway to the massage rooms into the reception area. 

Damn, he looked good in the peach golf shirt all the therapists wore. Though it hugged his body in a way it didn’t hug the girls’.

She was going to have to rethink the male uniform.

No, she was going to have to rethink the male thing period. She hadn’t wanted any guys to invade her space—unless they were customers—and most especially that guy.

Candy re-crossed her legs, her crystal stilettos—that only Candy could pull off—twinkled in the one overhead light. “True. But he’s enrolled in classes and, therefore, we don’t have to pay him. He gets course credit instead. Win for everyone.”

“How long has he been enrolled?”

The first crack appeared in Candy’s façade. “The school wouldn’t tell me.”

“And how did he find out about us needing a therapist?”

“Something about the note I sent to the chamber.”

“And there was no one else you could possibly hire?”

The façade fell away and Candy’s sharp glare was laser-beamed at her. “Gina, I put ads up on all the websites. No one but Darien has even called and we need some time to get whoever-it-is oriented to the spa before Sophie and her sister bring in their entourage. Do you really want me to let him go because you don’t like the gifts he sends you?”

“No, of course not.” Yes, she did. Darien Foster was a thorn in her side. He’d humiliated her in school. Couldn’t have been any louder in that croak just as everyone had stopped talking. “Grand Tetons, G.T., Gina Taormina. They named you right, Grand Tits.”

God, the humiliation. Grand Tits had stuck until her cousin, Bryan, had beaten Darien and three other kids up and gotten detention for a week, all things she would never forgive Darien for. Yet now she had him working for her.

“At least we don’t have to pay him.” There was some sort of poetic justice in him working for her for free. Hell, he ought to do it the rest of his life to pay her back for the social fallout from his taunt. Poor Mr. Nester had never been able to look at her afterward. She’d gotten an A in that class because she was sure he’d figured the easiest way out of the situation was to pass her with flying colors.

She hadn’t cared; she’d just wanted to get out of school and move on with her life. Away from him.

Yet, with him being back here, she’d come full circle.

She glanced out of the window beside her office door. There he was, bending over to tug a paper cup from the sleeve attached to the water cooler.

Why’d the guy have to be a class-A ass?

Maybe because he has one?

“If this wasn’t for Sophie Cavanaugh’s sister—”

“We wouldn’t need more massage therapists. You can’t have your cake and eat it too, Geen.”

Which, when he stood up, tilted his head back, and poured the water down his throat, brought up images of licking cake frosting off the cords in his thick neck, and, well... Damn. This was going to one hell of a long month.

He could feel her stare from fifteen feet away.

Good.

Dare tilted his head back and drained the last drop from the plastic cup. Let her take a nice long look. Usually he made a couple hundred a night from women looking, but if Gina Taormina wanted to look for free, he wasn’t going to complain.

He smiled at the hair dresser when she waved to him from her station. Her purple hair was cute. Fit her personality from the half dozen or so sentences they’d exchanged when he’d arrived, but he wasn’t interested. Not in her anyway.

He straightened when Gina’s office door opened.

“So exactly how many massages have you given?” Candy—yeah, that was her actual name; he’d checked—narrowed her electric blue eyes at him as if he were a criminal when she walked out.

“I didn’t know I was supposed to count.” And, besides, those had been given long before Monday night when he’d read Gina’s note—which was before Tuesday when he’d enrolled in massage therapy classes. 

“Give me a ballpark figure.”

“More than one, less than a thousand?” He put on his most charming smile and cocked a hip. Women tended to forget the tough questions when they got distracted by his body.

Candy, however stereotypical her blonde bombshell looks and name were, didn’t fall for it. She merely arched an eyebrow. “You damn well better know what you’re doing or it’s my ass on the line.”

Back in the day, he would have already checked her ass out. But hers didn’t interest him. No one’s did. Except Gina’s. 

He hadn’t been able to get Gina out of his head since the reunion. He’d had a major crush on her in school and thought of her whenever someone mentioned those days. Actually, he thought of her even if no one mentioned school, but when school came up, his memories were tinged with regret for the social nightmare he’d created for her. He’d been stupid and unthinking, not mean, though he did understand why she hadn’t liked him then. But they were fifteen years out of high school and they’d both grown up. She could at least acknowledge that he was trying to make amends. She had, after all, sent him the note about the job.

“Your ass will be fine.” Dare shook his head. “Sorry, that came out wrong. But don’t worry; I know what I’m doing.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about,” Candy muttered as she headed back to the reception desk.

Now that was an interesting remark and one he’d want to follow up on if Gina wasn’t walking out of her office. 

“Uh, hey.” She grimaced then sighed. “Could I could see you for a moment?”

The first time she’d wanted to talk to him... Did she really think he’d say no? He’d been trying to talk to her for the past four months. That’s what all the baskets had been about.

“Sure.” He crumpled the cup and pitched it into the trashcan.

He headed into her office, catching the way she shrank from getting near him when she stepped out of the doorway for him to enter. Man, he’d really pulled a number on her in Nester’s class. He needed to apologize for that—again, as an adult—but he had a feeling that wasn’t what she wanted to talk to him about. “What’s up?”

“I want to know what you’re doing here.”

“Um... giving massages?” He tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice—that wouldn’t help—but he wasn’t sure where this question was headed. Did she think he was here to circumvent the baskets?

Which would be the truth, but still... that’d be pretty lame, right? He was in massage therapy school; he wanted the practicum. Well, as far as she knew. Which didn’t explain why she’d send a not to ask him if he knew anyone who’d be interested in working here, but he wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

Wow, that didn’t sound right.

“Seriously? Out of all the jobs in the world, you just happen to be doing the one I need? And, after all the baskets you sent that I returned, do you really think I believe in coincidence?”

“Maybe the baskets were my way of getting you to hire me?” Yeah, that’d work. He had the perfect excuse; he knew she was angry with him about school so he’d tried to soften her up so she would hire him. “I mean, you did, after all, send me that—”

“Hold on. Let’s get something straight right now. I didn’t hire you. Candy did.”

“Is she your partner?”

Gina crossed her arms under her breasts—and he seriously tried not to look. “I don’t have a partner. This is my business.”

Ooookkkkaaayyyy... 

“Well, uh, okay, but if Candy hired me and she works for you, then, technically, you did hire me, right?” And there was that note. But he had a feeling that reminding her about it wouldn’t go over well right now. Instead, he cocked his left eyebrow and grinned extra hard so his dimple would show up. Women never could resist his dimple when he was trying to be charming.

“You’re unbelievable.”

Said in a different tone, Dare would be smiling, but given that it was Gina saying it with such derision... He’d blown it again.

“Seriously, this isn’t going to work. I can’t have you being this... this...”

What? Charming? Attractive? Hot? Sexy? What, exactly, was she thinking he was being?

“...insolent around the clients.”

“Insolent? Me?” There was a word. And not one that’d ever described him. He was the jokester. Always trying to get everyone to smile. Brighten their day. Thus, the issue in Nester’s class. Everyone except Gina—and Mr. Nester—had been in hysterics.

“Yes, you. I mean it. I can’t afford for you to offend any clients.”

Offend? He was offended. Sure, he’d been a stupid kid when he’d insulted her, but he wasn’t a kid anymore. He knew how to be professional. “I’m not that guy, Gina.”

She raised an eyebrow. If his was as sexy on him as hers was on her, he got why women fell at his feet.

But Gina wasn’t anywhere close to falling. Pushing him, maybe. Right off a cliff if she had the chance from the looks of it.

“Seriously, Gina, I swear I’m not going to insult your clients. After all, your clients are my clients, right?” He flashed the dimple out of habit.

She merely arched the other eyebrow. “Look, Frog—er, Darien. You’re getting one shot. One complaint, and you’re gone. Got it?”

Yeah, he got it. He nodded.

And that nickname... He should have expected it, but, still. Bad enough his buddies still ribbed him about it, he hated that name coming out of her mouth.

He looked at her mouth.

She saw him do it, too. He knew because her lips parted. Just a bit. And her tongue flicked out for a second—before her lips clamped shut, thinning until they barely existed.

Jesus. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. He had the hots for her and she obviously had nothing even close for him. This couldn’t end well.
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Chapter Three
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“I hear you’re working for my cousin.” Bryan Lassiter said it offhandedly as he folded the last towel into the cabinet, but Dare knew the guy long enough to know that anything to do with Gina wasn’t offhand.

“I just started.”

“What?” Markus walked into the locker room, yanking his sweatshirt over his head. “You’re not earning enough tips here? Might want to do that pelvis shimmy like Samps over there. Brings him a couple extra bills every time.” He shirt-whipped Dare’s ass as he walked to his locker.

“Everyone’s an expert.” Dare stripped off the golf shirt he’d worn at the spa and wrapped the leather cord around his shoulders and chest that he wore onstage which was only slightly smaller than his thong. 

He tugged that out of his gym bag, stripped off his shorts and stepped into the second—and last—article of clothing that stayed on throughout his performance. 

“Since when did you want to be a masseuse?” Bryan leaned against the cabinet and crossed his arms. “I thought you were doing this gig until the perfect property came along and you could go back to being a real estate scion.”

Dare wasn’t getting out of this inquisition any time soon.

“Well that hasn’t happened yet, and I do have my days free in the interim. And it’s masseur; masseuse is for women. Though, actually, these days, it’s massage therapist. Which is as good a gig as any ’til I’m done here.” Yeah, this dancing thing wasn’t his end game. He and his partner, Bill, had had an apartment building until Bill lost the battle with cancer. Since Bill’s widow had two daughters to worry, she hadn’t been interested in keeping the partnership going, so he’d sold the place and moved home, planning to take on a new partner this time: his father. Retirement wasn’t the best thing for Pop. But first, he needed the right property.

“You’re retiring soon?” Bryan arched an eyebrow. “Any thoughts to clue me in or were you planning to drop that nugget right after we complete the purchase of the newest location?”

Dare sighed. Ah, the complications we weave when we practice to deceive. Or something like that. “That’s a ways off, Bry. Don’t worry. I’ll still be around.”

Bryan’s gaze drilled into him. “Uh huh.” He stood straight and shoved his hands into his back pockets. “Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. And since Gina’s my cousin...”

Yeah, that would be wrong. Dare got the message loud and clear.

“It’s only a job, Bry.” He turned around and reached into his locker for the fireman’s turn out pants that completed his costume, then bent over to step into them.

“So’s this. Don’t give me a reason to fire you.”

“I won’t.” He stood up as Bryan left and smacked his head on the upper door of the locker. Damn. He hadn’t really thought out that part of his plan. His main goal had been getting Gina to talk to him. The job at her place was icing on the cake.

If he didn’t blow it.

“All right, all right, all right!” Jace, doing his best Matthew McConaughey, half-ran into the locker room from the stage, rubbing his hands together. Guy liked to lay his Midwestern drawl on thick, and he played it for all it was worth with the clientele. “Ladies are smokin’ tonight.”

He was still new enough that he liked the attention. That would last another couple weeks and then it’d be a job, same as for the rest of them. The screams were pretty heady in the beginning, but then the attention got rote. Sure, being the object of women’s fantasies wasn’t a tough job, but Dare was serious about getting out of dancing and back into the real estate game. And, hopefully, start a family. In that order. Wouldn’t be good PTA chatter if his kid ran around telling everyone his dad took his clothes off for women at his job.

Then he’d seen Gina again... Now, the two biggest desires of his youth were on a path of convergence—if he could get her to at least talk to him.

He didn’t get it; why had she asked him about knowing an available massage therapist if she didn’t want his help? Granted, she might not have been expecting him to show up for work, but still, she’d asked.

“How ’bout it, Dare? You gonna start a few fires out there so you can have the fun of puttin’ ’em out?” Jace circled his chaps over his head. “The ladies just love a guy in uniform.”

“You mean out of uniform.” Markus tossed his towel at Jace’s head. “But you know there’s no fraternizing with the clients.”

“How can the bosses ’spect us to abide by that rule when they don’t?”

This time, the rest of the guys threw their towels at him. “Because they sign our paychecks, so we abide. Right, Dare?” Markus said the last part low enough that only he heard, but Dare got the warning in Markus’ voice loud enough.

Shit. He hadn’t really thought about the implications to his job of his infatuation. Sure, he and Bryan had had a discussion about “the boob incident” when Dare had applied to work here months ago, but he’d apologized—as had Bryan for beating up on him back in school—and that’d been it.

Stakes might be a little higher now, though, since Dare wanted to get to know all of Gina, not only her boobs.

He quickly sat down on the bench in front of his locker. Damn thong wouldn’t let him get away with anything, which, normally wouldn’t bother him, but after that discussion with Bryan, and him being in the next room... yeah, not optimal.

Dare grabbed a water bottle and spilled it on himself to cool things off enough down south that he wouldn’t be the joke of the locker room. His set was coming up, so he needed to get himself in hand—er, get his shit together.

He grabbed his hose—the one he used in his act—the plastic one—and headed for the stage.

“Damn it, Candy, I want to leave.” Gina stood up when the latest dancer left the stage. She was not going to be here for Froggy’s dance, especially not in the front row.

The “sit down!”s from the women behind her table had her sliding back into her seat.

“They’re not going to let you leave.” Candy cocked her head toward the women. 

“You did this on purpose.”

Candy raised her eyebrows. “Me? Like I have enough pull to get you front row seats? You did that all on your own, Miss My-Cousin’s-The-Owner.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have let you talk me into this.”

“Oh puh-leaze. Like this is a hardship.” Candy popped the maraschino cherry from her drink into her mouth. “Besides, you never know what sort of conversation is going to come up at a bridal event. They just might be looking for referrals for the bachelorette party.”

“I could refer them to BeefCake, Inc. without having to see the dancers again.”

“Yeah, but where’s the fun in that?” Candy spit out a perfectly tied knot of a cherry stem. Looks and talent; no wonder she had guys chasing after her. “Besides, you said you had to talk to Gage anyway, and it is on the way home. And we do need dinner.” She nudged the edge of the plate with their chicken quesadillas toward her. “We’re killing all sorts of birds with this stone.”

“I know one bird I’d like to kill...” Gina muttered it under her breath as she reached for the last little slice of cheesy tortilla. Her plan had been to drop off the last check she owed Gage for the cabinet he’d built for the spa, “mention” that Darien was working for her, then get the hell out before she ran into the man himself. 

But Candy had insisted on coming in, then had hinted—none too subtly—that she was hungry, and the next thing Gina knew, Bryan had given them the “best” seat in the house and she was going to be staring at Froggy from an angle she never wanted to be at around him.

She finished the quesadilla and wiped her hands on the napkin. “Come on, Cand, let’s get out of here.”

Candy looked at her, her naturally plump lips twisting. “Okay. Fine. You win. A night of staid spinster-ship it is. Let me get my purse.” Candy bent over to grab her bag off the floor and—“Oh, no.”

She held up her bag. 

Her empty bag.

“I dropped all my stuff.”

Uh huh. Like hell she did.

“So help me, Candy—”

“Oh, no. You don’t need to help me, Geen. Hang on a sec while I gather everything up.”

And with that, Candy disappeared beneath the table.

And took her long sweet time going about her “gathering up.”

Long enough for the music to start on the next act.

“You did that on purpose!” Gina hissed when Candy plopped herself back in her chair, not a hair out of place. 

“Yes, because I enjoy my makeup and wallet being on the floor of a strip club. Seriously, Geen, not everything is about you, you know.”

In this case, it was. Candy had her own reasons for wanting Gina to be here—whatever they were—and Gina had her own for wanting to not be. Unfortunately, the throng of guy-rabid women behind them were more effective than free drinks in keeping her in her seat.

But... maybe not as effective as the hot, sexy guy dancing his way across the stage.

“Sweet Mother Mary...” Candy’s awe was real.

Froggy was all grown up.

And, man, could he move.

No—not move. He... sauntered. No, slithered. No... he did something across that stage that had to be illegal in more than one state.

Holy hell, the man could imitate the sex act with one twist of his hips.

And he was doing a whole lot of twisting.

She needed to get out of here. Now.

Gina slid off her chair. If she stayed low enough, the women would have to let her through, right? She wouldn’t be obstructing their view—

She glanced at the stage. Sweet Jesus, what a view. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Candy managed to grab Gina’s arm and ask the question in her ear without prying her eyes from the stage. “Do you see what you’re going to miss?”

Hell yes, she saw. And didn’t want to.

“Come on, Geen. You’re not dead. Just forget who he is and enjoy the show. I mean, my God, who wouldn’t enjoy this?” Candy fanned herself with the cocktail napkin—all the while tightening her grip on Gina’s arm.

Short of creating a scene, Gina had no other option.

She slid back into her chair.

“Wise choice.” Candy released her arm. “Now sit there and behave like a good girl.”

She was definitely not feeling like a good girl watching Darien up there. 

This was wrong. This was almost... voyeuristic, watching him move like that—

Oh. Good. God. His hips were insane. 

So were his abs.

His ass wasn’t too shabby either.

Oh who was she kidding? That was the nicest ass she’d seen in, well, ever.

And then he tore off the suspender pants.

A thong.

Darien Foster was in a thong.

On stage.

In front of her—no, above her.

Oh dear God, she should look away.

How was she going to face him at work?

How was she going to look away?

She fumbled for her fruity-something drink and dragged the little tiny straw to her mouth.

She got about two drops of liquid out.

The hell with that. Gina tossed the straw aside and gulped down the entire drink.

“That was mine,” Candy murmured.

Gina didn’t care. Her mouth was so dry, she’d need a pitcher of those things to get any moisture in it.

Her thighs on the other hand...

She squirmed. No, she wasn’t going to think about her thighs. 

Or his.

Or the way his moved.

Or what was between them—

She gulped the other drink off the table. Candy was the one who had insisted they stay for the first act so she could deal with being drinkless.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?’ There was awe in Candy’s question and Gina knew it was real. There wasn’t a lot in this world that could put that tone in her jaded friend’s voice, but, once again, Darien Foster was doing the unexpected.

“No. I’m not. Because I’m looking away.”

And she did. 

Well, with a quick glance out of the corner of her eye as he worked that fireman’s pole—

“Well, hell, if you don’t want him, I’m going after him. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a guy able to do...” Candy gulped and tugged the glass out of Gina’s hand for the last dregs—“that.”

Yeah, that was pretty amazing. If he could do that move with a woman—

Dammit. This was so not fair. 

Gina turned her head this time. She was not going to watch any more of this. She had to work with the guy, for Pete’s sake. She shouldn’t be seeing him in less than his underwear.

Unfortunately, not looking didn’t erase the image from her mind. Darien in that thong wasn’t something she could unsee. 

And, truth to tell, she didn’t really want to. She might not like the guy, but she was as female as any of these screaming women—wait, was that woman really going to toss her panties onto the stage?—and Darien was definitely something to look at.

“Uh, Geen?”

That tone in Candy’s voice did not bold well.

Gina turned her head slightly.

Candy nodded toward the stage. “Uh, you might want to turn around.”

“No, I don’t.” Of that, Gina was sure.

“Um, no, really. You might want to turn around.”

“No, I’m absolutely certain that I don’t.”

“Yeah, you do.” Candy had an odd look on her face. “You’d better.”

With a feeling of dread, Gina turned slowly back to the stage.

Darien was on his knees—his spread knees—a rose in his mouth, both hands outstretched.

Toward her.

And his pelvis was keeping time with the downbeat.

Shit shit shit shit.

Then he curled his fingers in time with the music, as if beckoning her to come up on stage with him.

When Hell froze over, maybe.

She shook her head and sat as far back in her chair as was possible.

Which wasn’t very far.

Darien slid closer to the edge of the stage.

Gina shoved her chair back.

Darien edged his knees forward, off the stage.

What was he doing?

Gina shoved her chair back some more, pushing on the table.

Which moved it closer to the stage.

Darien slid onto the table.

Was he for real?

And then the women behind Gina shoved her chair back to the table.

Oh. Dear. God.

Darien’s smirk curled up above the rose stem.

His pelvis down-beated higher, too.

He stretched his arms over his head, pulling already taut abs tighter. Gina tried to focus on those because what his pelvis was doing right there in front of her, well... She didn’t want to look at that. 

This was Froggy after all.

He slipped the fireman’s hat off his head and chucked it onto the stage. Then he shook his long-ish chestnut hair that a girl would love to sink her fingers into, some sweat droplets falling on her.

Normally, that’d gross her out, but...

He whipped the rose from between his teeth, shimmying his shoulders slightly in time with the beat.

Sweet Jesus.

His lips moved. Gina saw that but couldn’t hear what he’d said because there was an inordinate amount of screaming going on around her—

Oh. That’s right. She was in the club with him. And dozens of women. Being made a spectacle of—

Gina shoved her chair back. She hadn’t worked hard to build up her business to let herself become someone people would gossip about. Everyone knew she and Darien—er, Froggy—had a rotten past. When word got out about how he was behaving and she was sitting there as enthralled as every other female in this place—

No. She was not going to be just another woman panting after him.

Yeah, but, damn, woman, he looks good.

That was it. Gina shoved harder, forcing Darien to let her go or risk tumbling face-first in her lap.

Now there’s an image.

She shook her head.

“Are you out of your mind, woman?” someone behind her screamed in her ear. “Get back in there and enjoy it for the rest of us, will ya?”

No. No way in hell. She was done being the object of Darien’s jokes. Ever since the reunion, he’d started bugging her again. She didn’t know what was with him, but she was not going to be publicly humiliated by him again.

“He’s all yours.” She swirled out of her chair and swept her hand toward it. “Be my guest.”

She grabbed her purse, then shoved her way through the chairs and tables, ignoring what she thought was Candy’s voice. Candy could stay and enjoy Darien steaming up someone else. At least that woman would be part of the show and not be the show like he’d made her be. What was this, some kind of revenge for making him go to the principal’s office? She’d think he’d be over that by now. Especially since she’d been the one who’d been humiliated.

“Geen, you okay?” Bryan grabbed her by the arm as she was practically running past the bar.

“Uh, yeah, I’m fine. It was just too, uh, hot—I mean, crowded and stuffy up there. I need some air.”

Thankfully, Bryan didn’t have too tight of a hold and she was able to slip free and run out the door.

The icy night air hit her like a blast. Damn, she’d left her coat on the back of that chair. 

Yet another sin to be laid at Darien Foster’s feet.

Though, the cold air actually felt good. She hadn’t been lying to Bryan; it was hot and stuffy up by the stage. Granted, that was the atmosphere the dancers went for, but not exactly what she wanted when Darien was right in front of her.

He’d been dancing to her. 

For her.

Jesus, he was sexy. 

Knew it, too.

Arrogant.

Narcissist.

Self-centered.

The words ricocheted around in her brain, images of him at school, laughing at her, smirking even as they’d walked to Mr. Dilworth’s office.

He’d thought it was funny. But then, he wasn’t the one who had to go around with the Grand Tits moniker hanging over him for the rest of middle school and high school. Hell, people still brought it up. They thought it was funny. They thought her embarrassment should be over since, ya know, they’d been kids.
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