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Chapter One
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Rick Cullen made another trip to the walk-in closet in the master bedroom for more shirts. He’d already moved most of his belongings to his apartment, so only had odds and ends remaining. Although he’d moved to an apartment on the outskirts of Houston several weeks ago, he hadn’t been able to make himself take everything from the house at once. He’d wanted to keep a bit of his home as long as possible.

He crossed the spacious master bedroom and paused by the bed to look around the room. It hurt to be leaving the house he’d designed and his company had built to his specifications. His construction business specialized in large commercial buildings and hotels, but this house had been his baby. He’d picked out all the flooring, every piece of furniture, and all the furnishings in the two-story house. All of it now belonged to the new owners, thanks to his ex-wife.

He’d miss the house. He certainly wouldn’t miss Elaine.

Rick placed his shirts in the suitcase and went to the bureau for underwear. A movement in the doorway made him glance in that direction. Cold fury flooded him when he saw Elaine.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded through gritted teeth. He’d had no intention of ever seeing his ex-wife again. The fact that she showed up during the time she knew he’d be here made his blood boil. Knowing how petty and childish she could be, she probably showed up to annoy him.

“I’m just making sure you’re getting the rest of your things today.”

Rick carried his underwear to the bed and dropped it in the suitcase. “Don’t worry, Elaine. I’ll be out of here in a few minutes. I assume you will be, too, since the new owners are taking possession tomorrow.”

“I got the last of my things yesterday. I’m all settled in at Daddy’s guest house.” She moved closer to him. He clenched his fists at the gleam of triumph in her eyes. He had never in his life hit a woman, but she tempted him like no woman ever had. “Need any help?”

“Not from you.” He turned away, determined to ignore her. He froze when she touched his shoulder. Her hand lingered there a moment, then began a leisurely descent down his spine. In the past, her touch set his body on fire. Now, it made him feel dirty. He shrugged away from her. “Don’t.”

“You always liked my caresses.”

Rick faced her again. “Yeah, I used to like your touch. I used to crave your touch. You’re great in bed, Elaine, I’ll admit that. Your lovers probably say the same thing.”

Her lower lip stuck out in a pout, the way it always did when she didn’t get her way. “You really are being unreasonable about this whole thing.” She laid her hand on his chest, her fingers splayed so the tips touched one nipple. “There’s no reason why we can’t still be...friends.” She let her fingers slide down his stomach. “I never had any complaints about your performance in bed, either.”

“So why did you screw around on me?”

She shrugged. “You know what they say. Variety is the spice of life.”

When she reached his belt, he grabbed her wrist to stop her. “That’s no excuse, Elaine. Maybe I’m old-fashioned, or a fool, or whatever the hell you want to call me, but I took my marriage vows seriously. I don’t believe in sharing my wife with other men.”

Her brown eyes narrowed and a spark of anger turned them darker. Rick recognized that spark as a prelude to one of her temper tantrums. “And whose fault is that? Who was always gone? Who was the one working until all hours of the night on his precious buildings?” She jerked her wrist away from him. “I deserved you more than your business!”

“I worked long hours because you were always harping on me that I didn’t bring in enough money. No matter how high the bank account, or how many credit cards you had, it was never enough. Even Daddy’s unlimited ‘allowance’ wasn’t enough, and God knows he gave you money every time you batted your eyes at him. Besides, you weren’t here anyway, so how would you have known whether I was or not? You were out shopping, or playing tennis or golf, or picking up guys in bars.”

“I would have been home if I’d had a husband!”

“That’s right, blame everything on me. It was my fault you jumped into any man’s bed who winked at you.”

“At least then I got some attention!”

Lowering his head, Rick took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He didn’t know why he bothered arguing with her. Their divorce became final yesterday. He had no reason to stand here and fight with Elaine yet again.

Perhaps he had left her alone more often than he should have. That didn’t give her the right to fuck other men.

Rick shut his suitcases before looking at Elaine once more. Her long, curly red hair, huge brown eyes, and creamy complexion helped made her as beautiful as the day he’d met her. Inside, where it counted, she had no beauty. He’d never describe her as caring and considerate. Conceited, self-centered, thinking only of herself—he’d use those words to describe her.

He wished he’d known the real Elaine before he married her.

The love he’d once felt for his ex-wife had faded a long time ago. Now, he felt anger and pain and the awful, soul-eating sense of failure.

“Goodbye, Elaine,” he said softly.

His lifted his suitcases and headed down the stairs. Once outside, he tossed them in the backseat of his Cherokee and pulled out of the driveway. Two blocks away from the house, he stopped by the side of the road. He didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want to go to his apartment where he’d be alone. He had no reason to go to any of his company’s four job sites. His cousin and partner, Cal, now oversaw those projects and had promised to do so for as long as Rick needed to be away from Houston.

It had been Cal’s idea for Rick to get away and take some time for himself after the divorce became final. When Rick had agreed, he’d thought it a good idea. Now, he didn’t know where to go. He could simply start driving. Wherever he ended up didn’t matter. Getting away from Elaine would be enough. She had hurt him all she ever would.

Women. He certainly didn’t need them. Despite longing for a family, children of his own, he didn’t want to have any kind of permanent relationship again. Physical needs could be easily satisfied whenever he desired. Plenty of women had thrown themselves at him over the years. He’d always turned them down due to his marriage. He no longer had a wife, so no longer had to say no.

Yeah, losing himself in a warm, willing woman sounded like a great idea. Once the sex ended, he’d walk away. Getting involved again would be really stupid. A woman’s lies and cheating only caused him pain. He’d learned that eleven years ago with Jamie.

The memory of Jamie Buchanan still hurt, even after all this time. She’d been his first love, the one he’d believed would be his only love. He’d dreamed of a life with her from the moment he’d seen her when she was eight and he ten. That dream shattered as teenagers when he’d caught her in Justin McDowell’s arms.

Remembering Jamie also made Rick think of her brother, Adam. Adam had been his best friend in school. They’d stayed in contact over the years and Rick still considered him the one person he could always talk to. Adam had started a successful drywall business in their hometown when he graduated from high school. More than once, he’d offered a partnership to Rick. The thought tempted him. Rick would love to go back to Lanville, the small town in North Texas where he’d grown up, and put down permanent roots.

Nothing stopped him from visiting Adam. He could take off right now for a week or two while he tried to figure out his future.

The more he thought about going to Lanville, the more he liked the idea.

But first, he had to make a stop.

Rick hit the freeway and headed east until he could pull off the highway within a few yards of the San Jacinto Bay. Killing the Cherokee’s engine, he stared at the water for several moments before he blew out a breath and climbed out of his SUV. He stopped at the edge of the water. Slowly, he raised his left hand and looked at his wedding band. He’d never taken it off in the seven years he and Elaine lived as husband and wife. The simple gold band symbolized the sacred bond of marriage. Now, it reminded him of his stupidity.

It took a bit of tugging and twisting to remove the band from his finger. He juggled it in his palm a couple of times, then closed his hand around it. Drawing back his fist, he hurled the ring as far as he could. It sailed through the air and landed in the bay with barely a ripple in the water.

With the last tie to Elaine broken, he could go home.

* * *
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“Yes, it just arrived,” Jamie Buchanan said into the telephone receiver. She picked up the check that had been delivered by messenger, a check that contained $2,500.00 more than her original bill. “The bonus was very generous, but you didn’t have to do that... Well, I’m glad you’re satisfied, Mrs. Ross... It was a pleasure working with you, too.”

Jamie looked across her desk at her assistant, Anne Stokely, when Anne made choking sounds. Jamie bit back a giggle and shook one finger at Anne. It wouldn’t do at all to have Marsha Ross think Jamie laughed at her.

“I appreciate your compliments... That would be nice. I’ll look forward to her call... You, too, Mrs. Ross. Goodbye.”

Jamie hung up the receiver and released a whoop of delight. She and Anne stood at the same time, met halfway around the desk, and grabbed each other in a tight hug. “We did it!”

“You did it.” Anne pulled back from Jamie, her face glowing with her smile. “You deserve every dime of that bonus for putting up with that royal pain in the ass.”

Jamie returned to her chair. “There were moments when I wondered if I’d be able to finish the job. She could be...difficult.”

“Difficult? The woman was impossible.” Anne flopped back into her chair. “I went to her house with you a couple of times, remember? I didn’t think she would ever decide on a color scheme she liked. ‘Oh, no, that blue will never do’,” Anne continued, imitating Marsha Ross’ nose-in-the-air attitude. “‘But gray is such a dull color. Flowered wallpaper? My goodness, no. Chintz? But chintz is so...so...common’.”

By the time Anne finished with her impersonation, Jamie could barely breathe from laughing so hard. Anne soon joined in the laughter, and the two of them giggled like teenagers.

“She may have been a pain in the ass, but she’s a great reference. This is our entrance into the homes of the rich and famous.” Jamie picked up Marsha Ross’ check again. “Do you know what I’m going to do with this?”

“Cruise around the world?”

Chuckling, Jamie shook her head. “Nope. I’m going to pay back the money I borrowed from Adam. After I give you your cut, of course.”

“You are not giving me any of that.”

Jamie frowned. “What do you mean, I’m not giving you any of this? We’re a team.”

“You did all the work on that house. I went with you for the original consultation and one other time, but you did everything else.”

Jamie started to argue, but Anne raised one hand to stop her. “I won’t take anything. That’s final.”

Her assistant could be quite stubborn. Jamie had learned that a long time ago. But so could Jamie. “Okay, but don’t be surprised if you get a big Christmas bonus.”

“That I’ll take.” Anne grinned, then looked at her watch. “I gotta go if I’m going to meet Rob on time.” She rose from her chair. “Is there anything I need to know before you leave?”

Jamie quickly went over her mental list of the things she had discussed with Anne. Jamie would be gone for almost three weeks and had every confidence in her assistant. If anything important came up, Anne would call or text her. “I don’t think so. There’s nothing pending, so things should be pretty quiet while I’m gone. I’m sure you can handle everything.”

“Have a great time and give that gorgeous brother of yours a hug from me.”

“Won’t that make Rob jealous?”

Anne grinned again. “I hope so.”

Once Anne left, Jamie straightened her desk. She made sure to place all the paperwork in the appropriate files and put the files away before looking at Marsha Ross’ check again. Jamie knew she would appear silly if anyone walked in and caught her with an ear-to-ear grin on her face, but she couldn’t help it. This, and Marsha Ross’ recommendation, proved she’d made it. She had designed and redecorated several homes in the Los Angeles area—some as opulent as the Rosses’—but Jamie knew one good word from the wife of one of the most successful directors in Hollywood would bring her more clients than she and Anne could handle. She might have to hire more help.

That would be wonderful.

One more sweep of the small office showed Jamie she’d put everything in its proper place. She could leave as soon as she changed from her suit into something more comfortable for her drive to Lanville. Anne had told her she was crazy to make the long drive instead of flying, but Jamie wanted to. She wanted to roll down the windows in her SUV and let the fresh spring air clear her mind.

Jamie turned the sign in the window to “Closed”, locked the large wooden door, and headed for her bedroom. She’d converted the living room and two bedrooms of her house into a showroom and office. The remaining bedroom, bathroom, and small kitchen/dining room didn’t give her a lot of room for herself, but suited her fine. She would gladly give up some extra space to work out of her home and set her own hours.

Fifteen minutes later, wearing old jeans and a loose T-shirt, Jamie picked up her two pieces of luggage and headed for the back door. After a stop at the bank, she’d be on her way.

Finally, after almost three years, she’d see her hometown again.
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Chapter Two
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The house looked the same. Rick leaned forward, rested his folded arms on the steering wheel, and stared at the place that had been his second home while growing up. A climbing ivy snaked up the south wall of the garage. Colorful blooms filled the flower beds. Their fragrance and the scent of freshly mowed grass drifted into his open window on the light breeze. Closing his eyes, Rick inhaled deeply to savor the aromas. Nothing smelled as good as springtime in Texas.

The sound of a barking dog intruded upon his thoughts. Rick opened the door and climbed out of the Cherokee. He’d made the drive from Houston without stopping, and felt stiff from sitting so long. Taking a moment to bend and stretch, he tried to work the kinks out of his body. He hoped Adam still made coffee as thick as mud because that’s exactly what he needed.

He smiled for the first time today when he opened the gate to the breezeway between the garage and the house. The hinges squeaked. They always had, no matter how much oil Adam’s father poured over them. He shut the gate behind him and headed for the back door. He raised his hand to knock, but stopped before his knuckles touched the wood. He wondered if the people of Lanville had caught up with the rest of the world and locked their doors now, or still trusted everyone in the small town and left them unlocked. A gentle turn of the doorknob gave him the answer.

“Hey, does anybody still live here?” he called out after stepping into the kitchen.

Silence. Rick wandered farther into the room and called out a loud, “Hello.”

Nothing.

He looked around the large kitchen, his gaze coming to rest on the round wooden table surrounded by four chairs. He walked over to the table and ran one hand across the smooth surface. Memories swam through his head. He could almost feel the warmth, the love, contained here. He and his parents had sat at this table and shared dozens of meals with the Buchanan family. He’d laughed, celebrated victories, received sympathy for losses, and cried along with Adam when they were both sixteen and Adam’s parents died.

The silence made him frown. At almost six o’clock, Adam should be off work. Perhaps his friend no longer lived here. He hadn’t said anything during their telephone conversations or in any e-mails about selling the house, but maybe he had since he didn’t need to live in a large, three-bedroom house all alone.

Rick snatched his hand away from the table. Maybe he stood in someone else’s kitchen, someone who had a double-barrel shotgun tucked away in the hall closet.

Deciding not to wait around and find out for sure, Rick quickly turned, intending to leave the way he’d arrived. He stopped when he heard the front door open and close. He’d never make it out the back door in time, so turned to face whoever had come in the house.

Rick released a deep breath when Adam stepped into the kitchen. “God, man, am I glad it’s you.”

Adam’s eyes widened. “Rick?”

“I wasn’t sure if you still lived here. I pictured a three-hundred-pound wrestler coming in and beating me to a pulp for trespassing.”

“What the hell are you doing here?”

Rick shrugged. “Trespassing.”

Adam grinned and grabbed him in a bear hug. After a moment of accepting the playful pounding on his back and remarks about his ugly face, Rick stepped back. For the first time, he noticed Adam’s clothes. His friend wore a lightweight tan suit and white shirt. Adam had pulled down the knot of his brown-striped tie and opened the collar button of his shirt. “You’re wearing a suit at six o’clock on a Wednesday? Who died?”

All signs of pleasure faded from Adam’s face. “Fred McDowell.”

Rick felt like he’d been kicked in the stomach by someone wearing steel-toed boots. He’d made the comment in fun, not suspecting for one moment that his friend had actually come from a funeral. “Adam, I’m sorry.”

Adam waved away his apology. “Do you remember Fred?”

“How could I ever forget him? We used to go to his place every weekend to ride.” Rick pulled out a chair and sat down at the table, waiting until Adam also sat before speaking again. “I remember that black stallion he had. Lancelot, right?” Adam nodded and Rick continued. “It took me weeks to get that horse to let me ride him.”

“But once you did, I had to almost beg you to stop so we could go home.”

Rick chuckled. “Yeah.”

Adam removed his jacket and tie, draped them over the back of another chair. “You still ride?”

“No, not anymore. I don’t have time for it. The business keeps me hopping.”

“Okay, enough small talk,” Adam said. “When I drove up and saw that strange Cherokee parked in front of the house, I couldn’t imagine who could be here. What are you doing here? Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad to see you, but I’m surprised you showed up without calling or texting first.”

It had always been easy for Rick to talk to Adam, yet he didn’t know what to say about his divorce. Part of him longed to tell Adam all about Elaine’s affairs and how his marriage had fallen apart, but part of him hated to admit to the failure. “This isn’t exactly easy for me to say, buddy.”

“Are you and Elaine having problems?”

“No, our problems are all over now. Our divorce was final yesterday.”

The shock on Adam’s face didn’t surprise Rick. He didn’t want that shock to turn to pity, so quickly continued. “We never should’ve gotten married, it’s that simple. Divorce was the only solution. It’s over and I refuse to look back and wish for what might have been.”

Adam remained silent for several moments before asking, “How do you feel?”

An excellent question, but one Rick couldn’t answer. “To be honest with you, I’m not sure. I hurt. Not from the loss of Elaine. I stopped loving her a long time ago, but I feel like a failure. I’ve always believed marriage is for life, not just seven years.”

Adam nodded and Rick knew his friend understood. He leaned forward, rested his forearms on the table. “I was hoping I could stay with you for a while. Not for free, of course,” he hurried to explain. “I would pay rent while I’m here. But I need a place to think, and this is home.” He clasped his hands together on the smooth piece of wood. “You’ve talked to me in the past about working with you. I’d like to do that as long as I’m here.”

“I’d appreciate the help. Coleman Construction has kept me busy with the housing development they’re building and I’m stretched pretty thin. But if you try to pay any rent, I’ll smash in your face.”

Rick chuckled. He didn’t doubt for a minute that Adam would do exactly that. “So we’ll split the cost of groceries and utilities.”

“You’re damn right we will, if you still eat as much as you used to and stay up half the night reading.”

Knowing he had a place to stay while he decided what to do with the rest of his life released a huge weight from Rick’s chest. He ran his left hand over his face. He knew the white band of skin around his ring finger would prove he’d recently removed his wedding band. He saw Adam look at the band, but he didn’t comment on it.

“What time did you get up this morning?” Adam asked.

“I don’t know. Five, five-thirty, something like that. I drove straight through from Houston after I...took care of some things.”

“You look like you need to crash.”

“Actually, that isn’t a bad idea.”

“Go on upstairs, Rick. You know where everything is. Oh, except I turned Jamie’s old room into the guest room. She moved into Mom and Dad’s room when Bea moved out.”

The mention of Adam’s Aunt Beatrice brought a smile to Rick’s lips. He remembered when she’d come here to live after Adam and Jamie’s parents died. Flamboyant, outspoken, and a bit kooky, she had taken over the household and raised Adam and Jamie as if they were her own children. She’d still lived here when Rick had left for Houston. “How is Bea?”

“Working on getting husband number four.” Adam grinned. “I think she just about has him hooked.”

“Good for her.”

A wave of exhaustion hit Rick. He tried to hold back a yawn, but failed. Too much stress over the last few weeks left him completely drained. “I think I’ll take you up on your offer to crash, buddy.”

Adam stood and retrieved his jacket and tie. “I’m gonna change and check out the house where I’m working, make sure everything was put away. I’m training a new worker and he sometimes forgets some of the steps in closing down the job for the night. Help yourself to anything you need.”

“All I need is a bed.” Rick also stood and faced his friend. “Thanks, Adam.”

“Hey, what are friends for?” Playfully, he punched Rick’s arm. “I’ll see you later.”

Rick didn’t take the time to get his suitcases out of his SUV. The word “crash” had zapped his strength. He climbed the stairs and opened the first door on the right. It had been redecorated, the color scheme now blue and ivory instead of pink the way it had been years ago when the room belonged to Jamie.

The two large windows facing the south gave the room warmth and natural light. Rick didn’t need the light now, so crossed the room to close the curtains. When he turned around, he saw the room in his mind as it had been years ago. He’d been in Jamie’s bedroom only a few times, but he remembered every detail. There had been pictures hanging on the walls of the latest television, movie, and music stars. Her bed had been covered with stuffed animals and pink pillows. Her bookshelves held not only books, but awards from softball and volleyball. At five-five, she hadn’t been a basketball star, but she could have hit a ball into next week with a bat.

Rick walked over to the bed, removed his shoes and clothes, and slid beneath the covers. He lay with both hands under his head and stared at the ceiling. Being here in Jamie’s old room made the memories flood his mind, no matter how hard he tried to fight them.

She’d been eight and he ten when he and his parents moved into the house three doors down the street. At ten years old, the most important thing to him had been baseball. Girls were still “icky.” His dad teased him that someday he would want girls around him all the time, but Rick didn’t believe that.

He believed it when he saw Jamie.

Those huge blue eyes, freckled nose, and long blond ponytail quickly made him forget girls were supposed to be icky. He and Adam became best friends immediately, giving Rick the excuse to be at the Buchanans’ house as much as possible. He watched Jamie grow into a pretty teenager, and fell in love with her a bit more each day.

When Jamie turned sixteen, Rick knew it was time for him to take the first step to deepen their relationship. He planned to ask her out on a date, a real date, not the two of them bumming around with Adam or other friends. Wanting everything to be perfect, he’d planned it all in his mind—where they would go, what they would do, and the exact moment when he would ask her to go steady with him.

He hadn’t planned on her betrayal.

Rick looked at his right hand and thought of the high school ring he used to wear, the one he’d intended to give to Jamie until he could afford an engagement ring. Like other mementos from the past, the ring now rested in a box in a closet at his apartment. He’d seen it several times over the years when searching for something. Each time he saw it, he thought of Jamie.

He stared at the white band on his left hand where his wedding ring had been a few hours ago. Two rings, two women, and both had trampled on his heart.

Never again. Rick swore the day he found Elaine fucking one of his employees that he would never let another woman into his heart. Being in Jamie’s room, remembering the pain of losing his first love, strengthened that promise.

Rick closed his eyes and took several deep breaths to help him relax and clear his mind. It didn’t work. Ten minutes later, he remained wide awake. Seeing no reason to lie in bed when he couldn’t sleep, he threw off the covers and sat up. He didn’t know about Adam’s supper plans, but had no intention of spoiling them. Rick had been taking care of himself for a long time and would continue to do so here.

He slipped on his jeans he’d discarded a few minutes ago and left the bedroom. The silent house must mean his friend hadn’t returned yet. Deciding to bring in his luggage and unpack before finding something to eat, Rick descended the stairs and headed for the back door.

He opened the door...and had the breath knocked out of him when Jamie ran right into him.
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Chapter Three
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Jamie experienced warm skin, soft hair, and the scent of musk. Definitely a pleasant combination. She tilted her head back from an undoubtedly masculine chest that didn’t belong to her brother and looked up. Her mouth dropped open in shock when she saw Rick’s face.

It had been eleven years since she’d seen him—eleven years of memories, confusion, and pain. That all came rushing back to her as she stared into those piercing silver eyes. Seconds passed while her heart pounded erratically, the same way it always had in his presence as long as she’d known him.

Realizing she stood much too close to him, she quickly took a step back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to run into you.”

“I didn’t mean to run into you either.”

Jamie frowned. It could be her imagination, but his voice sounded cool, almost angry. “It’s...been a long time.”

“Yeah.”

Okay, so the attempt at small talk fell flat. Jamie tried another route. “Is Elaine with you?”

“No.” He gripped her upper arms and moved her away from the door. “Excuse me.”

She stared at his back as he walked away from her. No, she hadn’t imagined it. His voice definitely sounded frosty.

Jamie stepped into the kitchen, laid her purse on the counter. She never expected to find Richard Cullen in Adam’s kitchen. As far as she knew, he hadn’t been back to Lanville in years. According to Adam, Rick’s business had kept him too busy to get away. Her brother had been to Houston many times to visit Rick and Elaine, but Rick never came here.

She’d always wondered why, just like she’d always wondered why he’d left Lanville eleven years ago without a word to her.

Jamie remembered the first time she’d seen Rick at age ten, and how cute she’d thought he looked in the navy baseball cap with the bill turned around. It hadn’t taken her long to develop a huge crush on him. That crush had turned to love over the years. She’d waited and waited for him to notice her as someone other than Adam’s little sister, but he never had. Finally, when she turned sixteen, she decided she’d waited long enough and she planned to tell him how she felt.

She never got the chance. The day after her sixteenth birthday, Rick left Kohler and she never saw him again until a few moments ago.

She snapped back to the present when she heard Rick enter the kitchen. He carried two large suitcases, as if he planned to stay a while. After setting his suitcases on the floor, he hooked his thumbs over the front pockets of his jeans and looked at her. He stood straight, his body tense. His face showed no expression, so she had no idea what went through his mind.

His gaze slowly traveled over her from head to feet. She did her own perusing, admiring his broad shoulders, wide chest with its sprinkling of dark hair, and flat stomach. She let her gaze dip to the fly of his jeans long enough to note the generous bulge before she returned to his face.

When his gaze lingered at her breasts, anger flashed through her. He had no right to treat her so rudely when she hadn’t even seen him in years. “What is your problem?”

That brought his attention back to her face. “I don’t have a problem.”

“You could’ve fooled me. I don’t remember it ever being this cold in April around here.”

Her words earned her a scowl from him. “Do you want me to be charming and witty? Well, forget it. I’m fresh out of both.”

“That’s obvious,” Jamie muttered. She had no idea why Rick acted so hateful, but she refused to let it get to her. “Look, I don’t know why you’re in such a bad mood, but don’t take it out on me. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

He released a short, mirthless laugh. “Yeah, right.”

Before Jamie could think of a comment regarding his sarcastic tone, he picked up his suitcases and headed for the stairs. “I’ll be out of here as soon as I take a shower.”

She stared at the empty doorway after he disappeared. She felt as if she’d been dismissed. A word came to her mind to describe him, a word she rarely said aloud, but found pleasure in thinking.

Bastard.

She hoped he didn’t plan to be here during her entire vacation. If so, it would not be an easy two-and-a-half weeks.

* * *
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Rick kicked the guest room door shut behind him and dropped the suitcases on the floor. The first time in years he’d decided to visit Adam and it had to be when Jamie made the same decision. He didn’t want to be anywhere near her. Being in the same room with her brought back all the bad memories, and all the pain from her and Elaine’s betrayals.

Rick fell back on the unmade bed. He hated to admit it, but Jamie looked good. No, more than good. Truthfully, she looked fantastic. He’d never been crazy about short hair on a woman, but it looked right on her. She wore it behind her ears and parted on the side with bangs sweeping over her forehead. All these years, he’d remembered her as having that long ponytail. The short hair made her look like a woman instead of a teenager.

So did the way she filled out those tight jeans and T-shirt. She’d started developing generous curves at age twelve, and her body had definitely blossomed with womanhood. Her breasts looked full and lush, her hips rounded. He hadn’t seen her ass, but imagined it being firm and full and the perfect size to fit his hands. He could easily picture himself touching those curves, savoring her soft, silky skin...

“Fuck,” he muttered.

He pressed one hand over his fly and his burgeoning cock. It didn’t surprise him to feel desire since he hadn’t been with a woman for several months. Sex with Elaine had been lusty and frequent, until he caught her with another guy. Any desire he felt for her completely disappeared once he found out about her affairs.

Cal said Rick should have gone out and lost himself in some woman, any woman. Maybe so, but Rick couldn’t do it. Unfaithful or not, until their divorce became final, Elaine was his wife. He wouldn’t break his marriage vows by fucking another woman.

Even if he hadn’t found out about Elaine’s cheating, Rick knew their marriage would have ended anyway. Her temper tantrums and extravagant spending had caused so many fights. He could have put up with the fights if she’d been willing to have the children he desperately wanted. There’d been no chance of that. Elaine had made it clear many times she had no desire to have a baby and ruin her figure. Of course, she hadn’t bothered to tell him that until after he’d put a wedding band on her finger.

Rick couldn’t understand how a woman could equate the most beautiful experience in her life with ruining her figure. Elaine didn’t want to be tied down with “a bunch of snot-nosed brats,” as she had described children. The most important thing to Rick would be nothing but a nuisance to her.

Although his parents had been dead for years, Rick clearly remembered growing up in a house filled with love and laughter. All his life, he’d dreamed of getting married and sharing a home with his wife and children. He’d never imagined the woman he married wouldn’t want a family.

The marriage had been a mistake. He’d been young and stupid and let Elaine’s beauty and freedom in bed overrule any worries he’d had about whether or not a marriage would actually work. He’d believed all her promises of him being the one and living happily ever after.

Rick no longer believed in happily ever after. He had loved twice, and both times ended in pain.

He couldn’t fall in love again. He had nothing left inside his heart to give.

* * *
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Jamie shook her head when she checked the pantry and found a box of crackers, two cans of corn, and a can of tuna. The sad state of Adam’s kitchen told her he ate out a lot, or the single women in town fed him. Probably a combination of the two, she thought. She wouldn’t be surprised to learn every unattached female in a fifty-mile radius chased her handsome brother. He’d been dating someone named Paula for a couple of months, but he hadn’t said anything about their relationship being serious. Until he did, Jamie had no doubt he would take complete advantage of any woman who would cook for him.

She couldn’t possibly prepare a meal with what little she found. Whether or not Adam stayed here for dinner, she still had to go to the grocery store, which meant making a list first.

A search in the drawer beneath the telephone didn’t turn up any paper. Knowing Adam had paper in his office, she turned to leave the kitchen. She’d taken two steps when Rick came in.

Although she didn’t care if she spoke to Rick again after the way he’d treated her, the sight of him sent her blood pressure soaring. He’d obviously showered since his dark-brown hair lay in waves over his head and ears and covered his shirt collar in back. The stubble had disappeared from his cheeks and jaws. He wore a gray shirt two shades darker than his eyes and black jeans.
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