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REVIEWERS SAY...

Jacqueline Diamond is the heavy-hitter of the romance novel world... For over three decades, Diamond's work has filled the hours of many people with interesting plot twists and a light, airy style that is uniquely Diamond.

—Online reviewer Marc Stern.
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I've enjoyed every book I've ever read by Jacqueline Diamond and I've been reading her books for years and years.

—Kathy Boswell, The Best Reviews
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Jacqueline Diamond writes interesting stories that her readers can immerse themselves in and forget about the “real” world for a while. Her books are very well thought out and multifaceted, giving us characters that we love to read about.

—Donna Zapf, Cataromance
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AUTHOR’S NOTE FROM THE ORIGINAL EDITION
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When Jacqueline Diamond got married, she wanted to elope. Her husband preferred a big wedding, so she told him, “Fine, if you do the work.”

He became the lone male poking through wedding supply stores, photography studios and catering menus. He had to reassure confused clerks, who feared the bride might pop in to reverse his decisions.

The wedding came off perfectly. The one thing Jacqueline contributed was her white dress, which she sewed herself. It is, she says, the only thing she ever made that fit her. As for what shoes she wore, well, she swears she can’t remember.

She did own a pair of red gym shoes. But she can’t seem to find them....
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AUTHOR’S NOTE FROM THIS EDITION

After nearly 50 years of marriage, Kurt and I are still happily together.

If you enjoy romantic comedies about zany weddings, please look for my Madcap Wedding Romances. They include Assignment: Groom!, The Cowboy & The Shotgun Bride, and Run, Run, Runaway Bride.

Welcome to my offbeat world!

—Jacqueline Diamond
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On Friday morning, Krista Lund was perfectly organized and only fifteen minutes late to the office. Everything would have been fine if only she hadn’t tripped over the kitten.

It was all—or almost all—Connor Fallon’s fault. As usual, he managed, even from a distance, to mess up her day.

Not that she could blame him for the fact that the first two pairs of panty hose she put on had holes in them. Although maybe she yanked on them too hard while imagining the comebacks she should have made to his needling the previous day.

And if she hadn’t been so irked at him on her drive home yesterday, she’d have remembered to buy more coffee. Instead, today, she had to stop at the convenience store for takeout.

Krista hated glitches in her schedule. She’d worked hard to become reliable and in control. And so she had been, until the annoying private investigator rented an office in her building. Not only did he tease her enough to set her teeth on edge, he also had a gift for creating chaos that spread in an inexplicable manner to engulf her tidy world.

Fortunately, the delays wouldn’t make her late for her first appointment of the day. She lived only a few miles from work, and, while some February gusts had littered the streets with palm fronds, traffic was light for Southern California. By her highly accurate watch, the drive had taken less than fifteen minutes, including the stop for coffee.

At her two-story, white stucco office building, she slid her silver sedan into her reserved space in front. The small sign read: Krista Lund, Marriage and Family Counselor.

Before getting out, she checked the notepad clipped to her dashboard. Yes, she’d brought the files she’d taken home last night to review. Yes, lunch was in the bag.

Organization was the key to being professional, in Krista’s experience. Unless she wrote things down, she spent too much energy thinking, day-dreaming, and worrying. Thank goodness she’d managed to stay on track today.

But one problem remained, she discovered as she crossed the sidewalk toward her office: the kitten. Sometimes Krista thought Connor Fallon lured stray animals as a hobby just so he could set them into her path or let them damage the carpet in the office he rented from her.

Maybe they were drawn to the man because they had something in common: he oozed animal magnetism, or so other people told her. It drew women, a different one every time Krista looked, not that she was affected. As for unattached dogs and cats, the minute they hit La Habra, California, they seemed to sense exactly where they could go to mooch.

She loved animals, too. But it wasn’t safe or healthy for them to wander around loose in an urban area, and in some manner she couldn’t quite put her finger on, she was certain that Connor encouraged them.

Krista had never seen this particular gray-striped kitten before. Unfortunately, she didn’t see it now, either, because she was balancing her briefcase, a cup of coffee, her lunch, her purse and an oversize key ring.

She wasn’t sure which came first: the screech of outrage from below, the dizzying sense of her long legs flying out from under her, or the sound of Connor’s baritone voice calling, “Here, kitty—What the heck?”

Krista’s knee hit the step with a jolt, and hot liquid splashed all over her green silk blouse. The words that immediately sprang to her lips were inappropriate for a twenty-nine-year-old woman who advised others on how to handle relationships in a mature manner, so what she said was, “Oh, shoot!”

“Are you hurt? Are you okay?” came his caressing tones. A boyish lock of black hair fell across Connor’s forehead and his eyes melted like chocolate as he knelt to scoop up the kitten. The little creature spat toward Krista, baring a row of miniature barracuda teeth. Then it whimpered ingratiatingly, nestled against Connor’s oxford-cloth shirt and batted at his tie.

“Oh, I’m fine, thank you very much for asking.” The sarcasm was lost on the man, Krista could see, but it made her feel better. Only a little, though, as she brushed herself off and discovered she had torn out the knee of her last pair of panty hose.

At least she hadn’t seriously injured the kitten. Or herself, much.

“What’s going on? Is everyone all right?” From the other side of the building popped Ruth Roth, resident psychic. An imposing lady in her forties, she wore her champagne-beige hair brushed back, revealing a strong, sympathetic face. “Oh, Krista, did you hurt yourself again?”

“It’s been days. More like a week.” Last Wednesday, Krista had mashed her fingers grabbing for her car door as it swung shut with her keys inside.

“You shouldn’t get so distracted.” Ruth began collecting dropped items. “You need to focus on one thing at a time.”

“I try to.” Skirting a puddle of coffee, Krista picked up her keys. “It’s just that I occasionally forget which thing I’m focusing on.”

“By the way, I know I’m a little late with the rent,” Connor said. He still hadn’t apologized for ignoring her distress, and didn’t look like he was going to. “I’ll give you a check on Monday.”

Only a week overdue. At least he always paid, or had so far during the year he’d rented one of the three downstairs units.

Stroking the kitten, he swung back into his office. Krista didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t help noticing the masculine length of his stride and the slim-hipped tautness of his retreating butt.

“He’s definitely an improvement over that accountant you used to rent to,” Ruth noted as she helped Krista inside her office. “Do you need a change of clothing? I have a smock you could borrow.”

“Thanks, but I’ve got a spare blouse.” Krista kept one on hand, knowing she was inclined to spill things on herself. “I guess I can let my legs go bare. They’re tan enough that no one should notice.”

The outer office boasted a vacant receptionist’s desk; Krista hadn’t found a replacement since her assistant left to have a baby. On the right-hand wall, clear plastic racks offered pamphlets on parenting and communication.

The rest of the office projected an inviting warmth. She’d chosen the flowered couch and two stuffed chairs for their coziness, while balloons brightened the wallpaper. At the windows hung cheerful striped curtains, and, since some clients brought their children, one corner was furnished with toys.

“I’ll straighten up your stuff.” Ruth began mopping off Krista’s purse with a wad of tissue. “You go change.”

“Thanks.” Ruth might be engaged in a dubious profession by Krista’s standards, but she was a good-hearted soul. Her customers swore by her predictions, which she animated for them via a computer program so they could personally witness what the future might hold for them.

It was Ruth’s contention that people remembered better when they experienced something visually. It was also possible, in Krista’s opinion, that seeing was believing, and that Ruth instilled such faith in her clients that they turned her visions into self-fulfilling prophecies. Anyway, Krista reflected as she went into the bathroom, she already knew what the future held for her: more stubbed toes and spilled coffee.

It was possible, she supposed, that her frequent stumbles and bumbles were due to some underlying psychological need to punish herself. She was reluctant to explore that subject, however, because the last time she tried, she’d become so preoccupied that she’d run her cart into a display of gefilte fish at Ralph’s and disrupted the entire supermarket.

Thanks to stacks of lists and iron discipline, she’d managed to get a degree in counseling and save enough for a down payment on this building and on the bungalow where she lived. Now she needed to get her overactive thought processes under control and she’d be home free. A dearth of stray kittens would help, too. Or maybe a less devil-may-care tenant.

Upstairs, the students at the Jon Lu School of Martial Arts began rampaging across the floor. Any day now, Krista expected to get a call from Caltech announcing that her second-floor tenants had scored a 6.0 on the Richter scale. Thank goodness the early morning class was ending soon and the students would be scattering to their day jobs.

She put on a tan blouse, mopped a stray splatter off her beige jacket, and emerged. Ruth held out a video.

“What’s this?” Krista asked.

“Could you take a look?” the psychic asked. “I was on my way to bring it over when I saw the commotion.”

“It’s one of your visions?” Krista didn’t care to get involved with such nonsense and besides, her first appointment was in ten minutes.

“It’s about Melissa and Bret Graves.” Last month, the couple had come to Ruth for a reading and had quarreled so much that she’d referred them to Krista. They’d gone through three counseling sessions, none very productive, and were returning this morning. “I thought you might want to warn her.”

“Warn her?” It sounded ominous but this was, after all, some hokum Ruth had dreamed up. However, from what Krista knew of her tenant, it would take more time to argue than it would to screen the video, so she said, “I have to hurry.”

“Then let’s get on with it.” Ruth led the way into Krista’s private office. Except for a desk against one wall, it resembled a family den right down to the toys on a low table and the electronics in one corner.

On one wall hung a black-and-white dartboard, which allowed the more aggressive patients to vent their hostility. Krista used it, too. When her frustrations spilled over, she would picture Connor’s grinning face right in the middle, and score a bull’s-eye.

After slipping in her video, Ruth turned on the TV. A moment later, Krista found herself looking at a bird’s-eye view of the white building and parking lot. The animated graphics had a realistic, almost photographic quality. She recognized the Graves’ blue Honda, parked next to Krista’s silver sedan.

On the screen, a cartoon Melissa, complete with bristly red hair, stepped out of the office. “How did you get it to look so much like her?”

“I drew her from a photograph,” said Ruth. “I shoot my clients at the first session—front and side views—and make sketches from the images. The program fills in the rest.”

“Amazing.” Before Krista could stop herself, she asked, “Did you ever try to draw Connor’s rear end?”

“One of my favorite subjects,” said Ruth.

On the screen, a pickup truck zoomed into the lot. Out jumped a thin, pale man identifiable as Bret Graves. As his wife tried to wave him away, he aimed a spray can at the car. The TV went dark.

“That’s all I saw,” Ruth admitted. “I thought she should be alerted in case they break up. He might decide to damage her car out of spite.”

“I see what you mean. Literally.” Actually, the video gave Krista the creeps. She didn’t like the sense that she’d witnessed a real scene instead of make-believe.

More than ever, she understood why so many of Ruth’s visions came true. Even a scientist knew how profoundly the mind influenced the body.

The psychic had predicted, a month before it happened, that Krista’s secretary would fulfill her goal of becoming pregnant. No doubt the secretary’s renewed confidence had been a factor in her success. Which meant Krista had better not show the tape to Melissa and Bret when they arrived. It might give the guy ideas.

“Thanks.” She removed the video from the player and handed it to her neighbor. “But as far as I know, he’ll be accompanying her today, not arriving in a pickup. Besides, I’ve seen their other car, and it’s a white Olds.”

Ruth hopped to her feet as the front chimes rang. “Sounds like they’re here.”

Sure enough, there was Melissa Graves in the outer office, her hair even wirier and, if possible, redder than ever. After greeting them, she paced over to the window and peered through the curtains.

“Gotta go.” Ruth folded her hand as if waving goodbye or, possibly, trying to catch a fly in midair, and scooted out.

After the psychic departed, Krista said, “Will your husband be joining us?”

Melissa hugged herself. “We had a fight yesterday and I kicked him out. Would you mind if we talk in this room rather than your office? I want to keep an eye on my car.”

Krista got a twitchy feeling. The situation reminded her too much of Ruth’s fantasy. “What do you mean?”

“It would be like him to get back at me by letting the air out of my tires,” Melissa said.

Letting air out of tires wasn’t the same as spray painting, Krista told herself. It wasn’t even in the ballpark. To further settle her edginess, she added, “He’s driving the Olds, right?”

“No, it’s in the shop. He borrowed a pickup truck from work,” Melissa said. “Have you seen one around?”

“No. Not...really.” Krista struggled to maintain her composure. The world operated in an orderly fashion; it always had and it always would. She refused to accept, on the basis of a few minor coincidences, that anyone could see the future. “Why don’t you tell me about your fight?”

“The man’s impossible. Selfish and...” Melissa launched into a series of scathing adjectives.

As she listened, Krista hoped Bret wasn’t going to show up and make the rest of Ruth’s prediction come true. Well, of course he wouldn’t. The very idea was preposterous.
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Connor Fallon needed a woman.

Ordinarily, that wouldn’t pose a problem, but he needed a woman who looked like his uncoordinated neighbor. Not for himself, but for an assignment. A very lucrative one.

If only she would spare him one weekend! It was hopeless, though. In addition to being his landlady, which was never a good situation, Krista had shown no remorse about practically obliterating poor Futz-Paws, who was even now drowning her sorrow in Cheez-Its.

Worse, Krista had almost as quick a brain as he did, and didn’t hesitate to use it. He’d caught the sharp edge of her tongue often enough to have scars.

Usually, he enjoyed their battles of wits. Today, he could use a reprieve, but she wasn’t likely to take pity on him. Especially when he was three days late with the rent.

He glanced again at the photo of Ellen Hardison. It showed a young woman with short blond hair and expressive blue eyes. While she wasn’t as pretty as Krista Lund, they could pass for sisters.

With most women, a bit of charm and the promise of a romantic Las Vegas vacation would have done the trick. The only thing that might work with Krista was pointing out that helping him with this assignment would enable Connor to pay his rent for the next few months.

Not that he was broke. During his ten years at the LAPD, he’d saved a fair amount and invested it well. However, he’d sworn never to touch his nest egg for day-to-day living and, besides, his investments weren’t liquid.

The world was full of tall blondes, Connor supposed, but he doubted he could find a suitable one with two days’ notice. So how was he going to talk his klutzy landlady into this?

He allowed himself, in a moment’s self-indulgence, to picture the lady counselor in a luxurious suite with its own heated whirlpool, lounging in a bikini. Naked would be better, but he had to keep a grip on himself or he wouldn’t be able to function for the rest of the day.

It wasn’t Connor’s habit to fantasize about landladies, especially his. Krista, though, had a sweet sensual quality that put him off guard, usually right before she skewered him with some acid remark.

He hated to admit it, but he liked the way she never bought into his snow jobs. Underneath the soft exterior, she could be tough, a quality he admired, though in moderation. Last month she’d dared to tack a late charge onto the rent, and he’d even momentarily considered paying it.

Stretching his legs and plopping his feet on top of the clutter on his desk, Connor recalled how angrily those blue eyes had flashed this morning. Tumbling over a kitten had ruffled her short blond hair, almost as if he’d run his hands through it.

He wondered what she would say if he tried doing that. Krista’s intensity hinted at a passionate nature that could use some awakening. Connor wouldn’t mind volunteering for the job, which brought him back to the Las Vegas spa and his landlady in a bikini.

Okay, now suppose he talked her into the trip and the pool and the fantasy. Those firm, round breasts would form tantalizing mounds above the scooped edge of the bra. The steam would leave strands of hair sticking to her forehead and temples, and her lips would part hungrily as she watched him advance toward her through the heated water....

Next door, a woman began shouting. Connor tried to ignore the commotion, but then he heard a tenor response from the parking lot and realized these quarrelsome intruders, whoever they might be, weren’t going to disappear. Besides, someone might be messing with the cars. Specifically, with his green sports car.

Annoyed, Connor swung his feet off the desk. Standing up proved more awkward than expected, due to the effects of a seductive image of Krista on his fully functioning male hormones. With a groan, he put on his jacket and went outside.

A thin young man stood with legs braced, spraying whipped cream over a blue Honda. The bad news was that the car taking a frosting sat right next to Connor’s, and flecks of white foam were blowing onto it.

The Honda must belong to that plumpish woman with the red porcupine hair. In addition to hopping up and down on the sidewalk, she was, Connor noticed, waving a container of pepper spray.

This situation could easily get out of hand. There was no telling what damage pepper spray might do to his paint. And here came Krista, calling, “Bret, please, let’s talk about this!”

Ignoring her, the young man striped the Honda’s windshield with whipped cream. Connor went back into his office. He came out armed.

Nobody paid any attention as he strolled across the parking lot, until he got close to the Honda. Then Bret turned toward him with a snarl.

“Spoon?” said Connor, and held out a plastic one.

“What?” the man said.

“You going to waste all that whipped cream?” he asked. “Got any cherries?”

“Connor, I think you should go inside.” Krista spoke in the soothing yet authoritarian tones that Connor might use to dissuade stray dogs from eating his shoes.

He turned toward the round lady. “Pepper tastes lousy on sundaes. You wouldn’t happen to have any chocolate sauce, would you?”

Her face displayed surprise, then dismay. “Actually, I do.”

“You have chocolate sauce in your car?” said the man named Bret.

“It’s in the trunk,” she snapped. “With the melted ice cream I bought for your birthday. If you hadn’t started yelling at me the moment I got home, I wouldn’t have forgotten them!”

“You were at the supermarket? I was ticked that I got home on my birthday and you weren’t there.”

“Well, I see you’ve been celebrating without me.” She pointed at the whipped cream.

“I swiped it from my mom’s fridge,” he admitted.

“You’re staying at your mother’s?”

“Where did you think I was staying?”

“Well, you’re always talking about that new woman at work.”

“You’re jealous?” said her astonished husband.

“Here.” Connor handed them each a spoon. “Clean up, will you? Krista, care for some?”

The corners of her mouth quirked. “No, thanks. Bret, Melissa, why don’t we go inside? I think we’re finally making progress here.”

“I never thought—you were buying ice cream for me?” The man couldn’t take his eyes off his wife.

“I figured you picked a fight so you’d have an excuse to spend your birthday with someone else,” she said.

“I wouldn’t do that!”

Krista took their arms and led them inside. Connor went around the building and came back with a hose. He was spraying the cream off his car when he noticed Ruth watching him from the walkway.

“So it did happen,” she said. “Maybe now Krista will realize I’m not a kook.”

“You foresaw this?” Connor didn’t believe in psychics; most of them were outright frauds. However, he knew of some who consulted for police departments, so he tried to give his neighbor the benefit of the doubt.

“I often have visions,” the older woman said. “About you, even.”

That came as a surprise. “Such as?”

“You’re going to find that kitten a home this afternoon,” she said. “You’ll meet a nice lady and two kids at the gas station.”

That sounded plausible. If he hung around a gas station with the kitten mewing, someone might fall in love with it.

“Get any tidbits about our landlady?”

“Sure.”

“It wouldn’t be her giving me a break on the rent, would it?” Stepping over a rivulet of water, he went to turn off the hose.

When he came back, Ruth said, “She’s going to have a fender bender today or tomorrow. I’ve been debating whether I should tell her. Some people don’t want to know about the future, even about minor things.”

That was when Connor got a big idea. It would solve a lot of problems. For him, anyway.

“You think you could persuade her that you can really see the future?” he asked.

“I can see the future,” Ruth said.

“Yeah, yeah.” He tried in vain to suppress his sarcasm. “I mean, great. So you go ahead and prove it to her, and then I’ve thought of a way that you could help Krista loosen up and live a little. You agree she needs to get out more, don’t you?”

“She does seem rather isolated,” Ruth agreed cautiously.

“Well, why don’t you picture her going to Las Vegas and soaking in a whirlpool?” Connor asked. “With me. And then I’ll figure out a way to make it come true. I mean, once you’ve broken the ice.”

The psychic regarded him sternly. “You’re asking me to fake a scenario? I would never...” She paused with a strange expression on her face. “Wait a minute.”

Her eyes glazed over. For an alarmed moment, Connor wondered if she were having an attack of some kind, until she started to laugh. “What?” he demanded.

Ruth tried to speak, and doubled over, hooting. When she finally righted herself, she shook her head. “I wouldn’t touch this one,” she said. “It’s too preposterous even for me.” She started for her office, but swung around halfway there. “It would serve you right!” she called.

Psychics. Anybody who believed in them ought to have his brains dry-cleaned, Connor reflected grumpily. Now where was he going to find a tall blonde to go to Las Vegas with him for the weekend?
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CHAPTER TWO
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After sending Melissa and Bret home for a late birthday celebration, Krista took a Connor break. Ever since the rangy, dark-haired man with the bedroom eyes had rented the office next door, she’d found herself unable to resist fantasizing about him.

Not often. Not more than three or four times a day.

Knowing that her next client wasn’t due for half an hour, she tried to busy herself updating records in the computer. It didn’t help. Images of Connor kept creeping in. That melting gaze, turned not toward the kitten but on Krista herself. That spectacular butt, tightening as he—well, she wasn’t sure how she could exactly see his rear end when he was poised over her, but, in a fantasy, it worked.

Those corded thighs. That teasing grin, hovering halfway between sarcasm and seduction. The grin wasn’t anywhere near the corded thighs, but that didn’t seem to matter, either.

It was a good thing, she told herself, that not everyone’s visions came true. Because Connor Fallon was the wrong man for her in every way.

He blew through life and relationships—judging by the series of girlfriends she’d observed—like a cyclone. She was cautious and sensible, as well as old-fashioned enough to have preserved her virginity until the age of twenty-nine. Before she went to bed with a man, he would have to be Mr. Right, someone she could count on.
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