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        Jenna McArthur is the queen of spin.

        She’s the PR pro who turns bad news into good press for Bellmont Health System.

        Crisis control? Easy.

        Embracing her wild side? Not so much.

        But when Jenna’s eccentric Aunt Gertie—secret romance novelist and professional meddler—dares her high-strung niece to loosen up,

        Jenna ends up in bed with a mysterious stranger.

        One night. No names. No regrets.

        But it turns out the stranger is no mystery.

        He’s Adam Thomas—her new colleague, a walking HR violation, 

        and the one man she should never, ever touch.

        Now, keeping her hands off Adam is Jenna’s full-time job.

        But temptation lurks in every staff meeting, late-night strategy session, 

        and awkwardly intimate pizza date that is definitely not a date.

        If their secret slips, it’ll destroy Jenna’s closest friendship and career.

        She might be the master of fixing a scandal.

        But can Jenna and Adam survive a crisis of the heart?
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      Some hearts have warning labels. Best friend’s ex. Brother’s girl. Forbidden flings and second chances. Welcome to The Can’t Have Hearts Club, five standalone, intertwined stories set in the scenic Pacific Northwest where the last person on Earth you should love might just be your soulmate. These five couples absolutely, positively, without a doubt shouldn’t fall for each other…but what happens when they do?
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      For anyone who’s survived a divorce or bad breakup and come out on the other end bruised and weary, but smarter, tougher, more self-aware, and above all, hopeful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE TO MY LOVELY READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      In September 2014, I sat on the balcony of my honeymoon suite in Belize, writing a romantic comedy about divorce.

      Sounds funny in hindsight, and I knew at the time that it felt kinda weird.

      What I didn’t know then is that About That Fling would become the most successful book of my career, selling hundreds of thousands of copies in English as well as foreign translations. All I really knew back then is that an idea had taken root in my brain when my new husband and I began dating.

      We’d both been married before, and over many long conversations at the dinner table, we shared tales of our previous marriages. We owned our own failures as much as we could, but let’s be real—not many of us play the villain in our own narrative. It got me thinking that somewhere out there, our exes might be having those same chats with their new partners, and you know what? Their versions of the stories would sound nothing like ours.

      That’s not to say anyone’s lying. Just that relationships are complicated, memories are flawed, and we all filter things through our own perspectives. This idea sits at the core of the heartfelt rom-com you now hold in your hands.

      The original book was released in 2015, and I still recall the day my agent phoned to share the first month of sales data for About That Fling. I’d written the phrase, “her knees buckled” in books, but I’d never experienced it until then.

      Ten years later, sales for the book had dipped as old titles tend to do. But it gave me a chance to reclaim the publishing rights, and to lightly re-edit the story. It’s still the same tale, more or less, but those who read the original About That Fling might spot some new threads gently woven into the story. It’s mostly to tie it more seamlessly to the other four titles in the Can’t Have Hearts Club. These five stories always shared the same blend of humor and heartache, plus protagonists tangled in a complex web of wanting the one person on Earth they should never, ever fall for.

      I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I loved writing them. Thanks for coming along for the ride!

      Hugs and kisses and awkward butt pats,

      Tawna
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        Writing About That Fling on the balcony of my honeymoon suite in Belize, September 2014.
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      Jenna McArthur wrapped her lips in a tight “O” around the slender shaft, sliding it back along her tongue as she gently began to suck.

      She drew back with a sigh, choking a little on a mouthful of Diet Coke as she reread the note she’d pulled from her lunch bag.

      
        
        Visualize your inner sex goddess today, sweetheart!

        Love, Aunt Gertie

      

      

      Jenna slid the little neon pink card into the small pocket on the back of her iPhone case and toed off her high heels beneath the desk.

      I gave it my best shot, Gert, Jenna mused as she unpacked the rest of her insulated lunch tote. Performing fellatio on a soft drink may not have been the best starting point.

      She pulled out a menagerie of glass containers with bright plastic lids, followed by a napkin edged with hand-stitched lace.

      “God bless you, Aunt Gertie,” Jenna said aloud, eyeing her aunt’s homemade fettuccine in red pepper cream sauce, garlic rosemary focaccia, fresh strawberries hand-dipped in chocolate⁠—

      “Jenna, I’m so glad I caught you.”

      She looked up to see the public relations director hovering in the doorway. Marie clasped her hands at her waist the way she did when trying to avoid biting her nails or punching someone in the face.

      So much for my peaceful lunch, Jenna thought as she set down her fork. “Marie, what can I help you with?”

      “Have you seen the headlines?” Marie stepped into the room and glanced behind her as though expecting a swarm of rabid journalists armed with sharp pencils and sharper machetes. She pushed the door shut and seated herself at the edge of the chair in front of Jenna’s desk.

      “I haven’t scanned the news yet today,” Jenna said. “I’ve been in meetings all morning. What’s up?” She made a discreet attempt to shove her feet back in her shoes but only managed to wedge the left one awkwardly on her right foot. Marie didn’t seem to notice.

      “The landfill discovered a bunch of medical waste. Dirty gauze, bloody surgical tubing, that sort of thing.”

      Jenna glanced at her container of fettuccine tangled in a sea of luscious red sauce and pushed it aside. “The medical waste is ours?”

      Marie nodded. “The Belmont Health System logo was all over everything.”

      “We have procedures in place for medical waste disposal. What the hell is going on?”

      “Off the record?”

      Jenna stifled a sigh. “Marie, I’m the chief relations officer, not a reporter. My job isn’t to broadcast our problems, it’s to fix them.”

      Or to sweep them under the rug like I always do, she thought grimly.

      “Right.” Marie bit her lip and leaned closer. “Well, rumor has it some vigilante members of the nurses’ union are doing it on purpose. You know, to get a bunch of scandalous media coverage so the public pays attention to what’s going on with the contract negotiations.”

      Jenna felt her temples start to throb. “Find out if it’s true. In the meantime, tell any reporters everything’s under control.”

      It’s what Jenna’s mom used to say, and the phrase came in handy when controlling the news that emerged—or didn’t emerge—from Belmont Health System.

      But Marie only blinked. “Is everything under control?”

      “Yes.” Jenna felt confident about that. “We’re reviewing the purchase of an on-site unit for medical waste incineration. It would save up to ninety thousand a year and improve efficiency by forty-three percent.”

      “Really?”  Marie stood up and smoothed her skirt. “Okay, I’m on it.”

      “And find out who the hell is trying to make us look bad,” Jenna called as Marie marched out the door.

      Alone with her lunch again, Jenna reached for the Caesar salad. It was drizzled with her aunt’s homemade dressing and dotted with croutons she’d helped Gertie bake the night before. She should probably run down the hall and heat up the focaccia bread, but with her luck⁠—

      “Jenna, I’m glad I caught you.”

      She sighed and set down the salad. “John, what can I do for you?”

      The CEO folded himself into the same chair Marie had just vacated and thumped his briefcase down on Jenna’s desk. He popped it open and pulled out a sheaf of paperwork, giving Jenna a clear view of the risqué-looking paperback beneath it.

      Panty Dropper by G.G. Buckingham.

      Jenna grimaced and forced her attention back to the CEO.

      “It looks like the nurses are getting serious about striking,” he said, waving the papers at her. “We have to avoid this.”

      “We have to avoid the ugly verbal battles around the bargaining table,” she said, trying not to let her gaze drop to the dog-eared novel in the briefcase. “That’s not helping.”

      “I wouldn’t call it ‘ugly,’ exactly.” The CEO gave her a thoughtful look. “Let’s not take things out of context.”

      Jenna gritted her teeth. “Brett Lombard told you to shove the proposal up your ass, and you retorted that his mama got there first. In what context would that be a form of respectful discourse?”

      He frowned. “Fine, it wasn’t our best moment of communication. Moving on—” he paused, flipping through the paperwork. “We’ve had complaints from the cafeteria staff about some of our purchasing decisions. Take organic produce, for instance. Apparently five percent of domestically grown romaine lettuce carries salmonella and shigella.”

      “Okay,” Jenna said, frowning down at her salad. “So we’ll have them buy produce from another vendor.”

      “The union is pointing to this as an indication of unsafe practices and unsanitary working conditions. They say if we don’t negotiate different contracts for⁠—”

      A knock at the door snapped Jenna’s attention to the front of her office. She looked up to see her elderly aunt peering into the room.

      “Oh, dear,” Aunt Gertie said, reaching up to smooth her cotton-white perm. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, sweetie. I thought you’d be on your lunch break.”

      The CEO stood up and beamed. “Gertrude. So good to see you again. How’s the hip?”

      “Wonderful, Jon, thank you for asking.”

      “I know those medical bills were a challenge. If there’s anything I can do⁠—”

      “Oh, that’s so sweet of you,” Gert interrupted, reaching out to pat the CEO’s arm. “But don’t you worry. I found a way to manage and everything’s just wonderful. I actually just finished my physical therapy and stopped by to ask Jenna a question, but I’ll skedaddle and let you finish your meeting.”

      “Nonsense,” the CEO said. “I shouldn’t be interrupting her lunch anyway. We can finish another time.”

      He reached for his briefcase, and Jenna watched as Aunt Gertie’s gaze fell to the cover of the novel. Gert’s eyebrows lifted, and Jenna felt her stomach clench as a satisfied little smile crossed Aunt Gertie’s face.

      The CEO saw it, too, and offered up an awkward chuckle. “Yeah, I know. The wife stuck it in there this morning and told me I should read it. Apparently it’s a big runaway summer hit.”

      “Erotic romance is certainly popular these days,” Gertie said, nodding pleasantly. “Are you enjoying it?”

      “As a matter of fact, I am.”

      “Delightful!” Gertie said, folding her hands together and flashing a cherubic smile. “Give Sharon my regards, will you?”

      “Absolutely.” The CEO shoved the papers back in his briefcase, and Jenna felt a flood of relief. He tucked the briefcase under one arm and turned back to her. “I’ll catch up with you later. By the way, have you met the new HR manager?”

      “No, not yet,” Jenna said. “I didn’t even realize you’d made the final hiring decision.”

      “I’ll introduce you next week. She’s bringing in a mediator to work with the bargaining team. One of those woo-woo types specializing in positive communication and labor relations. There’s a meeting Monday.”

      “I’ll have Sally add it to my calendar.”

      John nodded, then turned and sauntered from the room. Jenna smiled at Gertie and gestured to the empty chair. “Have a seat.”

      “I don’t want to bother you, sweetie. I was just in the neighborhood.”

      “Trust me, you’re the most welcome sight I’ve had all day. Well, next to your fennel root tart,” she added, popping the lid off another Tupperware container. “This looks incredible.”

      “I made the crust from scratch last night.”

      “It looks fabulous. Thank you so much for lunch, Aunt Gertie.”

      “My pleasure, dear.”

      “So what did you need to ask me?”

      Gertie reached into her handbag and pulled out a little notepad with daisies on the cover. “I was working on my grocery list while I waited for my PT appointment. Do you think you’ll be home for dinner?”

      “Probably not. I’m meeting Mia at the wine bar. It’s my duty to drink her share now that she’s pregnant.”

      “Give her a big hug for me. I’ve been knitting some booties for her baby.”

      “She’ll love that.

      Gertie cleared her throat and glanced down at her notepad. “Tell me, sweetie, do you think ‘man root’ should be one word or two?”

      Jenna pushed aside the fennel root tart and closed her eyes. “Is that your grocery list, Aunt Gertie?”

      “Right—yes right, of course. The grocery list.”

      Jenna pressed two fingers to her temple, wondering how long she could keep up this charade of pretending not to know how Gert managed to pay all those medical bills. “I suppose it depends on the context, but⁠—”

      “She devoured his turgid man root like a succulent piece of fruit covered in chocolate⁠—”

      “That’s an awfully long item for a grocery list,” Jenna interrupted, pushing the chocolate-dipped strawberries to the back of her desk. “I think ‘man root’ should be two words.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Okay then.” Gertie stood up and tucked the notepad back in her purse. “I have to run. Don’t work too hard, sweetie.”

      “Thanks, Gertie. I love you.”

      “You too, dear,” she said. “Oh, and sweetie? Try to get laid tonight at the wine bar.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but Gertie had already bustled out of the room, the soft scent of lavender sachet trailing behind her.

      Jenna surveyed the array of containers and tried to find something appealing. Maybe the focaccia bread⁠—

      “Jenna, I’m so glad I caught you.” Allison Ross, the exec for a statewide medical association, marched into her office looking grim. “There’s a problem with the event.”

      “Of course there is.” Suppressing a sigh, Jenna set down her bread and looked at Allie. “What’s going on?”

      “They’re balking at hosting it here, given the contentious turn in negotiations. They’re worried about optics.”

      “Our optics are fine.” She crossed her fingers under the desk and prayed that remained true. Belmont needed the clout that came from hosting medical association seminars like the ones Allie Ross brought in. “I swear, everything’s under control.

      She sounded like a broken record and her lunch break was nearly over. God, this week couldn’t end soon enough.

      Allie seemed to register that she’d interrupted Jenna’s meal. Blanching, she baked away from the desk. “I’m sorry. I can come back later when you’re done eating.”

      “It’s fine.” She glanced at Gert’s neon pink note tucked in the back of her phone case.

      Looks like I won’t be embracing my inner sex goddess anytime soon, Aunt Gertie.

      “You know,” Allie said, surveying the assortment of containers on Jenna’s desk. “I just read an article about the importance not working through meals. Apparently the average desk has four hundred times more bacteria than a public bathroom.”

      Jenna held back another big sigh as she pushed everything aside and slid her hands to her lap.

      “I can promise there’s zero risk of me eating anything at my desk. So tell me, how can I help?”
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        * * *

      

      Adam Thomas walked into The Corkscrew at seven forty-seven. He knew that because he glanced at his watch at least three times en route to the bar.

      “Meeting someone?” the bartender asked, wiping down the mahogany surface with a cloth.

      “Good guess,” Adam said, laying claim to the lone vacant barstool in the place. “Is it always this packed on a Wednesday night?”

      He shrugged. “It’s Portland. A wine bar’s a hot place to be whether you’re having a business meeting or a baby shower. Can I get you a wine list, or do you know what you need?”

      “I’m not sure. I just realized I got the time zone wrong and I’m an hour early for my meeting. Maybe I should come back.”

      “You meeting a woman?”

      “What?”

      The bartender nodded toward a bistro table in a darkened corner. “That woman over there said she’s waiting for someone. Thought she might be who you’re meeting.”

      Adam studied the slender brunette with glossy, shoulder-length hair and amazing legs. She’d kicked her shoes off under the table and was staring down at her phone with a slight frown. A lock of hair fell over her face, and as she reached up to tuck it behind her ear, Adam felt something twist in his gut.

      “That her?” the bartender asked.

      “It could be.”

      Hell, he had no idea whether the hiring manager was male or female. Every email message had been signed “Kendall Freemont,” and the one phone exchange he’d attempted had given him an automated messaging system with a robotic voice.

      It was possible the woman in the bar was Kendall Freemont, but more possible Adam just wanted an excuse to talk to her. He pushed himself off the barstool, legs propelling him in the direction of the mystery woman while his brain remained behind asking if this was a good idea.

      “Excuse me, Ms. Freemont?”

      The woman looked up and blinked at him with eyes so deeply blue, he forgot his name.

      She frowned at him. “I’m sorry?”

      “Kendall Freemont,” he repeated dumbly, knowing this couldn’t possibly be his eight-thirty appointment, but wanting to stay and talk to her anyway.

      “Hello, Kendall—I’m Jenna. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Her eyes were friendly and welcoming, not at all the expression of a woman who thought he was there to hit on her. Or if she did think that, she didn’t seem to mind. She uncrossed and recrossed her legs, and Adam forgot his name again.

      “No, Adam,” he blurted. “I’m Adam, and I’m meeting Kendall, but I’m an hour early. Actually, I’m not even sure if Kendall is a man or a woman, and I thought you might be her, but you aren’t.”

      It came out sounding more like a question than a statement, and Adam realized he urgently wanted her to be Kendall so he could have an excuse to sit down with her. She smiled, and his fingers clenched around the handle of his briefcase.

      “Nope, I’m not Kendall, but you’re welcome to hang out if you can’t find a table.” She tucked a little neon pink card into a pocket on the back of her phone case before pushing the phone aside. “Looks like my girlfriend had something come up at the last minute, so I’m just going to finish my Pinot and head home. Feel free to park it here if you want to nab my table when I leave.”

      “Thank you, that’s very kind.” Adam eased into the seat across from her and immediately felt his crotch vibrate. It took him a moment to realize he had a text message. Pulling the phone from his pocket, he glanced down.

      “This must be the night for people to get stood up,” he said. “My appointment just canceled on me. Too bad, I was looking forward to that Pinot.”

      “You’re a Pinot fan?”

      He shrugged and shoved the phone back in his pocket. “Actually, no. I’m not even entirely sure what Pinot is. But I’ve been on a quest to try new things, so that seemed like a good one to add to my list.”

      Jenna lifted her glass and signaled a passing waiter. “This particular Pinot Noir comes from right here in Oregon. An up-and-coming vineyard called Sunridge.”

      “Sounds nice.”

      “It’s fantastic. I did a girls’ getaway there with a friend, so I got to try all their best wines.” She took a sip, and he studied her lips on the rim of the glass. “This one’s a little spicy with hints of strawberry and cherry, medium tannins. Very drinkable.”

      “In that case, why don’t you order another?” He nodded at her glass, which had only a tablespoon of liquid left in the bottom. Hardly enough to keep her here as long as he hoped to talk to her. “My treat. I’ve been flying all day and I’m wiped. Besides, we might as well drown our sorrows since we’ve both been stood up for the evening.”

      She seemed to hesitate a moment, one finger sliding over the pocket on her phone case. Then she smiled. “Sure, why not?”

      He ordered for both of them—two glasses of the Pinot she suggested and a cheese plate that sounded like the right thing to go with wine, though what the hell did he know? He’d always been more of a cocktail fan, or at least he was when he’d been married. They’d even bought a liquor cabinet and took turns trying out new recipes. That was back before things had gone to hell, before she’d decided she was done with him and moved on with⁠—

      “So you’re not from around here?”

      Her voice jolted him off the dark path he’d been headed down. He met her eyes, trying not to let his gaze stray to her breasts. “What makes you think I’m not a Portlander?”

      “You said you’d just flown into town.”

      “Actually, I said I’d been flying all day. Maybe I’m a pilot.” Adam grinned. “Or a pterodactyl.”

      “Excellent point.” Jenna’s mouth twitched. “It’s also possible you live here and you’re returning home after traveling someplace else, but that’s clearly not the case.”

      Adam tugged at the knot in his tie to loosen it. “Oh? What gives me away as nonnative to Portland?”

      She grinned and took a sip of wine. “Your tie is too straight, your shirt is too pressed, and you don’t appear to have any piercings or tattoos.”

      “Maybe you’re not looking in the right places.”

      He couldn’t believe how blatantly suggestive his words came out, and he almost apologized. But instead of tossing her drink at him, she grinned wider.

      “Maybe I’m not,” she said, her eyes darting to the bare ring finger on his left hand. “I’ll have to do a more thorough examination.”

      He let his own gaze stray to her ring finger, visibly bare on the stem of her wineglass. He brought his eyes back up to meet hers, and she gave him a knowing smile.

      “Now that we’ve gotten the obligatory ring check out of the way and reassured ourselves we’re not sharing drinks with a serial philanderer, tell me about yourself,” she said.

      Adam leaned back in his chair, not bothering to hide his intrigue. “How do you know I’m not a serial philanderer?”

      “No tan line where your ring would be, but there’s a tan line on your wrist. I saw it when you checked your watch a second ago.”

      The waitress returned and set down two glasses of wine, along with a platter heaped with at least a dozen mounds of fancy crackers, crumbly cheeses, and cured meats. He plucked an olive and a handful of crackers, arranging them neatly on the small plate in front of him.

      “You’re very observant,” he said.

      “I try.”

      “Are you a private detective? Clinical psychologist? International terrorist specializing in wine-bar espionage?”

      She laughed, a sound so sweet and musical he wanted to break out a book of knock-knock jokes just to hear her laugh again. “International terrorist. I like that. Much more exciting than my real profession.” She took a sip of wine and set her glass down. “I think I’m going to claim that as my job for the rest of the evening. Thank you for the idea.”

      “Glad to aid with a positive career change.”

      “I’m an international terrorist and espionage expert who invented a patented wiretap that doubles as a wineglass.”

      “A winetap?”

      “I see you’ve heard of it.” She leaned forward in her seat, and Adam caught sight of a flash of black lace down the front of her dress. “So how about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “What’s your fantasy job for the evening?”

      “Hmmm. How about a chef?”

      She smiled over the rim of her wineglass. “I think you can do better than that. Something sexier.”

      “Sexier,” he repeated. He picked up his own glass, emboldened by the liquid and by the sound of that word coming from those perfect lips. “I’ll be a gigolo.”

      “A gigolo?”

      “A high-class gigolo. My client—an esteemed senator from California—was meeting me here this evening for a rendezvous, but she got cold feet when she saw the media camped outside waiting to do a big exposé.”

      “I hate it when that happens.” Jenna reached for a piece of cheese. She chewed thoughtfully, then took another sip of wine. “It’s just as well. As a terrorist spy, I would have been forced to report any illicit activity to the government, and the next thing you know, the senator’s face would be plastered all over CNN.”

      “No, not CNN,” Adam said, keeping his eyes on her face as he unbuttoned his cuffs and began to roll up his shirtsleeves. “In addition to being a sought-after gigolo, I’m also a billionaire media mogul who owns most of the major news outlets around the world.”

      “You don’t say.”

      He nodded and picked up his glass again, taking a careful sip of wine as he forced himself to hold a serious expression. “Yep. CNN, NBC, ABC, CBS—they’re all mine.”

      “BS?”

      “That one, too. Also all the newspapers and magazines in the world. I write all the articles for most of them. Very tedious work.”

      “Good job on last month’s Cosmo cover story on finding your G-spot with a golf club and a pair of stilettos.”

      “Thanks. I initially planned it for Sports Illustrated, but we couldn’t get Arnold Palmer to wear the stilettos.”

      “Maybe for next year’s swimsuit issue,” she said. “I just turned down the opportunity to pose for the cover, so I know they’re looking for someone.”

      Adam snapped his fingers in mock recognition as his brain flashed on an image of Jenna in a bikini. “That’s right! I thought I recognized you as an international supermodel. I saw your GQ cover last month, and I really love that photo spread you did for the Journal of Mutation Research and Genetic Toxicology.”

      “Shh!” she said, bringing a finger to her lips. “It’s part of my cover as an international terrorist. Don’t tell.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me.”

      She crossed her legs under the table again, and Adam tried not to stare. The supermodel thing wasn’t so off base. God, she had amazing legs. He wondered what her real profession was, then decided he’d rather not know. There was something to be said for the thrill of reinventing oneself. He sipped the last of his wine and signaled the waitress for another.

      “This wine is really good,” he said. “Fruitier than I was expecting. Seems like something you’d drink with a good pork loin, maybe.”

      Her delicate brows arched. “Very perceptive of you. Pork and pinot get paired together a lot. There’s a local chef, Meg Delaney?” She paused like he might know the name, but he didn’t. “Her catering company has an entire specialty menu where she pairs different Oregon pinots with various pork dishes. Things like bacon-wrapped apricots served with pinot from the Amity Hills region or slices of pork loin braised in a pinot reduction.”

      “I’ll have to check it out.” He admired her knowledge of food and wine. “You also work as a sommelier when you’re not spying for the Russians and posing for Vogue?”

      “No, I own ninety percent of the vineyards in the world. I stomp all the grapes myself.”

      “No wonder you have such great legs.”

      She grinned and sipped the last of her wine. The waitress paused at the table to ask if she wanted another glass, and Jenna nodded.

      “Just half a glass, though.”

      “A full glass for me, thank you,” Adam said. “I have to catch up.”

      He turned back to Jenna, who was nibbling a piece of cheese. “Try the prosciutto. It’s really good.”

      “This brie is amazing.” She smeared some on a cracker, then looked up at him. “So how about you?”

      “I don’t know that I’d call myself amazing, but I try.”

      She laughed and bit into her cracker. “No, I mean when you’re not gigolo-ing for politicians and writing Cosmo quizzes, what sort of hobbies do you have?”

      “Ah, I have a diverse range of talents and interests.” He combed his brain to come up with some. “I crochet office furniture, train and breed fighting beetles, and make abstract potato art. Maybe you’ve seen one of my gallery shows?”

      “Yes, I think so.” She took a sip from her new glass. “I must’ve run across it in the Ashmolean when I was at Oxford earning my doctorate in aromatherapy.”

      “Was this before or after you attended ninja training camp?”

      “Before the ninja thing, but after I won the Ultimate Fighting Championships by strangling a man with my thighs.”

      “Good skillset for an international spy.”

      She reached for a piece of prosciutto and Adam tried not to get distracted by the delicate fingers and the lovely, fine bones in her wrist. Whoever this woman really was, she had beautiful hands. He shifted in his seat and kicked over his briefcase, which landed with a smack on the tile floor.

      Jenna looked at it, then back at him. “Good thing you didn’t have a bomb in there.”

      He righted the briefcase with his toe and swirled the wine in his glass. “What makes you think I don’t?”

      “Secret spy sense. Also, I’m telepathic. I can read your mind.”

      “Oh yeah?” He took a drink of his wine, surprised to realize he’d nearly drained the glass. He wasn’t tipsy—not by a long shot—but he did feel bolder. More daring.

      He smiled at Jenna and watched something spark in her eyes.

      “Okay, then,” he said, holding her gaze as he leaned toward her over the table. “What am I thinking now?”

      She paused, looking hesitant. Something about her posture and the primness of her dress suggested this flirty banter wasn’t her usual fare. His ego did an absurd fist pump at the thought of it.

      Seeming to decide something, she ran a finger over the rim of her glass and leaned toward him across the table. “I have to say, I’m a little shocked by your thoughts. Well, shocked and intrigued.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, your thoughts are rather . . . explicit.”

      Adam smiled as something surged from his brain to his lower extremities. “Guilty as charged.”

      “You are a gigolo, so I suppose it goes with the territory. Still, I wasn’t aware your services extended to strange women you’d only just met in a bar.”

      “I’m an equal-opportunity gigolo.”

      “I see.” Her finger made a slow journey around the rim of the wineglass, circling one way, then the other. Adam felt his mouth begin to water.

      “What do you normally charge for your gigolo-ing?” she asked, her tone casual as her eyes slid to her phone again. It was face down, so she wasn’t checking messages, and it crossed Adam’s mind to ask about the neon pink card she’d tucked there.

      But instinct told him to stick with the subject at hand. “First round of gigolo service is on the house. I’m toying with the idea of a buy-one-get-one-free coupon in Ladies’ Home Journal.”

      “Very sensible of you. A gigolo with marketing skills.”

      “And telepathic powers. Did I mention I can read minds as well?”

      She looked up at him through her lashes, her fingertip poised on the rim of her glass. “Oh? So what am I thinking now?”

      Adam swallowed, hoping like hell he was reading this right. Hoping he hadn’t misjudged this whole flirtation and the signals she seemed to be sending. He lowered his voice and leaned closer. “You’re thinking the same damn thing I am.”

      She nodded and licked her lips. “I’ll get my coat.”
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      The instant his eyes snapped open, Jenna was ready. She twisted the bedsheet in her fingers, steeling herself.

      “I don’t normally do this,” she blurted.

      He blinked at her, green eyes registering surprise, then confusion, then approval. She flushed and tugged the sheet up over her breasts, wondering if she should have opened with “good morning.”

      She licked her lips and tried again, conscious of his liquid gaze, of the pleasant warmth in the thin layer of bedding that separated them.

      “I don’t normally hook up with strange men I meet in bars, I mean,” she said. “I had a couple wild months in college, and two or three flings in my twenties, but since I turned thirty, I’ve been so focused on my career that I’ve only had time for the occasional monogamous relationship—well, and one broken engagement—but that was two years ago and I’ve really only ever had one other one-night stand in my whole life, so really, this is foreign territory for me and I’m a little uncomfortable.”

      He nodded, taking in her blur of words. Or her disheveled hair and makeup. Really, she should have planned better, should have run to the bathroom first and splashed water on her face and brushed her teeth with a fingertip. God, she was so out of practice.

      “Hello.”

      His voice sounded low and husky, and Jenna remembered all over again why she’d tumbled into bed with a strange man.

      Was it wrong that she kinda wanted to do it again?

      “Hi,” she replied, feeling absurdly shy. “Hello. Hi there. Howdy.”

      He smiled again, and her stupid heart did a somersault in her chest. She wanted to feel embarrassed, but instead she just wanted—well, him. Again. At least two or three more times.

      He sat up in bed, the sheet falling away from his chest to reveal the sculpted muscle and fine dusting of hair she’d had such fun exploring the night before. She remembered how it felt pressed against her breasts and wondered if there was any chance she’d get to enjoy that again.

      Adam closed his eyes and yawned, stretching in a way that reminded her of what it felt like to have those muscular arms anchored on either side of her body, pinning her down on a hotel bed as she gasped and writhed beneath him.

      He opened his eyes and looked at her. “You’re staring.”

      “Sorry.”

      He smiled. “Don’t be. About anything.”

      “Right.” She swallowed. “Um, the thing is⁠—”

      He grabbed her around the waist, pulling her close and silencing whatever excuse she’d been ready to make. She thought he was going to kiss her and her whole body arched with approval—to hell with morning breath—but he stopped short and smiled into her eyes instead.

      “How about we skip this part?” he asked.

      “Which part is that?” She squirmed against him, then stopped as her hip bumped something hard beneath the covers.

      “Not that part, though you did spend most of the night becoming intimately familiar with it. I’m also well-acquainted now with your parts, which means we’re now downright friendly.”

      She flushed. “Yes, well⁠—”

      “So how about we skip the routine where we pretend we had too much to drink and regret it and wouldn’t do again. Because I didn’t and I don’t and I would. Repeatedly.”

      She blinked, a little surprised by his words, or maybe it was his body. His hand slid over her hip and she shivered in spite of the warmth. She couldn’t find any words, so she nodded. “Are you suggesting we consider this more than just a one-night stand?”

      “I’m game if you are,” he said. “I enjoyed your company, even before we took our clothes off, and I think you felt the same.”

      “I did. I do.”

      He reached up and brushed her hair off her face, his hand large and gentle. “Look, I’m not suggesting we start addressing our wedding invitations over brunch, but I’d like to see you again.”

      Jenna gasped.

      “Brunch!” She threw back the covers, shooting out of bed so fast she sent him sprawling across the mattress. She scrambled around the floor, snatching clothes and shoes from piles that looked like the remnants of a yard sale.

      “Wow,” he said, his eyes following her around the room. “I’ve never seen a woman so enthusiastic about mimosas and eggs Benedict.”

      Jenna yanked on her panties and searched for her bra, wondering if she should shower before doing the walk of shame back home. “No, it’s brunch. I’m meeting my best friend and my aunt to look at wedding photos and baby clothes.”

      His brow furrowed as Jenna grabbed one of her shoes off a high-backed chair. “Which one of you is getting married and having a baby?”

      “Not me, I promise. Have you seen my bra?”

      “Over there on the lampshade. Is this the aunt who gave you the note about embracing your inner sex goddess?”

      Jenna felt the heat creep into her cheeks as she wriggled into her bra. “I can’t believe I showed you that. Yes, of course.”

      “Mission accomplished. Consider her embraced and ravished.”

      She smiled and ordered herself not to blush again. “I’ll ask for a gold star as soon as I get home.”

      “So can I see you again?”

      “I’m not sure.” She found her earrings on the nightstand, along with a glass of lukewarm water she gulped down in two quick swallows. “You’re not married, right?”

      “Definitely not.” Something in his tone made her look up, and she caught a glint of steel in his green eyes.

      “Spoken like a man who either has a body in his trunk or an ex-wife in his past.”

      He smiled, and the steel softened a little. “No on the body, though I can’t say it never crossed my mind. The divorce was messy.”

      “Kids?”

      “No. No prison record, either, though I did get a speeding ticket when I was twenty-one.” He picked up her dress off the chair by the bed and handed it to her. “So can I see you again?”

      She accepted the dress and yanked it over her head, stumbling into her shoes. “I had a really nice time with you,” she admitted. “A really nice time. Not just the sex.”

      “Likewise.”

      “All the articles say it’s impossible to have any sort of relationship with someone after you’ve slept together on a first date.”

      “Technically, we haven’t had any dates.”

      “Good point.”

      “We gigolos are known for our persuasive skills and solid reasoning.”

      She gave up her urge to play it cool and let the smile spread unhindered across her face. “What is it you really do for a living?”

      “I’m a counselor.”

      “As in attorney, or as in shrink?”

      “Yes.”

      She wasn’t sure she understood the joke, or even if it was a joke, but there was one way to find out.

      “Okay. We should have a real date.”

      “How about dinner?”

      “I like dinner.”

      “Then it’s settled. Now turn around.”

      She did as he said, and before she could ask why, he was zipping up the back of her dress. His fingers felt warm on her skin, and she shivered remembering all the things he’d done with those fingers.

      She turned back around, not feeling any less naked now that she was fully clothed. “Thank you. For everything, I mean.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      She glanced down at the nightstand and noticed a notepad beside the condom wrapper. Wrappers. She reached for the pad and a pen beside it. “Here’s my number. I’ve got a jam-packed weekend and I’m pretty tight at work this week, but maybe next Friday?”

      He took the paper from her and squeezed her hand. “Next Friday. Following your busy work week spying for the Russians and giving aromatherapy to fashion models.”

      She nodded, wondering if she should volunteer her real occupation or ask to know something about him besides the fact that he had a killer body and a keen ability to make her laugh and come her brains out in a span of ten minutes.

      But his lips found hers, and she forgot all about her questions.

      “Until next Friday,” he said, kissing her again, “I’ll be thinking about you.”
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        * * *

      

      Jenna floated all the way home, feeling like a giddy preteen with a secret training bra smuggled under her T-shirt. She hesitated for an instant at the front door, breathing in the fragrance of bacon and homemade potpourri and the heady, comforting scents of home.

      It hadn’t always felt like that. Not before Aunt Gertie’s broken hip and Jenna’s broken engagement. Somehow, all the broken pieces had fit themselves together; mended into something that felt more like home than the little bungalow had ever been in the six years Jenna had lived here. As an added bonus, it was only two blocks from Belmont Health System.

      She smoothed the front of her dress, then opened the door to a warm cloud of German apple pancakes. She took two steps into the room and tripped over something. Glancing down, she saw a box filled with neat stacks of bookmarks, each one adorned with half-clad bodies and the words Panty Dropper.

      She grimaced and nudged the box aside with her toe, tucking it discreetly under the bench by the door. Then she looked up to see two pairs of eyes staring at her.

      So much for sneaking in undetected.

      “Woohoo!” Mia called, her mouth full of pancake. Her friend tossed her long red hair over one shoulder and grinned. “Look who’s doing the walk of shame.”

      Aunt Gertie beamed and set a crystal bowl of powdered sugar on the table. “Congratulations, dear. I’m so proud of you.”

      Jenna set her purse down and joined them in the breakfast nook, her cheeks faintly warm with embarrassment. “Jeez, you guys—you’d think I’d earned a promotion at work instead of a notch on my bedpost.”

      “You get work promotions all the time,” Mia said, waving a dismissive hand. “An all-nighter with a strange man, on the other hand—that’s a much bigger deal.”

      “I appreciated your text message last night, dear,” Gertie said, patting her hand. “I was glad to know you were safe.”

      Jenna picked a piece of apple from the edge of Mia’s pancake. “My man friend seemed confused that I needed to text my aunt before sleeping with him,” she admitted. “Once I explained the fling was your idea, he was a little more understanding.”

      “‘My aunt told me to bone you,’” Mia said, resting a hand on her baby bump. “That’s what every man wants to hear.”

      Gertie gave a satisfied smile as she peered into the oven. “Glad to be helpful.”

      “So come on,” Mia said, bouncing a little in her seat. “Give it up—not that you didn’t already. I want details!”

      Jenna sighed and nibbled another piece of apple plucked from the corner of her best friend’s pancake. “Can I have ten minutes to shower and change?”

      “Okay, but don’t wash off that beard burn. It’s very becoming.”

      “Try the cold cream on the counter, dear,” Gertie said. “Very soothing for beard burn.”

      Jenna padded toward the bathroom, trying not to think about her aunt’s familiarity with beard burn as she closed the door behind her. She stretched her arms overhead, savoring the pleasant ache of muscles she’d worked overtime the night before. God, had she really done that? It was so unlike her, so rash and impulsive and passionate.

      Shawn always wished I was more passionate, she thought as she lathered up her hair. A fling with a stranger probably wasn’t what he had in mind.

      Fifteen minutes later, Jenna was scrubbed and dressed in a pair of clean yoga pants with her hair in a ponytail. An apple-flecked pancake sat in front of her and two pairs of eyes drilled her from either side.

      “Okay now, spill it,” Mia said, forking a piece of pancake into her mouth. “I want details.”

      “There’s not that much to tell,” Jenna answered, accepting the lace-edged napkin Gertie offered. “We were both at Corkscrew last night, we both got stood up by the people we were meeting, we both liked the Pinot⁠—”

      “You both like Ed Sheeran ballads, long walks on the beach, and kinky sex with strangers?” Mia grinned and grabbed the syrup.

      “I didn’t say anything about kink,” Jenna protested, her brain flickering over the memory of chocolate sauce from the ice cream sundae that room service had brought them sometime around midnight. She cleared her throat and reached for the coffee pot. “It was just a good, old-fashioned fling.”

      “I’m not sure old-fashioned and fling belong in the same sentence, dear.” Gertie set a fresh German apple pancake in front of her niece. “In my day, women had to feel guilty all the time. It’s so nice the things have changed. Now they’re free to have casual sex and multiple orgasms and bookshelves full of erotic novels.”

      Gert’s voice had taken on a reverence most women her age reserved for their grandchildren or church services, and Jenna smiled in spite of herself as she picked up a pair of silver tongs and plucked a lemon slice from the plate Gertie offered. She squeezed it over the pancake and set the rind aside before drenching the pancake in syrup. “If it’s okay with the two of you, I’d rather be a little old-fashioned and not dish too much detail.”

      “Seriously?” Mia gaped.

      “Seriously. I kinda want to keep things private. I know that’s lame, but that’s how I feel.”

      Gertie smiled and patted her hand. “You’ve always been like that, ever since you were a little girl. Never one to kiss and tell, not even with your friends in high school.”

      “You’ve never been one to kiss, period,” Mia said. “I’ve known you almost two years and this is the first time you’ve even dated.”

      “It wasn’t exactly a date,” Jenna pointed out, cutting into her pancake with a knife and fork. “But we’re going to have one. Friday, maybe. No sex. Just getting to know each other.”

      Mia smirked and picked up a piece of bacon. “Sounds like you already got to know each other pretty intimately. At least tell me if he was good.”

      “He was good.” Jenna felt her cheeks grow warm, and she bit into her first piece of pancake. “Okay, better than good. Incredible.”

      “Come on, was he one of those slow, romantic types, or more of a sexy alpha male?”

      “Mia—”

      “You can share with us, dear,” Gertie said. “Indulge a little old lady.”

      Jenna tried to muster up a bit of indignation, but all she felt was warm and tingly at the memory of her night with him. “Fine, if you must know. He was definitely an alpha guy. Very dominant and in control.”

      “No kidding? I never pegged you as the submissive sort,” Mia mused. “Not that I fault you one bit. That’s always been the sexiest thing about Mark. The whole master-and-commander thing is ridiculously hot.”

      “Agreed,” Gertie said.

      Mia sighed. “Especially after six years of marriage to a guy who used to bicker with me about whose turn it was to be on top.” Rolling her eyes, she poked at the edge of her pancake. “Suffice it to say, my ex didn’t want to be. Too much work.” She glanced at Gertie and winced. “Sorry. Overkill with the sex talk?”

      “Not at all, dear. Sex talk is my favorite. More bacon?”

      Jenna accepted a piece and tried to think of a way to change the subject. Thankfully, Mia obliged.

      “I almost forgot,” Mia said, dropping her fork and grabbing for her purse. She rifled through it, her mouth still full of bacon as she rummaged through the contents of her oversized tote. “I had some extra wedding photos printed for you, Aunt Gertie. Jenna said you wanted to see them.”

      “Oh! Just let me wash up. This is so exciting!” Gertie bustled over to the kitchen sink and returned moments later wiping her hands on her apron. She took the envelope from Mia and sat down. She slid the pictures out and began to flip through them, clucking the whole time.

      “You two look so in love—oh, would you look at this one? These lavender rosebuds look gorgeous with that red hair of yours!”

      “Thanks, they’re called sterling silver roses,” Mia said. “My mother had them in her wedding bouquet. That’s her veil, too.”

      Gertie beamed and flipped to the next image. “This must be your mom here?”

      Mia nodded, and Jenna blinked back an unexpected wash of tears. Her own mother had died after an awful fight with cancer when Jenna was just sixteen, leaving Aunt Gertie to tend to Jenna for her remaining high school years. It was one of many reasons Jenna had been eager to repay the favor by taking in Gert last fall.

      As though sensing a shift in Jenna’s mood, Gertie met her eyes. Gert’s expression didn’t change, but she reached beneath the table and touched Jenna’s knee. Jenna swallowed and placed her hand on Gertie’s. Gert smiled, then turned back to Mia.

      “Here’s another great one of you and Mark,” she said. “This neckline is so flattering on you.”

      Mia laughed. “Gotta show off the pregnancy boobs while I’ve got ’em.”

      “You look beautiful,” Jenna said, squelching an unwelcome twist of envy for her friend. She was thrilled for Mia, delighted to see her moving on with her life after a rocky divorce and the loss of a pregnancy just a month after moving to Portland two years ago. It was how the two of them had bonded, as the only unmarried people in a support group for women who’d suffered miscarriages.

      She reached for Mia’s hand and gave it a squeeze, releasing any jealous feelings she might’ve had.

      Gertie gasped. “This photo—this must be the first time he’s seeing you in the dress?”

      “I know, isn’t that amazing?” Mia said. “I’ve never had anyone look at me that way before. Not ever.”

      “I wish I could have seen it in person,” Gertie sighed.

      “You were there in spirit,” Mia said, giving the older woman a quick hug. “It was important to Mark and me to keep things small and intimate—just the two of us and immediate family. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Big weddings are too expensive,” Jenna agreed, trying not to think of her own broken engagement, of the two hundred cream-colored invitations buried somewhere in the back of her closet.

      Mia nodded in agreement and slid a hand over her impressively large baby bump. “Exactly. It didn’t seem right to spend any money on a wedding. Not while I’m still digging myself out of the financial pit of divorce.”

      Gertie continued flipping through the photos. “I know what you mean. I met with an attorney last week about—well, about a new project I’m working on,” she said, glancing at Jenna. “Lawyers are so expensive!”

      “Particularly when you’re divorcing one,” Mia muttered. “Not that I blame him for being bitter. I’m the one who had the affair. I’m the one who screwed up.”

      Jenna patted her friend’s hand and looked over Gertie’s shoulder at a picture of Mia and Mark feeding each other cake. They looked so happy, so in love.

      “You did not screw up,” Jenna said, surprising herself with the force of her own insistence. She swallowed back an unexpected memory and focused on Mia. “You have an amazing new husband who adores you and a baby on the way. I know we didn’t know each other during your first marriage or when you and Mark began your—” she swallowed back the word affair, searching for a term that wouldn’t send Mia down a path of self-flagellation and guilt. “—your relationship. But I know you had to be terribly unhappy.”

      “Unhappiness leads to desperation,” Gertie agreed, holding up a photo of Mia glowing and voluptuous in her maternity wedding gown. “But you’re happy now. That’s what matters.”

      “That is what matters,” Jenna echoed and nabbed her best friend’s bacon.
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        * * *

      

      “As you’ll see in just a few minutes, things have gotten very contentious between the nurses’ union and hospital administration,” explained Kendall Freemont—the real Kendall Freemont—as she pushed a pile of paperwork to Adam from across her desk Monday morning.

      “I understand,” Adam said, glancing down at the contract. “Organizations don’t usually bring me in when everyone’s sitting around the conference table holding hands and singing ‘Kumbaya.’”

      “Right,” Kendall said. “I’m sure you see this sort of thing all the time. This is actually my first time dealing with contract negotiations that have taken such a contentious turn.”

      “Are you new to Belmont Health System?”

      Kendall nodded and folded her hands on the desk. “Not new to human resources, but I’ve only been with Belmont for two weeks. Before this, I worked in HR for a different firm. We had the occasional employee discipline issues and a layoff here and there, but nothing like this.”

      Adam nodded and continued flipping through the forms, studying the legal language as carefully as possible for a first pass. “I hear you. Union negotiations can be especially tricky. You’re very smart to bring in outside assistance. Sometimes professional mediation can really turn things around. Once people are armed with compassionate communication techniques and new skills for conflict resolution, I often find it can turn a bad situation into a workable one.”

      “Yes, of course,” Kendall said, fidgeting with a gold pen on the corner of her desk. “The touchy-feely approach is something we haven’t tried yet. I look forward to seeing you work your magic.”

      Adam laughed and flipped another page. “I wouldn’t call it magic, exactly. I’m just giving people the tools they need to communicate in a respectful, constructive fashion.”

      She winced. “As opposed to shouting obscenities at each other and hurling paperclips from across the conference table?”

      “Right,” Adam frowned. “How’s the CEO’s eye, by the way?”

      “Better. He’ll be joining us today, of course. Here’s an agenda for today’s meeting. The list at the bottom has the names and titles of everyone who’ll be part of today’s discussion.”

      She slid the piece of paper across the table toward him, and Adam skimmed over it. Ten minutes for introductions, that was good. He’d try to push for twenty, maybe introduce a brief get-to-know-you exercise to help break the ice. He made a note in the margin beside an item about salary cap negotiations. Better to save that conversation for the next meeting, to wait until they’d established a better sense of safety and security.

      His eyes dropped to the names of participants. Phil Gallow, the CFO. Adam hadn’t met the guy yet, but he’d heard good things. Brett Lombard from the Oregon Nurses Association— he’d spoken with him in a phone conference a couple weeks ago. Mia Dawson from the NICU—he didn’t know anything about her. Susan Schrader from⁠—

      “Mr. Thomas?”

      Adam looked up from the paper and caught the worried look in Kendall’s eye. “Yes?”

      “You’ll be—um, well, discreet about all this, won’t you?”

      “Labor negotiations are always confidential.”

      “Certainly.” She fidgeted with her pen. “This organization has had problems in the past with the media.”

      “Yes, I read about that. The previous CEO’s wife was running an escort service on the side?”

      Kendall pressed her lips together and nodded once. “Yes. It was before my time at Belmont, and obviously that particular CEO is no longer with the organization.”

      “But the media hasn’t forgotten?”

      “Nor have the employees. Their trust in Belmont’s leadership team faltered after the incident.” She paused. “There was also an unfortunate situation last year with a forensic nurse charged with arson⁠—”

      “She set fire to the hospital?” Adam couldn’t believe he’d missed that story.

      “No, no the hospital. It happened at a winery forty miles from here,  and our chief relations officer worked like crazy to keep any mention of the woman’s employer out of the media. She was mostly successful.” Kendall frowned. “Like I said, this was all before my time, but suffice it to say, our image has taken some hits in recent months.”

      “Sounds that way.”

      “And as I’m sure you’re aware,” she continued, “public perception is vital with a respected organization like Belmont.”

      “I understand completely,” Adam said. “I appreciate your desire to keep contract negotiations out of the newspaper and off social media gossip channels. While I can’t control the actions of the bargaining team, I can assure you of my own discretion.”

      “Good. That’s good.” Kendall took a deep breath. “I want to apologize again for my failure to make our meeting the other night. I had a personal situation to deal with”

      “Not a problem. I totally understand. I hope everything’s okay now.”

      She gave a tight nod, then folded her hands together on the desk. “My best friend is having some issues with her fiancé and I’ve had my hands full supporting her.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yes, well. Thank you.” Kendall cleared her throat. “I—um—I understand you also do other kinds of mediation? Outside the corporate world?”

      “That’s correct,” Adam said.

      “Your website mentioned you do couples counseling?”

      Adam pushed the meeting agenda aside and gave her his full attention. “Not exactly. I spent ten years as a corporate attorney before going through a rather difficult divorce. It gave me some perspective on my career and my life choices, so I went back to school for a degree in counseling. When I’m not working with companies to improve their labor relations, I’m in private practice as a marital mediator.”

      “Marital mediator?”

      “For couples going through divorce,” he said. “Or deciding whether to split up. The idea is to work through the issues in a spirit of cooperation instead of launching costly legal battles. It’s surprisingly effective, not to mention much less expensive than a courtroom fight.”

      Kendall sat nodding and glanced out the window. “My friend should probably talk to someone.”

      Adam studied her face, wondering if “friend” was code for Kendall herself needing help.

      She snapped her gaze back like she’d just read his mind. “It’s not me, I swear. But my friend—she’s actually done some work with Belmont’s food service department, but anyway.” Kendall cleared her throat. “They’ve been together ten years and it’s a really tricky breakup.”

      “I understand.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’m kinda rattled, and I know this is very unprofessional of me⁠—”

      “Not at all,” Adam said. “Bridging the gap between emotional and professional is what I do.”

      “Yes, that’s why we hired you.” She stood up and ran her hands down her pencil skirt, smoothing out the wrinkles. “Shall we head over to the conference room?”

      Adam studied her for a moment, then stood and stepped around the desk. “If you like, I can put together a list of local practitioners. There are some very good couples’ counselors in the Portland area. Let me make some phone calls for your friend, okay?”

      Kendall seemed to hesitate, then nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate that. I also appreciate your discretion. With everything.”

      “Not a problem at all,” he said. “Let’s go to the conference room.”

      They walked in silence down the hall and around a corner to a narrow corridor. Kendall paused at a blue door, hand on the knob. She turned back to Adam and offered a small smile.

      “You ready for this?”

      Adam nodded. “Let’s get this party started.”

      She gave a weak smile, then turned the knob and pushed into the room. Adam walked three steps behind her, his eyes scanning the room for familiar faces. He noticed a thin man wearing a blue suit and a dark scowl, and Adam tried to smile at him. The man looked startled, then gave a stiff smile in return.

      His gaze moved next to a man and a woman in blue hospital scrubs with arms folded over their chests. Defensive posture, nothing unexpected. Adam smiled at them, too, and they nodded in greeting. A man in khakis beside them offered the first real smile Adam had seen. Bolstered by that, Adam slid his gaze to the corner of the room where two women sat conferring over something on a phone screen. The brunette had glossy hair that fell over her face, while the redhead had something vaguely familiar about her posture.

      About the freckles on her arms and the gold pendant around her neck.

      A family heirloom.

      She’d worn it eight years ago on their wedding day.

      Adam froze. All the blood drained from his head, and he heard it rushing past his ears. His hands went clammy, his mouth felt dry, and he gripped the back of a chair to keep from falling over.

      Amelia looked up at him, her expression stunned and blank.

      The other woman followed suit, her blue eyes locking with his and flashing shock, then horror.

      Those same blue eyes he’d seen flash with pleasure two nights ago.

      Adam opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again.

      International terrorist.

      Supermodel.

      Aromatherapy expert.

      And a member of the bargaining team I just flew 2,100 miles to assist.

      Adam took a shaky breath and stepped forward, hand extended to his ex-wife, brain locked on the woman whose perfume still lingered on his hotel pillow.
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