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Chapter 1
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"Jack—have I mentioned-" MaryJo Mullaney shimmed a few more inches up the tree, her hands raw and aching from the climb. "How seriously disappointed I am?" A gust of wind rocked her precarious perch. How on earth would she avoid plunging to her death on the trip down? "Damn you, Jack—get down here." Belatedly remembering where she was, she lowered her voice to an aggravated whisper. "You are in so much trouble."

The trunk grew slimmer, swaying in the blustery wind. Determined not to look down, MaryJo couldn't help noticing when the light in the second floor window winked out. Holy cow—the second floor. Instinctively, her straining thighs tightened around the trunk. Moments earlier, she'd seen a shadow in that window and the glow of a computer screen through the blinds. She could easily imagine the heart failure she’d experience—peering out the window and catching someone hanging in the tree.   

"I could be arrested for this." She was trespassing. If anyone glanced out the window right now, she looked more like a cat burglar than a cat rescuer. How had her Friday night gone so incredibly wrong? 

Shivering, MaryJo wished for the dozenth time she'd remembered a coat. That she'd had the foresight to . . . "Wear pants, maybe?" Instead of ridiculous, flannel pajamas plastered with maniacally jumping frogs. That, just once—she could've been clear-headed enough to choose shoes instead of the fuzzy slippers she wore around the house. A faded tee shirt clung to her back, because—this being the perfect night—it had started raining. "God—you're too old for this stuff." 

Risking a glance down, she swayed with the knowledge she was way the hell up a seriously skinny tree in the gusting rain. "Pray for me, Saint Simeon, for I am but a fool." How often had her father muttered those words? Usually the result of her doing something ill-conceived. 'Mariela—if your mother was alive. . .' or 'Simeon was watching out for you, MaryJo.' At the ripe, old age of thirty-one, she was still on a first name basis with her patron saint of fools. 

She could use a little Sean Mullaney tough love right about now. He'd simply bully her down the tree. Her rapidly numbing toes groped for a foothold in the slippery notch below. Her rain-soaked slippers had disappeared thirty minutes earlier. Far above, her stupid cat yowled as the wind picked up and the rain shifted from drizzle to downpour. 

***
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TRAVIS LOCKWOOD HAD visitors. In the tree outside his window. Facing his computer, he followed the activity with his peripheral vision, his fingers suddenly clammy on the keyboard. With darkness pressing against his window, he detected movement—a body in motion—climbing his tree. At no time during the security installation had anyone mentioned the probability of a burglar swinging into his second floor window from the Sugar Maple in the yard.  

Rapidly saving his work, he toggled screens so the intruder couldn't view more classified information than he'd already stupidly allowed. "Patrice will have a cow," he muttered. The mere suggestion of a breach would send his partner into orbit. He could kiss working from home goodbye. She'd have Travis chained in the basement lab for the remainder of the project.  

Feigning a shoulder stretch for the spy in the window, he moved to the doorway and snapped off the light, before diving to the floor and belly-crawling back. Crouched by the window, he searched for movement. Sheets of rain gusted against the window, making it almost impossible to hear anything else. Who the hell was out there on a night like this? 

"You should call the cops." That would be the easiest way to handle this. Except, he'd lose the opportunity to confiscate whatever the spy had seen. Worse- he'd be forced to tell Patrice. She'd crawl even farther up his ass—and with the software releasing in three months—she'd practically moved in. 

Tonight was one more problem in a long string of issues related to the software release. Crouched by the window, he debated his options. If he called the cops, Patrice would jump his shit about the protocol breach. It also meant risking news of the break-in hitting the media. A pre-launch security failure wasn't exactly the PR buzz he wanted associated with his software—but, it sure as hell would be newsworthy.  

Hearing a grunt, Travis' body prickled with awareness. The voice was slightly elevated now—perhaps just above the window. A moment later, the voice carried clearly—a muttered threat—to someone named Jack. "So—there's at least two of them." 

Hell—he'd have to venture outside and investigate. Muttering as he descended the stairs two at a time, Travis headed to the storage closet for a flashlight and a baseball bat—just in case.  

***
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THE FLEETING IMAGE of her warm, cozy living room floated through MaryJo's brain as her teeth continued chattering. Friday night . . . and she was up a damned tree. She'd had a perfect evening planned. Flopped on her comfortable, lumpy-in-all-the-right-places couch, a rom-com ready to stream. She released a frustrated groan. Chardonnay chilling. Popcorn awaiting popping. Two lazy, pampered cats battling for territory on the quilt . . . 

Instead, Jack had escaped when she'd taken out the trash—bolting for the woods on what he likely viewed as an adventure. "And you stupidly followed." Jack wasn't an outdoor cat, she'd reasoned. He wouldn't know the way home on a freezing, February night. MaryJo reminded herself of the foolhardy logic she'd used as the excuse to tramp through the woods behind her house. The logic that persuaded her to cut through the backyards of eight strangers before finally launching herself up a damn tree in the ninth yard.

"Jack, get down here—now." His answering howl sounded both pitiful and mocking at the same time.

"You wanna tell me what the hell you're doing in my tree?"

The sudden voice from far below, along with a slicing beam of light cutting through the murky darkness was enough to startle MaryJo. "Oh, God." Blinded by the flashlight, she tumbled from her perch, frantically air-grabbing for a branch. "Oh  God. Oh God." Shrieking, she plummeted down, crashing through several unforgiving branches, feeling them snapping at her skin before she finally managed  to catch herself, swinging wildly from aching, throbbing arms that hadn't performed nearly enough pull-ups to support her weight now.  

"Holy shit, lady. Hang on."

Whimpering with pain and terror, MaryJo acknowledged the surly voice below held little comfort. "I can't," she groaned. "My arms . . ."

"Damn it, it's too far to drop. Just hold on."

God, she hurt—everywhere. Unable to prevent the tears dripping from her eyes, she only succeeded in clouding her already poor excuse for vision. Between the driving rain and the loss of her glasses twenty minutes earlier, her sudden urge to sob actually didn't make much difference. She was blind without her glasses. Hanging in the icy darkness from arms that would surely snap off in another moment, she moaned. "How far am I now?" She heard him scrambling to get something. 

"I said hold on."

Not a question. A command. Dangling Lord only knew how high above the ground, MaryJo had just about had it. With everything. "Just move out of the way and let me fall."  

Another muttered oath and the sound of footsteps returning. "I can't find the damn ladder in the dark." His voice, though furious, was actually comforting. At the very least, odds were pretty good he'd call an ambulance if she broke an ankle in the fall. Or the cops. Which was more of a guarantee than she'd had five minutes earlier.  

"You've got—maybe fifteen feet. When I give the word, I want you to let go—and I'll try to catch you." 

Try? "You just said it was too far." Smothering a whimper of agony, MaryJo could actually hear her biceps screaming for release.

"Never mind that. You'll be fine. I'll catch you."

Releasing a gasp of exquisite pain, she acknowledged the ordeal was about to get much worse before it was over. "Sir—this isn't gonna be pretty." Her voice hoarse with pain, she blew out a breath. "At this point, I don't care if I break something. I'm frozen. I'm tired. I'm bleeding. Just stand clear and let me fall, okay?" 

His smothered laughter still managed to spark fury, despite her frozen, pathetic state. Seriously? Laughing? At a time like this? What the hell was this guy's problem? 

"You're not going to get hurt, okay? I will catch you. Now, let go of the branch," he directed. 

She discovered the one thing she wanted most in the universe—to finally let go . . . to relieve the excruciating pain in her arms. . . was suddenly the thing she feared most. "I c-can't."

"You can," he coaxed. "It'll be over in a second."

"That's the part I'm afraid of," she admitted. Far below, his sigh was aggravated. 

"What's your name?" 

"MaryJo." Releasing her name on a moan, she knew she couldn't last much longer. 

"MaryJo, my name is Travis. I'm right below you. It's not that far," he explained. "I want you to let go. I'll break your fall and you'll be safe." 

"But—I'm . . . big." How much more humiliating could this get? She almost wished her rescuer wasn't there to witness it. She'd grown up nearly traumatized by kids teasing her about her size. This situation summed up her version of living hell. She was about to crush some nice, little man who was only trying to help. What if she injured him? What if she squashed him? What if he sued-

"MaryJo—I've got this," he insisted. "You're not too big."

"How tall are you?" Despite the bone-chilling temperature, sweat was breaking out on her upper lip. She fought a sudden bout of light-headedness. Don't let go.   

"I'm tall, okay?"

His laughter sent a rush of anger to her paralyzed brain. Bastard. Maybe she wouldn't feel bad about crushing him after all. "Damn it, how tall?"

"I'm six three and I'm . . . a weight lifter," he boasted. "Unless you're a sumo wrestler, I think we're good." His voice held equal traces of amusement and annoyance. "Now, will you just let go? It's freezing out here."

Her ears drumming with fear, her arms ready to snap, she latched on to his voice. His soothing, sarcastic, annoyed voice. "Okay—I'm coming." The relief she experienced was short-lived as she hurtled into him. Crashing into a solid, but soaking body, his arms wrapped around her as they both tumbled to the ground.  A moment later, she fell back in the wet grass, pain knifing through her shoulder as icy needles of rain continued their assault. 

She’d collided with a slab of granite. His body sprawled over hers, MaryJo was pinned to the frozen, wet ground. Somehow, Travis had managed to cradle the back of her head in one large hand. Forgetting her own pain, she immediately pushed against him. "Are you okay? Did I crush you?" 

"I'm on top of you, remember?" His face was above hers now, his panting breath crystallizing in the frigid air, his features hidden in murky shadow. As the rain poured down on his head, it dripped into her eyes, blinding her as she shivered uncontrollably.

"How are you? Anything broken?" His thighs still straddling her, Travis methodically frisked her, searching for bones that—at the moment—felt as though they may no longer be inside her body. When his hands brushed over her obvious curves, she felt his ripple of shock. 

"I don’t think I’m hurt there," she mumbled, too frozen to care that his rather capable hands had just been in close contact with her boobs. 

"Sorry. I was looking for ribs." His hands moved systematically, yet gently down her aching limbs, feeling for breaks as though he sort of knew what he was doing. "Can you wiggle your fingers?" When she complied, he asked the same of her hands, wrists, elbows and toes. Slowly, he bent each arm and leg. "I don't think anything is broken, but I'm sure you're going to be pretty bruised." 

"Are we f-finished? Because y-you're sort of c-crushing me."

"Can you tell me what hurts?"

"It would p-probably be quicker to l-list what d-doesn’t." Forming words was growing increasingly difficult around her chattering teeth. But, the biting cold didn't seem so bad now, her brain enveloped in a pleasant fog. "I’ll l-let you k-know when I f-find s-something."    

***
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THE CRAZY WOMAN WITH the death wish was still locked in his grip. Travis quickly rolled free of her, grateful for the darkness. It wasn't every night he got to roll around in the mud and cop a feel of the neighbor. Suppressing a shiver as rain gusted over them in sheets, he rose to his feet. "Think you can move?" 

The woman appeared drained of strength, her body curled in the fetal position, her nose half-buried in the spongy grass under her cheek as she panted for breath. 

"I c-can get h-home. The damn c-cat will h-have to r-ride it out until m-morning." MaryJo's voice was faint, but adamant, her eyes firmly shut against the rain. 

"That's why you were up there? Trying to rescue a cat?" As if on cue, the damn thing screeched from high above them.

"J-Jack’s an inside c-cat. H-he doesn't know what to d-do," she insisted, teeth chattering as she slowly sat up. 

"I think he’ll manage." Travis caught her wince of pain in the glow of the flashlight. Her face was ghostly white, her lips nearly purple with cold, her teeth chattering. Hell—how long had she been up there? If she didn’t get into some heat, she was going to be in serious trouble. "We need to get you inside."

"If y-you c-could just h-help me up . . . I c-can w-walk home." 

With his assistance, MaryJo staggered to her feet, but her limbs were surprisingly atrophied when he hauled her up. Long, skinny arms poked from a drenched tee shirt that had seen better days. They were covered in angry scratches from the branches that had broken her fall. She was likely battered with contusions. "Where the hell is your coat?"

"I-I d-didn't think I'd b-be outs-s-side very l-long." 

When she stumbled against him, Travis jerked her into his side to keep her from keeling over again. Christ, she was tall. And thankfully, a whole lot lighter than he'd imagined, based on her description. Sheer determination was about all he had working for him to propel her across the yard toward the back door.     

"I live . . . t-that w-way." Her arm flopped uselessly against his shoulder. "G-gotta go h-home."

"Later. First, you need to warm up. Then, I'll get you home." Pausing for a breath, he heard the mournful wail of her stupid cat, high in the Sugar Maple she'd just fallen from. Shaking his head, he tightened his grip on her now quaking body. Hell—she was soaked to the skin. "How long were you out there?"

Her shrug was listless. "D-don't know. Eight o'clock?"

Struggling to keep her upright, Travis' exasperation grew. "An hour? You've been up there for over an hour? In the rain?" His limbs were nearly frozen and he'd been outside for twelve minutes.

"Jack-" When her damn cat screeched again, her head lifted for a moment before slumping back to his shoulder. 

"He'll be fine," he answered, not really caring whether it was true. She'd risked freezing to death for a damn cat.    

Relief swept over him when he finally tugged the half-dead woman up the steps to the deck. They’d made it. Travis hesitated only a moment over what he was getting himself into with the crazy cat lady before her violent shivering put an end to his quandary. No matter how annoying the situation was, he couldn’t leave her out on the deck to freeze to death. Propping her up, he hustled her through the door and pushed her into the nearest chair, before shutting out the fury of the storm. 

The woman appeared spent. She was drenched and splotched with mud from their wrestling match in the grass. Despite her slender build, he was breathing heavy, proving his suspicion that he'd been away from the gym too long. His late nights were catching up with him. All work and no workout had weakened him to a candy ass.   

MaryJo's ghostly complexion was enhanced by an ugly, purple bruise on her right cheekbone. Frowning, Travis drew closer, wondering when she'd picked that up. Probably from the first fall—when he'd scared the bejeezus out of her. He'd nearly had a coronary watching her tumble, knowing he'd be too late to reach her before she hit the ground. 

Yet miraculously, she'd managed to catch herself. And hang on. And even argue with him when he'd finally reached her. Her drenched hair was long and midnight dark. But, the long, sweeping eyelashes brushing pale, sad cheeks left him with an image of wholesome-girl-next-door rather than crazy cat lady.  

When her eyes fluttered open, the confusion he read in their velvety depths told him she needed warmth, and damned soon. Pushed to action, Travis strode down the hall to the linen closet and yanked out a blanket. Returning to the kitchen, he wrapped it around her before heading for the guest bathroom. Turning on the jets in the shower, he was grateful he'd remodeled it to a standup shower. MaryJo didn't look as though she had the strength remaining to climb over the side of a tub.   

Willing his teeth to stop chattering, he detoured to the guestroom. Kicking off his shoes first, he stripped out of the soaked shirt. Once she'd warmed up a bit and it was safe to put her in the shower, he could sprint upstairs and change into dry clothes. Jogging back to the kitchen, he discovered her still lurched over the table, exactly where he'd left her. Alarmed, he cleared his throat. "I've got the shower running. Let's get you down the hall and into the steam so you can warm up."

"Okay." Her mumbled response drifted up from the placemat. Sometime in the past two minutes, she'd face-planted on the table. 

Hell. Maybe he should forget the shower and just call the rescue squad. But, that would mean another nine minutes of her shivering in wet clothes before help arrived. Hauling her to her feet, Travis made his decision. If she was still in bad shape after he got her warmed up, he'd call for help.  

Half walking, half carrying her, he cajoled her down the hallway. Pushing open the bathroom door, he was met with an incredible blast of steamy heat. "Okay, MaryJo—not much longer. Can you get out of those clothes?"

Head resting on his shoulder, her eyes fluttered open. "Where am I?"

Hesitating, his brain battled between caution and urgency. He was about to strip a strange woman in his bathroom. When she came to her senses, he'd be screwed. But, if she didn't—her condition could worsen. Cursing, he propped her against the wall and yanked the shirt over her head. Her icy skin confirmed his suspicion. Tossing it aside, he shimmied her free of what were quite possibly the ugliest pajamas he'd ever seen. Who the hell ventured outside wearing fuzzy pants with electric green frogs leaping across them?    

Bundling the blanket around her, he hoisted MaryJo against him, his muscles aching where chill had already settled in. Releasing a gasp of shock when her cold, clammy chest came into contact with his, Travis realized the danger. Christ, she was seriously freezing. If he put her in the shower too soon, she could go into shock. 

"You smell good." Her head lolled to the side. Blinking owlishly, she tried to look up at him. "I mean it. Like—an ocean."

"Uh-huh." For the next twenty minutes, Travis held her against him, letting the steam and the blanket and his body heat work their magic. Finally, she began showing signs of thawing. "Okay—I think it's safe to get in the shower." Even as he spoke the words, he knew he'd have to prop her up in there. There'd be no leaving. No running upstairs for dry clothes. There'd be only him—holding up MaryJo and praying they didn't topple over and fracture their skulls on the ceramic tile. 

Swearing, he unzipped his jeans. Already uncomfortably wet from the icy rain, he'd have to cut the damn things off if he showered in them. Thankfully, MaryJo was still too zonked to notice that he'd be practically naked, too. Leaving her bra and panties in place, he finagled her into the shower, clutching her against him as he nudged her under the showerhead. 

For several minutes, Cat lady remained slack in his arms. The only warm thing about her was her breath as it tickled his neck. But, the hot water streaming over them more than made up for the popsicle he held in his arms. Nothing had ever felt so good. 

"You okay? Warming up yet?" Travis felt her nod against his chest. Slowly, one arm lifted to anchor around his neck. "Want me to turn you around now?"

"I—I think I c-can do it." Raising her gaze to meet his, he was relieved to find awareness. Clarity. Embarrassment, even. In startlingly warm, brown eyes. With heat rising in her cheeks, MaryJo finally appeared human. 

"I'm gonna stay—in case you have trouble."  With warm water cascading over them, she slowly turned to face the front of the shower, teeth still chattering—but less than before. Travis kept his hands planted on her hips, his touch light, but hopefully reassuring. She was easily 5'9. Was that what she meant about big? Why did women always worry about stuff they couldn't control? What did it matter how tall you were? Frankly, at six three, not enough women were tall enough to suit him. With MaryJo, his hands rested in exactly the right spot. 

"I r-really think I'm okay n-now. You can l-leave." Her mortified voice grew more insistent.  

He smiled. "You need a few more minutes under there. I want to make sure your core temperature is back to normal before you get out. Otherwise, you'll be shivering all night."

"Are you a d-doctor? Because you s-sound like you know what you're t-talking about.

"No, but I play one on TV." Worry flared in the glance she sent over a slender shoulder. Idiot—she's afraid.  "I'm a volunteer EMT," he hastened to explain. "I ride on the rescue squad several days a month." 

"I t-think I'm w-warm enough." 

"You need at least ten more minutes," he decided. "Try not to be embarrassed, okay?"

"I'm nearly n-naked in a shower w-with a man I c-crushed thirty minutes ago." 

Strangest Friday night ever. Behind her, Travis grinned. "When you say it that way-" He choked back his laughter, pretty sure it wouldn't instill confidence. Cat lady was feeling better. "I promise I'm not seeing anything," he lied, trying not to notice the long, delicate path of her spine. Then, his uncooperative eyes tried not noticing where it trailed into sheer, soaking panties that left absolutely nothing to his over-active imagination. Panties that were plastered to a curvy—some would perhaps use the term award-winning—to describe an ass like the one he was staring at. To his no-willpower eyes, it damn well neared perfection. Which—he tried not to notice.   

Releasing MaryJo, he stepped from the shower. Grabbing a towel, he wrapped it around his waist to hide the mounting evidence of not noticing his hotter-than-hell neighbor. Turning to block her view, he snagged several towels for her and placed them on the counter. "Okay—I'm leaving you for a few minutes. I'm gonna run upstairs and change," he explained. And hope his saluting cock would settle down. "I'll try to find—some clothes for you to wear." Big clothes. Baggy clothes. Pausing, he turned back. "Don’t even think about moving. I don't want you to fall."

"But I-"

He paused, unwilling to leave until he was sure she wouldn't attempt getting out. She could stumble. Hit her head. "MaryJo—no joking. You're going to be weak and clumsy for a while. Wait for me to get back, okay?" 

Her face appeared around the glass door, toffee eyes wide with apprehension, her teeth worrying a lusciously full bottom lip. "Thank you . . . for helping me tonight. I'm really sorry . . . about everything."

Tinged with a husky thread of worry, her sexy voice seared down his nerves, leaving his body tingling. "No problem." He gritted his teeth. "That's what neighbors are for, right?"

***
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Chapter 2
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The towel clutched firmly around her, MaryJo teetered on the toilet seat lid, the room tilting drunkenly. What was wrong with her? Her brain seemed to be functioning at half speed—her movements sluggish as she battled an overwhelming wave of sleepiness. "Snap out of it," she ordered her lethargic brain.  

Could this night get any worse? She was scratched and bruised. Every bone in her body aching. And now—she was naked. "In the neighbor's house." Naked with a man were not exactly the words she would use to describe herself. At least, not for the past few years. She'd made her peace with their species. She was simply better at being friends with them. Sports buddy. After-work-for-a-beer girl. Fending off the occasional hookup request. 

For a woman with self-esteem issues, hookups hadn't proven to be the best answer to her problem. Ultimately, MaryJo was more comfortable assuming the role of friend. The role of just one of the guys. At least that way, they accepted her. And she never felt threatened. Or awkward. Or nervous around them. Or noticed. 

Until now. Now—she was nervous. And definitely awkward. She was in a strange man's home. Injured. Vulnerable. Half blind without her glasses. And naked. There really wasn't much more she could add to the laundry list of items that would trigger hyperventilation. To top it off—he was seriously attractive. Not the kind of guy who was sort of attractive. Travis was in the way-out-of-your-league category. Even in her blurry, out-of-focus, half-dead state, MaryJo knew hot. 'Hot' translated through illness, fear, and apparently—borderline unconsciousness. Travis was the guy she'd secretly drool over while fake-watching basketball with the guys from work. But—he was definitely not the guy she'd be able to form coherent sentences for. 

Though she couldn't really see him, he smelled great. His presence radiated strength. Assurance. He'd held her up in the shower as though it hadn't mattered that she was ginormous. The chest under her bruised cheek had been chiseled, his heartbeat reassuringly steady to her ear. If only she'd been lucid enough to enjoy it. Swoon-worthy pecs—and she'd basically slept against them. Despite her blurry vision, Travis seemed to inhabit a nice face. And he was funny. Who didn't love guys who were funny?

Heat stealing over her, MaryJo yawned. Lord, she was so tired. The thought of venturing back out into the storm was—unpleasant. When she felt herself tipping forward, she jerked her eyes open. When had she fallen asleep? Maybe she'd be safer on the floor. At least there, she couldn't fall again.  

"What the hell are you doing? Jeez—did you fall?" 

She forced her eyes open. "My dad says you can't fall off the floor."

"MaryJo—did you lay down? Or did you fall?"

She felt her shoulders being lifted from the floor. "Jus—a little tired. Thought I could take a nap." 

"On the bathroom floor?"  

"I feel drunk." When his fingers searched the back of her head, she breathed in his Travis-y smell. Like—the beach. And soap. "You smell really good." 

"So you've said." His voice sounded annoyed again. "I don't feel any bumps. Let's get you off the floor, okay?"

MaryJo smiled dreamily. "Okay." Before she knew what was happening, Travis scooped her into his arms. Her weariness forgotten, panic flared as she struggled against him. "No—I'm too heavy. Don't-"

"Please—you insult me." Gathering her to his chest, he moved into the hallway. "See—no issues. I'm a weightlifter, remember?" 

Shivering as they left the steamy heat of the bathroom, MaryJo's dulled senses reactivated as she realized she was still wrapped in a towel. "I—did you . . . do you have any clothes I could b-borrow?"

"Yeah. I've got the fireplace going in the living room. I thought I'd bundle you up in there for a while." 

His voice didn't indicate he was straining to carry a heavy burden. But—maybe he was just being nice. Either way, she admitted—it was comforting. "I don't want to bother-"

"It's no trouble," he assured. "Besides, I want to see how you're doing. Once I know you’re over the worst of it, I can take you home." 

He settled her on a couch, overlooking a gas fireplace. The heat emanating from the fake logs was too good to resist. After propping her up against the pillows, Travis handed her a sweatshirt. 

"Put this on. I'll turn my back. I've got sweatpants, too, but you'll probably swim in them."

She tugged the sweatshirt over her head. "It's so warm," she exclaimed, her head still searching for the neck hole. "Oh my gosh—this is heaven."

"I threw it in the dryer to warm it up." Accepting the towel she tugged free, he handed her the pants. "Do you need help standing?"

Glancing cautiously at his back, she shimmied into the sweatpants while staying seated on the couch. "No—I'm good."

"Okay to turn around?"

Snuggling back into the corner of the couch, she'd never felt so cozy and coddled in her entire life. The wave of sleepiness returned with a vengeance. "I'm ready." 

"I'll get you a few ibuprofin for the aches." 

Sensing his gaze on her, she made a diligent effort to focus on his words. Ibu . . . something. And then something about soup.

". . . so you're warm on the inside, okay?"

"Uh-huh."

"There’s not much on TV, but we could watch some of the basketball game," he suggested, "before I take you home."

Shifting against the pillows, MaryJo fought to keep her eyes open. "Notre Dame and—Michigan . . . like their . . . point guard."

***

[image: image]


SHE WAS ASLEEP WITHIN seconds. Travis stood over her, briefly envying the ability to simply drift away—until realizing it was the aftermath of nearly freezing to death. He would've felt better getting a round of anti-inflammatory into her before she passed out. But—they likely wouldn't do much for her pain. Eight hours from now, she would be in a world of hurt. 

A relaxed sigh drew his gaze back to her face. A pretty face—despite the purple contusion. Probably, he should ice it, but he was hesitant to disturb her again. And he'd just gotten her warmed up. Tugging the woolen throw over her shoulders, he noticed the delicate collarbone and creamy expanse of skin still visible in his huge sweatshirt. 

MaryJo was definitely tall. Lanky—bordering on too skinny. Remembering her comment, he smiled. "Michigan's point guard is great," he agreed. An attractive sports fanatic. Pretty much every guy's fantasy woman. Yet, all Travis had gleaned from his encounter thus far was that she felt huge. And unappealing. It never failed to amaze him, witnessing all the different ways women learned to beat themselves up. 

Interest kindling, he reluctantly headed back to the kitchen. Between his maniacal stint programming and his neighbor's fall from the tree, dinner had been forgotten. As he passed through the darkened dining room, an ungodly screech at the French door made him jump. 

Hell—it was her cat, paws against the glass, golden eyes gleaming with intent. Maybe he could pretend he didn't see- 

The yowling increased, along with a round of spastic scratching at the glass. "Great." Just what he needed—an animal roaming the house. His sigh aggravated, he unlocked the French door—allowing the soaking, bedraggled fleabag into his—until now—dander-free, hair-free, pet-or-any-other-living-creature-free home. 

The cat stared at him, mewing piteously. "Alright," he relented. "I'll get you a towel." When he continued to stare, Travis gave in. "I suppose you're starving, too?"

Surprisingly, Jack the cat was grateful to be dried off and fluffed up. And the tuna he mustered from the pantry seemed to fit the bill. While he was at it, he made himself a few sandwiches. When they’d both finished their dinner, Jack rubbed up against his legs. Chuckling, Travis felt the urge to set him straight. "Don't even think about moving in here," he warned. "I have zero time for pets. You'd be lucky to get fed once a week."    

Dumping his paper plate in the trash, he discovered Jack following him, his golden eyed stare a little unnerving. "How about I take you to MaryJo? You can keep her feet warm." 

Trailing back through the house, he checked over his shoulder. The cat was still with him. A little tuna and all of a sudden, he was the pied piper. "If only it worked that way with women. Ply them with tuna and they fall at your feet." Smirking at the image in his head, he watched the cat as he entered the living room.  

Jack didn't wait for an invitation when he found MaryJo sprawled on the couch. Sniffing the air, he caught her scent. After a graceful leap onto the couch, the cat turned around twice before settling on the blanket near her feet. 

Moments later, there were two strangers asleep on his couch. Fighting the urge to hover over her, he noticed her hair was drying. Wispy tendrils of black satin. He brushed them gently aside when he tested her forehead, checking for fever. The strands were soft—like her skin, he confirmed. And shiny, catching the light from the fire. A luxurious, thick fall of midnight colored- 

What the hell? Travis did a double take before reluctantly retreating a few steps. Midnight hair? Seriously? Exactly where was he going with this? Determined, he picked up the remote and clicked on the basketball game. She was right. Michigan's point guard was having an amazing season.

Though he tried to keep his mind on the game, his gaze kept drifting to her, his concentration shot. "It's an unusual situation," he reminded himself. It wasn’t every night a pretty trespasser fell from his tree. Or took a shower with him. Or slept on his couch. He’d allowed a strange cat entry to his home. What else could happen on a weird Friday night?   

Eventually, MaryJo turned over, facing him. Dark, sweeping lashes against creamy skin. Her cheeks finally showing a healthy dose of pink as she snuggled under the blanket. Again, Travis forced his gaze back to the television. 

Then she sighed in her sleep. And he was forced to look at her mouth. Lips a little too full. A little too red. A little too—everything. But curiously appealing. Her smile was probably wide—assuming she was the type of woman who smiled a lot. Her personality had hinted at a sense of humor. She'd handled his groping pretty well—firing back with a joke, despite being half dead at the time. Damn—not a good time to remember her breasts. Though it had only been seconds, his hands had come away from the encounter with sensory memory. They were the perfect size. 

Forcing his eyes back to the game, he re-focused. Michigan up by nine at the half. Thinking about MaryJo's breasts only served to remind him that it had been a really long time since he'd been out with a woman. Since he'd even talked to a woman—other than the few on his coding team. Since he'd slept with someone. Since he'd thought about anything other than the damned software launch and how to manage his disastrous partnership with Patrice. 

Despite his careless sense of business acumen, Travis knew better than to risk any sort of relationship with someone at work. Especially since he was the boss. Hell—the owner. It would be a lawsuit waiting to happen. Even he wasn’t that clueless. Thus, the question had remained. Where did one go for sex when one worked eighteen hours a day? 

Very early in their relationship, Patrice had given off pretty clear signals she would be  available—indicating a willingness to do just about anything to keep him and the rest of his hand-picked team focused and on task. Of course—that had been before everyone realized she was batshit crazy.    

Not for the first time, he wondered what he'd gotten himself into. Agreeing to the partnership with Patrice Reynolds had been a colossal mistake. He’d always worked better on his own. Why should this time have been any different? But, his previous success had led to investors clamoring to be part of the next release. Though he hadn't cared much about the money, the thought of being able to devote himself to the creative side instead of the business stuff had struck a chord. Enter Patrice. Now—it was too late to rectify the error. He was stuck with her—at least until the end of the year. For better or worse. Mostly worse. 

Teetering on her cliff of paranoia, she made life at work miserable for everyone. But if Travis did anything about it now, half their staff would quit. As it was, he already spent way too much time on damage control, running interference between Patrice and the programmers. Ironically, he had less creative time now than when he'd handled everything himself.  

A groan from the couch scattered his irritated thoughts. Relieved, he rose from his chair and crossed the room. Cat lady had shifted again, her face buried in the pillow, one long arm dangling from the couch, her fingers brushing the carpet. "MaryJo? Are you okay?"   

Her face flushed with sleep, she squinted against the light. "Hot." Pulling ineffectually at the neck of his sweatshirt, she floundered in her half-hearted attempt to remove it. 

"You want this off?" Kneeling next to the couch, he tugged on the sleeve of the sweatshirt, gently pulling her arm free. Supporting her back, he shifted her into a half-seated position so he could pull her other arm free. When he tugged it over her head, MaryJo flopped back against the pillows, her sigh one of relief. 

"Better." Her face sought the coolness of the pillow.

Travis suspected her relief would prove short-lived. Soon, she'd be cold again. His relief, on the other hand, bordered on non-existent. Swallowing hard, he confirmed that his prettier-by-the-minute neighbor was back to wearing just a bra. All that exposed skin served to reawaken his earlier demons. Though his jeans tightened, he was helpless to look away. Satiny shoulders, an olive glow to her soft skin. He swallowed around the sudden dryness in his throat. "Jesus." His fingers itched to trace the spatter of freckles across her chest. Thanks to their brief shower together, he knew the pattern was repeated across her shoulders. And probably . . . other places.

"Dude—you're sweating." At least her bra was dry now. Not that the lack of sheerness presented problems for his overactive imagination. He'd seen enough in the shower for the memory to be scorched into his brain. As she shifted on the couch, a thin, delicate strap slid down her right shoulder. Biting back a groan, Travis fumbled to cover her with the blanket.   Glancing to her feet, he discovered Jack watching with interest. "No judging," he warned. "You'd be doing the same thing if you were me." Distracted, he rose to his feet—if only to distance himself from that all-knowing stare. Maybe he should get his laptop—try to work down here. Coding was probably the only thing that could steal his concentration away from a half-naked woman. Because a tied basketball game sure as hell wasn't doing it for him.

***
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MARYJO AWOKE WITH A start. Her head fuzzy, her mouth like cotton. Was she ill? Glancing to her left, she ran her fingers over unfamiliar fabric. A couch. Shifting to a seated position, she groaned, realizing her mistake almost immediately. Pain knifed through her shoulder. Her brain strangely muddled, she stared down at her bare arms. Scratches covered nearly every inch of exposed skin. When had that hap-

"Hey, you're awake. How are you feeling?"

Gasping her terror, she shrank back against the pillows, distancing herself from the shadow hulking over her. "D-don't-"

"It's okay," the male voice coaxed. "I'm Travis, remember? Travis Lockwood? You fell from my tree earlier tonight." 

Her heart beating too fast, MaryJo nodded, releasing an unsteady breath. "R-right. . . I remember. S-sorry to freak out like that." Running nervous fingers through her hair, she winced when the simple movement resulted in a chorus of aches. Glancing at her nails, she confirmed that two of them were shredded—not that they'd been super attractive to begin with.

"You're in pain," he stated, his voice matter-of-fact. "Take these ibuprofen. I couldn't get them into you before you fell asleep a few hours ago." 

"Hours?" She'd been asleep on a stranger's couch—for a few hours? Accepting the pills from a very large hand, Travis held the glass of water until she was ready to accept it. Drinking greedily, she finally returned it to him. "So thirsty."

"Are you hungry? I'm still not sure how long you were out there before I found you."

If only the fog would lift from her brain. "I—was looking for Jack. I think I left my house at seven-thirty. I was probably in your tree by seven-forty-five." Her voice trailed off as she remembered- "Jack." The storm was still lashing against the windows. Unsteadily, she swung her legs over the side of the couch. "He's still outside-"  

"He's here," Travis corrected, his hands gentle on her shoulders as he coaxed her back to the couch. 

Warm hands—on her skin- Her brain suddenly clearing, it took only moments to fill with panic. MaryJo realized she was topless. Again. Fumbling, she raised her arms to cross over her chest. "I—where's my s-shirt?"

Sensing her unease, Travis took an immediate step back. "It's right here. I'll toss it to you. About an hour ago, you stripped it off. Said you were too hot." 

Embarrassment staining her cheeks, she nodded. "I—remember. Good Lord. I'm so sorry." Once she scrambled into the sweatshirt, she felt a modicum of control return. "I—I’m so not like this . . . normally. This is—a n-nightmare." 

"It's alright," he reassured. "You’re going to be fine. The storm hasn't lessened, so I think it would be safer if you spent the rest of the night here."

"What—what time is it?" 

"Nearly one in the morning." Travis eased a step closer. "There's a clock here on the end table."

"I'm afraid I can't even see that far without my glasses." MaryJo sighed. "They slipped off my face sometime during the climb last night. They've probably floated away by now."

"Seriously? Can you see me?" 

"Sort of—like an outline of you." She waved a haphazard hand, grateful she couldn't. Seeing him would make her more nervous. "The middle part's a blur."

"We can look for your glasses in the morning. Do you always wear them?" 

"Contacts during the day," she explained. "But they get dry and scratchy because I'm on my computer so much."

"Me, too." His shadowed features seemed to nod.

"Once I get home for the night, I switch to glasses." Feeling a blush crawling into her face, MaryJo figured an explanation of her appalling clothes would hopefully leave Travis with less of an impression of the crazy cat woman. "I should explain—it was laundry night, too. Hence, the weird pajamas and the ratty tee shirt," she felt compelled to tack on. "I don't dress like a bag lady all the time."

"Just on laundry night?"

Hearing the grin in his voice, she smiled back. It was relatively easy telling truths when you couldn't see someone's face. She'd have to remember that in the future. Maybe the next difficult conversation with her father—she'd take her glasses off—and just let it rip. When Jack's head nudged her hand, she sighed with relief. "How did you get Jack to come down?"

When Travis chuckled, she realized she liked the friendly, easy sound. "He came down on his own-"

"No way!" Raising her gaze to his face, she stared at the face she couldn't see. Jack nudged her fingers, looking for a scratch. 

"Way," he confirmed. "I told you he'd be fine."

"I'm an idiot," she muttered. "All this trouble and he would've come back anyway?"

"I wouldn't say idiot," he corrected gently. "Basically, he howled at the door until I let him inside. He's been asleep at your feet for the last three hours."   

She sensed Travis staring at her. "That's funny. He usually doesn't take to strangers."

"I think this was literally a case of any port in the storm," he answered. "I was preferable to the alternative of freezing out in the rain. The can of tuna probably helped solidify his temporary loyalty."

"I'll be lucky if he follows me home tomorrow." Smiling, she felt a sudden, instinctive urge to busy her nervous hands. She could sense his eyes—scrutinizing her. Making judgments she couldn't confirm without seeing his expression. Pulling the mass of hair over her shoulder, she proceeded to braid it, grateful for something to do with her hands. It didn’t take long for her arms to begin aching, reminding her how long she’d been clinging to that branch. Involuntarily, she shivered.

"Are you cold again?"

"My arms hurt. I was just remembering dangling from your tree." Sensing him watching her, she glanced up. "I- I really don’t know how to thank you. I never should have been trespassing-"

When Travis knelt on the floor near the couch, she startled when he took her hand. "Hey- it’s seriously no big deal. I’m glad I heard you. What if you’d fallen and I wasn’t there?"

What the hell? She really couldn’t embarrass herself any further this night. She’d pretty much won that prize earlier. "I might have preserved my dignity, but then again, I probably would have frozen to death, too." Raising her gaze to his, she grinned. "I guess if I had to drop in on a neighbor, I’m glad it was you. Are you always this accommodating?"

"I don’t know," he admitted. "I haven’t met many of my neighbors since I moved in last year." Giving her hand a little squeeze, he suddenly seemed to think better of it and quickly released it. "Can I get you anything before we turn in?" 

Travis’ voice hadn't changed—husky and concerned. Pleasant. But something had. It felt as though there was a little less oxygen in the room. As though he was suddenly crackling with tension. And for the life of her, MaryJo didn't know what it meant. Probably, that she'd overstayed her welcome. Maybe—he was second-guessing his generous offer to a pain-in-the-ass neighbor. If there was ever a time she wished she could see his face, this was it. Not that she would've been able to translate his expression into knowledge of what it meant. 

MaryJo knew a great deal about guys—but solely from the angle of buddy. She knew how to argue with them about sports. Commiserate with them about their girlfriends—despite not really understanding what they complained about. Mostly about their expectations. About phone calls. And text response times. Gifts. Drama about making plans. And there was the gripe about spending too much money on shoes. 

But, with a domineering man like Sean Mullaney as her father—she'd ceased being a girl when her mother Isabella died. From the age of nine, Mariela Josefina Mullaney had done her best to fulfill Sean's unrequited wish for a son. Any lady-like or remotely female tendencies that might have blossomed under the tutelage of her mother, had withered and died. As the years passed, Mariela Josefina had slowly faded into the background and Mojo had sprung into her place. 

Being a tomboy had served her well as she grew—and grew—and grew. Taller than all the girls in her class, MaryJo had thrown her gawky frame into sports, her father's belligerent but caring voice on the sidelines of every sport she played. Basketball in the winter. Softball in the spring and summer. Soccer in the fall. Staying busy in sports meant less time to socialize—or more correctly—to acknowledge she wasn't socializing. That she wasn't invited to parties. 

College, unsurprisingly, had been more of the same. Mojo the jock—not MaryJo the girl. At the mercy of a persistent roommate, she'd learned to use makeup—sparingly. She'd tried, with limited success, to imitate her hall mates’ behavior—in the whole business of flirting and meaningless banter like the girls she observed at the frat houses—where she'd been dragged repeatedly by her determined roommate. But—flirting with guys who were already hammered didn't mean she’d actually succeeded in acquiring any female skills. It just meant the guy she practiced on didn't give a damn which girl he ultimately ended up in bed with.   

Now, at thirty-one, while MaryJo pretended she knew what made men tick, she really didn't know jack. Talking scores and pitching reports and the player draft with her guy friends at work . . . that was easy. Analyzing and reviewing financials with the intimidating, mostly male executives at work—not hard. Knowing what to wear on a date—petrifying. Not that she had to worry about that very often. Discerning the change in Travis' tone only a moment ago—impossible.

"MaryJo? You okay? Do you need anything?"  

"N-no, thank you." Flustered by her own confusion, she tugged on the too long sweatshirt. "You've done enough already. I'm sorry to keep you up so late." 

His shadow moved to the chair where he'd been seated. Powering down a laptop, he snapped off the light. "Okay. Well, I guess we should try to get some sleep. Once it's light out, I'll find your glasses and then I can give you a ride home."

"S-should I—is this okay? If I stay on your couch?" 

He shook his head. "I've got a guest room down the hall. I think you'll be more comfortable there."

"You've already gone to so much trouble-" When his hand appeared before her eyes, she accepted it as he helped her to her feet.

"It's no trouble. I'd rather know you're comfortable." Hesitating while she stood, he waited for her to steady herself. 

Biting back a moan as every muscle in her body protested the movement, MaryJo inhaled sharply. "Wow—that first step is a doozy."

"I hate to say it," Travis confessed, "but you'll probably feel worse in the morning." Guiding her through the darkened hallway, he flicked on the nightlight in the hall bathroom. "Just in case you need to get up during the night." Allowing her to pass, he waited at the door of the bedroom. "If you need anything, just yell. I'll probably hear you upstairs. I don't sleep much, and when I do, it's not very soundly."

"I would hate that," she admitted, her eyes adjusting to the dim light. She could easily make out the double bed. There was also a dresser, not that she had any clothes with her. 

"Work stress, I guess. I've been like this for years. I get too keyed up to sleep." 

"What do you do?" She realized she liked the sound of his voice in the dark. Low and husky, yet still approachable sounding. 

"I'm a software designer. I'm working on a program we're supposed to be launching in three months." Leaning against the doorframe, he folded one arm over the other, his lanky frame appearing loose-limbed and relaxed. "How about you?"

"Financial analyst. Basically, I’m an accountant—for a financial services company."

"What do you analyze?" His expression seemed to indicate a flicker of actual interest behind the blue beauty of his eyes.

Spoken like a true non-accountant. Smiling, MaryJo sank down on the edge of the bed. "For the most part, I analyze potential acquisitions. And I put together the financials for my division."   

"Do you like messing with financial statements?" Travis interrupted his question with a yawn. "Sorry—my hours tend to be crazy, so sleep is typically the first thing to go."

"Numbers make sense to me—usually more than people do."

"I totally get that," he admitted. "Not the numbers part. For me it's software code. That makes sense." 

Sensing a smile in his voice, she searched his face, despite knowing she wouldn't be able to confirm it. "What is it?"

"When I heard you outside my window tonight, I thought you might be one of my competitors—dropping in to steal my work."

"That must be some software you’re working on." Releasing a sigh, she was again reminded how much trouble she'd caused tonight. And how lucky that Travis hadn't called the cops. "No competitors. Just the crazy neighbor. If there's anything—seriously—anything I can do to make it up to you, I hope you'll ask."

Travis retreated a step. "You never know. Maybe I'll take you up on that." Moving into the hallway, his gaze locked with hers. "Goodnight, MaryJo."

***   
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Chapter 3
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Travis continued working through the night. Since he likely wouldn’t have slept anyway, he may as well get some work done. Glancing up from the screen, he stretched aching shoulders, finally noticing daylight creeping around the blinds. Once he drove MaryJo home in a few hours, he could fall into bed and crash. Saturdays were typically low-key. If he hadn’t been working on a product launch, weekends were spent catching up on sleep, going for a run or hitting the gym. Then, wrapping up a lazy Sunday by watching sports with his ever-present laptop. Multi-tasking had become a way of life. On the occasional Saturday, he’d pull a weekend shift volunteering at the rescue squad. At least there, he had company, watching games with the guys on the squad between ambulance runs.

Frowning, he digested the acknowledgment that he’d increasingly evolved into something of a loner. A loner with no outside hobbies, except the rescue squad. "It wasn't always like that." But, he’d developed a bad pattern over the past few years. Success had changed everything. Success had left him wealthy . . . yet always in the elusive chase for the next big thing. He'd truly believed partnering with Patrice on this latest project would ease the burden—freeing him to pursue new interests—or revisit old ones. Since the money wasn’t all that important, he’d been more than willing to share it. Instead, the partnership now took even more of his time. More energy. Putting out fires instead of stoking the creative ones. 'Handling' Patrice, instead of developing the talent on his team. Worse—he’d grown even more isolated. 

Smirking, Travis shook his head. What did it say about him that it felt surprisingly good to share his rambling house with someone? Despite that someone being a virtual stranger. "It says you’re a loser, bro." Maybe—he could use the anomaly of MaryJo’s visit to jumpstart his intentions. Instead of talking about change; thinking about doing something different—this time he’d actually take the initiative to force a change. 

Maybe—he’d make a schedule for the upcoming week—a list of incremental accomplishments that could start him on a return to a sense of normalcy. Help him regain focus. Fumbling in the drawer, he found a scrap of paper and a pencil.   

Today, he’d take MaryJo home. Then—shoulders sagging, he admitted he’d probably continue working.  There were far too many bugs in the program for this stage of the schedule. It had taken him twice as long as usual to get the commands working properly. About the time he fixed a problem and was ready to move on to the next, invariably someone on the team discovered a new glitch.

Scratching out a heading for Monday, Travis turned to the window. The bare limbs of the Sugar Maple brought a reluctant smile to his lips. From now on, any time he looked out this window, he would think of MaryJo perched in it. Tapping his pencil, he forced his mind back to the new and improved Travis exercise. Mentally running down the list of issues, meetings and miscellaneous bullshit at work, he realized he didn’t want to write any of that down. He already knew those things. "What can you accomplish this week?" That would make him feel better? More human? Less frustrated? 

A vision of toffee eyes floated before his. He could check on MaryJo. "See how she's feeling. That's—human." It qualified as different from usual. And—it definitely wasn’t work related. "You could . . . return her hideous pajamas." And the ratty shirt. Nodding, he smiled and scribbled 'MaryJo'. Tuesday was easy. He’d have an overnight shift with the rescue squad. Wednesday—he would grocery shop after work. Nothing out of the ordinary there—so he would . . . speak to two different women at the grocery store about—something. "Vegetables . . . or a recipe." He sighed. Was basic human interaction really this difficult? "And you'll go for a run." Determined, Travis underlined that one. He needed to get back in shape.       

The plaintive meow from the doorway startled him, the sound so foreign to his existence that it felt out of context. He’d been so focused on his list, Travis hadn’t heard the turbo-charged purring until Jack finally yelped for more attention. "Hey, bud. Is MaryJo awake? Or did you just get lonely?"

Entering the bedroom-turned-office, Jack meandered through the space, sniffing pretty much everything—including him, before he sank to the floor at his feet and began washing his paws. The purring sound was—nice. Sort of soothing. When it stopped a few minutes later, he glanced down to discover Jack staring at him. Not blankly—but like—with a motive. Expectant. "Do you want something? Because I’m not sure how to translate that look." Nope—not at all weird that he was talking to a cat. "I was never allowed to have pets growing up," he explained. "My mother married a dickhead. He claimed he was allergic to pretty much everything—especially if it was something I wanted. So—this is all pretty new to me." 
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