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Chapter One
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“He’s baaack.”

Tyler Morgan allowed her wire frame glasses to slide down her nose as she looked up from her computer keyboard at the secretary she shared with three other newspaper staff writers. 

Judi sat on the other side of her desk in the small, pale green cubicle, holding out a letter she’d taken from one of the mail sacks at her feet.

With pounding heart, Tyler leaned back in her chair and gave Judi her full attention. “Who’s back?” she asked as if she weren’t holding her breath in anticipation of the answer.

Judi gave her a knowing look. “You know who.”

Oh, she knew all right. She’d thought of little else since the anonymous writer’s first letter had arrived. She’d committed that one to memory. 

“The guy who’s been deluging you with his problems for the last two months. That’s who.”

“Oh. Him.” She swallowed slowly. “What’s he got to say now?”

Judi glanced down at the letter in her hand. “It’s worded a little differently, but it’s still the same drill as before. He obviously doesn’t know we have his sob story memorized by now.”

She managed to breathe normally. “Refresh my memory.”

“Ok. Listen.” 

Dear Cari,

When I was twenty–seven, I realized I was in love with my younger sister's best friend. She was only seventeen at the time so I never confessed my feelings before she moved out of state to attend college. My plans to tell her how I felt after her graduation were ruined when she married her college sweetheart without returning home.

Judi glanced up at her. “Starting to ring a bell?”

Oh, hell yeah. She shrugged. “Let’s hear the rest. If there is more.”

“Oh, there’s more,” Judi rolled her eyes. “Here goes. Where was I? Oh, yeah. Listen.”

Ten years later, I’m still in love with her. I recently discovered that she’s divorced but involved in an exclusive relationship. Should I allow her a chance to be happy with another man? Or should I risk ruining her relationship for my own selfish reasons?

Lonely and Love Starved in Chestnut Hill, Philly.

“Remember now?”

How could she forget him or those words that had turned her world upside down? Tyler nodded slowly. “I remember.”

Judi grimaced. “This guy definitely needs a life. What is this? The fifth time he’s written with his sad sack story?” 

Actually, it was the sixth time. She shrugged then tensed as Judi began to crumple the letter. “No!” She rose, extending her hand. “No. I think it’s time Dear Cari answered him.”

Bk “You do? Why? Because he’s from your old neighborhood?” Judi studied her face. “You don’t know this guy. Do you?”

She hesitated. It would blow Judi away if she knew Tyler suspected that Lonely and Love Starved was Jordan McGuire, the handsome Native American male she had spent so many miserable years adoring in vain. “Philly’s a big place,” she countered lightly, ignoring Judi’s raised eyebrow. “But if ever a man needed help with a woman, he does. Besides, he’s just going to keep writing until I answer him. Responding will get him off my case once and for all.”

Judi gave her another long, considering look. 

She frowned. Maybe she was protesting too much. Before she could decide, Judi handed her the letter and rose. “Well, back to the grind.”

She resumed her seat and sat staring at the letter, taking slow, deep breathes. Damn him! He had loved her yet had let her go away to college and marry another man without telling her. So why was he telling her now in this roundabout way? If he were Lonely and Love Starved, what did he expect her to do? What did he want from her? 

She considered her options. She could drive herself crazy asking a lot of questions for which she had no answers or she could get the answers directly from Jordan McGuire. And just possibly get to sleep with him once or twice before she regulated him to her past. 

* * *
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Chestnut Hill Set to Welcome home Tyler Morgan.

The Philadelphia native, known to millions of newspaper readers as Dear Cari and to Seattle Vanguard readers as a gritty crime reporter, is returning to the city of Brotherly Love after a ten–year absence.

Smiling, Jordan McGuire put down the morning paper. So his letters had finally done the job. It had taken enough of them. He frowned. At least he thought she was coming home as a result of his efforts. Not that it mattered why she was returning. She was coming home. That was all that mattered. 

This time he would be in town when she arrived and he would not be denied. She was coming home and if he had his way he’d have her clinging to him and coming at the first opportunity. But first things first. He picked up the cordless phone resting on his dining room table and hit a speed dial.

“Good morning. Jordan McGuire’s office.”

He smiled. The perky voice on the other end conjured up an immediate picture of a friendly, blue–eyed blonde who was just as energetic at thirty–seven as she’d been at sixteen. During the preceding ten years she’d been his executive assistant and best friend. He had grown to depend on both her friendship and her job skills. 

“It’s me, Katie. I want you to cancel my trip.”

“Why?” 

His hesitation was brief. “She’s coming home, Katie.”

She was silent for a moment. “I suppose you mean Tyler Morgan.”

It wasn’t really a question, but he treated it like one. “Yes. I mean Tyler.”

“I know,” she said quietly. “I saw the paper too.”

“Then you shouldn’t be surprised that I’ve decided not to go to Chicago.” 

“You’re on several panels. You can’t cancel now.”

“I’ve spoken to Sebastian Stoner,” he said of a friend and fellow defense attorney. “He’s already in Chicago and is prepared to step in for me.”

“They invited you, Jordan. Not him.”

He laughed. “Get a grip, Katie. He and his brother have never lost a case. Hell, every attorney in attendance would be eager to hear any advice either he or his brother offered. Trust me, as loyal as you are, even you’d have to admit no one would miss me if he took my place.”

“I’ll admit nothing of the kind. You have to go. She’s not coming until next week and she intends to stay for several weeks, Jordan. So you can still make the conference and see her before she heads back to Seattle.”

He glanced at the four sparse lines in the morning paper. “How do you know all that?” 

“I called her office and asked.”

Trust Katie to cut right to the chase. “Was she there? Did you talk to her?”

“I talked to her secretary. She was very friendly when she found out I was calling from Philly. She said Tyler is looking forward to coming home.”

He noted the tension in her voice. “Great. Now tell me what you’re holding back.”

“You’re too suspicious, Jordan.”

Not to mention horny as hell. “Comes with the job,” he said. “Now what aren’t you telling me?”

“She’s not coming alone.”

Ten years earlier, she’d been a cute, rather plump seventeen–year–old with lovely skin the color of milk chocolate, short, kinky hair, and beautiful brown eyes. Even then she’d had an aura of sensuality he’d found difficult to resist. Now that she was a woman she would no doubt be breathtaking. Of course she wasn’t coming alone. 

He narrowed his gaze. “So she’s not coming alone. What does that mean? She hasn’t remarried, has she?”

“No, but she has a lover.” She spoke quickly. 

He frowned. He’d known Katie since senior high. After two nights of fucking like rabbits, they’d become such good friends that he’d scandalized his father by acting as Man of Honor at Katie’s wedding seven years earlier. Each could usually tell when the other was less than truthful.

“Really?” he asked idly, knowing she wasn’t likely to be deceived by his apparent lack of interest.

“She’s bringing him home to meet her father, so she must be serious about him, Jordan.”

He looked out the dining room. A large two–story brick house stood across the street; the house where Tyler probably planned to sleep with her lover. His eyes narrowed. Too bad it wasn’t going to happen that way. “What can you tell me about this man, Katie?”

“Why would I know anything about her boyfriend?” 

He shrugged. “Never mind. I’ll congratulate them when I get back.”

“So you’ll go to the conference tomorrow as planned?”

“Yes,” he said absently. But before he left he meant to find out as much about Tyler’s lover as possible. 

“Good,” Katie sounded relieved. “I’ll see you when you get back. Have a good and safe trip, Jordan. Okay?”

“Sure thing, Katie,” he said and hung up. 

For several moments, he sat in silence, debating the wisdom of his next move. If Tyler ever found out what he was about to do, she’d probably be furious. Still, his options were limited. The alternative was to risk letting her slip through his fingers again—not. 

He picked up the phone and punched out a familiar number.

“Dumont Investigations,” the voice in his ear announced. “Verna speaking.”

“Hi, Verna. This is Jordan McGuire. Is Mikhel or Serge available?”

* * *
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“So, you’re going home for a while?”

Tyler took a bite out of her tuna sandwich before looking across the small cafe table at Judi two days later. “Yes.”

Judi leaned eagerly forward. “Excited?”

“Sure. I haven’t seen my dad in ages.”

“Oh.” Judi sat back, looking disappointed. “So you’re going back to Philadelphia to see your dad?”

Tyler put her sandwich down and picked up her diet coke. “Why else would I be going?”

Judi shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. I thought you were going because of him.”

She paused with the glass halfway to her mouth. “Him? Him who?”

“Love Starved in Philly.” 

Tyler took several sips of her drink before speaking. “Why would you think that?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I just sort of get the feeling that something’s going on between you two.”

Tyler put her glass down and stared at Judi. “Something’s going on? With who?”

“With this Love Starved.”

“Why would you think that?” 

“Well...” Judi shrugged. “No. I guess not because you don’t know who he is. Right?”

“I don’t think I know any man who would admit to being lonely and love starved for a month. Forget ten years. However, if I should happen to stumble over him while I’m in Philly, I’ll be sure to give him your regards.”

“Do you think he knows you’re coming?”

She picked up her sandwich and took a bite before answering. “Why are you so obsessed with this guy?”

Judi grinned. “Because he’s so clearly obsessed with you. It’s kind of exciting.”

“Maybe for this lost love of his.”

“But not for you? Not even a little bit?”

“I think you’re forgetting someone.”

Judi frowned. “Who? Dave?” 

“Yes. Dave,” she said dryly. “Remember him? You’ve met him a couple of times.”

Judi got a dreamy look in her eyes. “Yeah, but I’m thinking this lost love of Lonely and Love Starved must be a heck of a woman to inspire such devotion. And he must be one extraordinary guy to love her so long from afar.”

Tyler shrugged and glanced at her watch. “I’d better get back upstairs. I still have to pick out a few columns to be rerun while I’m gone.” 

* * *
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Dear Lonely and Love Starved,

You didn’t indicate in your letter how your lost love felt about you at the time she went away. Ten years is a long time for unrequited love to last. Her involvement with another man would seem to suggest that she doesn’t share your affection.

Perhaps you need to consider that friendship is all she may have to offer you. It might be time for you to look elsewhere for love.”

“Fat chance!” Jordan tossed the Chicago morning paper onto the nightstand of his hotel room. “Besides, who said anything about unrequited love?” He glanced at his watch. 8:00 am. He wasn’t leading his first session at the Annual Defense Attorneys conference until nine o’clock. Time enough. He sat down at the desk and opened his laptop.

Dear Cari, he typed. 

I don’t think you understand the magnitude of my feelings for this woman. Forgetting her is not an option. I’m consumed by thoughts of her. I have to at least tell her how I feel about her. If you’ll help me, as you have so many others, I’ll be your most grateful and eternal slave.”

* * *
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“Excited?” 

Tyler returned the pressure of Dave Hiller’s hand absently. She couldn’t help but think what an understatement that was as she stood in front of the Chestnut Hill house where she had grown up. During the preceding ten years she had only been home five times for brief visits when Jordan’s sister Pam, who was still her best friend, assured her that he was safely out of town. 

This was the house where she had been the happiest and the saddest. This big house was the center of her fond memories of her deceased mother. It was also where she fell in love with Jordan McGuire and realized he didn’t even know she was alive. Or so he’d let her think.

Get a grip, Tyler, she told herself forcefully as she turned to smile at the man at her side. Dave was an attractive, slender, green–eyed blond of medium height and build. 

Although the sight of him didn’t leave her breathless, she was fond of him. It didn’t sound like much. She’d tried love—first with Jordan and then with Josh. Both her attempts at love had been miserable failures. Lately she’d begun to think that liking and respect were a strong enough foundation on which to build a lasting, fulfilling relationship. Now that she stood mere feet from the McGuire house, she wasn’t so sure anymore.

Growing up it had been filled with the McGuires and their half–siblings the Macariks. Now, she knew Jordan lived there alone with his siblings visiting at holidays.

She shivered and bit her lip. Trying to figure out where her relationship with Dave was headed while sorting out her feelings for Jordan McGuire was crazy. Which was pretty much par for the course lately. After all, it had been insane to allow Dave to accompany her in the first place when she fully intended to end up in Jordan’s bed. 

Not that there was any use crying now. She smiled and slipped her arm through Dave’s. “Oh, yes. It’s been a long time.” She looked at the McGuire house again before turning to face her father’s front door. A big, powerfully built man with gray hair and dark skin stepped onto the porch.

“Dad!” She ran forward and flung herself into her father’s open arms.

“Tyler! Baby girl! Welcome home!” 

She flung her arms around her father’s neck.

He kissed her on both cheeks before he released her. 

She turned to face the house across the road where Jordan still lived. Having him so close would hopefully make her getting laid easier. Imagining him naked and aroused, she swallowed hard, feeling like the shy seventeen–year–old Jordan had refused to notice. But according to his letters, he had noticed. Of course, that was assuming he was Lonely and Love Starved. That’s what she was there to find out. Then, if her luck changed, she’d experience paradise—in his arms and bed. Her heart raced and she took a slow, deep breath. One step at a time, Tyler, she told herself. One step at a time.

For now, she had other concerns. She turned to smile at Dave. “Come meet my dad. Dad, this is Dave Hiller. Dave, this is my father, Paul Morgan.”

As the two men shook hands, she allowed herself one last glance across the road. The only lights visible in the early dusk lit the covered walkway leading to the house and the garage area. He was either working late or out of town. She could easily find out which from Pam.

“You must be tired after that long plane ride, honey.” Her father slipped an arm around her shoulders and gave her a quick bear hug. “Come inside.” 

He swept her along with him, stopping at the door to glance over his shoulder at Dave. “Why don’t you make yourself useful and bring in the bags, ah...Dan was it?”

“It’s Dave, Dad.” She glanced at Dave. “Do you mind?”

She barely had time to see Dave shake his head before her father urged her into the house. Inside, she wiggled out of her father’s embrace and stood looking around the two–story high foyer. The pale green wallpaper with rich gold borders gave her a sense of well–being. She sighed as some of the tension and confusion she felt since Jordan first started writing Dear Cari began to melt away. 

She was home again. And this time instead of trying to avoid Jordan, she longed to see him.

“It’s so good to have you home, baby.”

She smiled. “It’s great to be home, Dad. Only, I’m not exactly a baby anymore.”

He laughed and brushed the back of his hand against her cheek. “You should know by now that you’ll always be my baby girl, Tyler.”

“Dad!” 

“Don’t Dad me,” he said. “Now this Dan. Is he just a friend?”

“He wants to be more,” she admitted, “but I’m just not sure I do. I know that makes me sound fickle, but—”

“It makes you prudent to take the time to be sure,” he interrupted. “You know what I always say.”

She nodded, smiling. “Act in haste, suffer the consequences in leisure.” 

“You actually listened to something I said? Simply amazing.”

She rolled her eyes in mock despair. “Like I had a choice?”

“That’s enough of the back talk, young lady.” He grinned. “You’re not too old to be sent to your room without supper,” he said.

She glanced down at the body Dave called deliciously curvaceous and laughed. “Like missing a meal’s going to hurt me?”

His smile vanished and he held up a large hand. “I hope you’re not going to start that nonsense about needing to lose weight,” he said. “You are a beautiful, voluptuous woman that any man with good sense and taste would be honored to have notice him,” he said sternly.

She smiled. Her father had always been her biggest fan. She leaned up and kissed his cheek. “That’s a strange remark for a cardiologist to make—even a retired one.”

“You’re healthy. You eat sensibly and keep in shape. You’re not obese and not everyone can be paper–thin. Someone females are actually shaped like a woman and there are many men who love beautiful women with meat on their bones.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

He nodded toward the living room. “I’ll go make us a drink. What does Dan drink?”

“Gin,” she told his retreating back. “And his name is Dave.”

“Ah, you want to give me a hand here?”

She turned to find Dave struggling through the open front door with their luggage. “Right. Sorry.” She reached up and pressed a quick kiss against his cheek before relieving him of two of her suitcases. “Welcome to our home.”

“Are you sure I am welcome?” He gave a mock shiver. “Your father’s greeting made it feel more like December in here than May. How many times is he going to call me Dan?”

“Of course you’re welcome. Dad has problems remembering names.” She deliberately raised her voice so it carried. “Right, Dad?”

“Right,” Paul Morgan called back.

Dave shook his head. “Why don’t I believe either of you?” 

She grinned. “It must be your suspicious nature. Trust me. You’re very welcome. Dad, we’re going to take the bags upstairs,” she called as she led the way up the wide staircase.

Tyler stopped in front of the first room on the second floor landing with the door ajar. She pushed it halfway open with her foot, revealing a large, high–ceilinged room, dominated by a big four–poster bed. “My room.”

Walking inside, she dropped her bags on the carpet. 

Dave hastily dumped his three next to them. He then slipped his arms around her waist and drew her against him. “Don’t you mean our room?” 

She allowed herself to enjoy the warmth of his body for a few brief moments. When she felt evidence of his arousal, she eased out of his embrace. “Dad is the greatest father in the world, but he’s very old–fashioned.”

“What?” Dave’s sea–green eyes narrowed in obvious disappointment. “Are you telling me we won’t be sharing a bed?”

“Why would you expect us to become lovers in my father’s house?” she asked wearily. 

“Because it’s time you became my woman.” He drew her back into his arms and pressed a long kiss against her mouth. 

She responded to his kiss, but quickly pulled away when he rotated his hips and rubbed his cock against her. “Not in my father’s house.”

He sighed. “You’re a tough sell, Tyler.”

“Maybe so,” she conceded slowly. “But after Josh, I want to be sure before I hop into bed with another man. I hope you think I’m worth waiting for.”

He gave her a gentle squeeze. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

Given her reaction to the sight of Jordan’s house, allowing Dave to accompany her looked more and more like a mistake. “Yes.”  

“So are you sure we can’t play musical beds after Daddy goes to sleep?” He squeezed her ass. “Pretty please?”

It had been a long time since she’d made love and she was tempted. She suspected Dave would be a gentle, sweet lover. But sleeping with him now was out of the question. She smiled to take the sting out of her words. “I’m positive.”

“Forgive me if I keep trying.”

Lord, she’d been a fool. She had no interest in his trying to sweet talk her into bed while she tried to discover if she were Jordan McGuire’s lost love. How could she get Dave to leave without hurting his feelings? “Your room is just down the hall.”

He sighed. “Tyler...come on. Is it because I’m not African–American?”

“No! It’s because...” She still hungered for Jordan McGuire—who also wasn’t African–American. “It’s because this is my father’s house and he doesn’t expect me to sleep with anyone I’m not married to under his roof. Is that so hard to understand? I’m his only child.”

Dave sighed. “No. I guess not.”

She smiled. “Good. I’ll show you your room.”

* * *

[image: ]


“Oh, come on, T, say you’ll come.”

Tyler sighed and resisted the urge to rip the Bluetooth from her ear and toss it across the bedroom. While she and Pam spoke on the phone at least once a month, they hadn’t actually seen each other since Pam’s last trip to Seattle a year earlier. So she was eager to see Pam again, but not at one of her infamous parties. Pam was the sole female in a family of big, handsome brothers. One or more of them were always at her parties. While she was eager to see Jordan again, she didn’t want their first meeting in over ten years to happen in such a setting.

She turned off her laptop and stared out the window of her bedroom, which gave her a perfect view of the McGuire house across the road. “I’ve only been back two days, Pam. In addition to working on several articles and compiling my first Dear Cari book, I want to spend some time with Dad and Dave.”

“Oh come on, T. Today’s Tuesday and the party isn’t until Saturday. That’ll give you plenty of time to work and being with man number one and two. Of course you’ll bring this Dave of yours with you.”

“This Dave?” She frowned. “He’s a nice guy, P.”

“Hello. When did I say he wasn’t?”

She sighed. “I’m picking up I–don’t–like–this–guy vibes from you.”

“Oh, yeah? If you are, it must be your overactive imagination, Tyler,” Pam said brightly. “Because I am sure I’ll fall hopelessly in love with him the moment I see him, that I will have to immediately divorce Brad, steal him from you, the two of us will promptly run off to Kalamazoo where we’ll have tons of babies, and live happily ever after. I promise you, T, I will absolutely love this man of yours. Okay? Satisfied?”

She laughed helplessly. “You’re as impossible as ever!” 

“So Brad keeps telling me,” Pam said smugly. “But the point being, it’s time you had a little fun. Now that you’re dating, you don’t have to worry about my trying to fix you up. I just want you to come, let your hair down, and enjoy yourself. What about it?”

It had been awhile since she’d had any fun. Dave had spent most of the six months they’d been dating traveling around the country doing magazine spreads. Tyler spent her weekends volunteering at the local senior center or reading. Maybe it was time she eased herself back into circulation. 

“If you’re worried about running into Jordan,” Pam began. “don’t. He won’t be there.”

She stiffened. “Just so you know, P, I’m not the same teenager who imagined herself in love with him!” Damn, girl, I almost believe you myself.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I’m not worried about running into your brother, Pam!” Then realizing how sharp her voice sounded, she took a deep breath before continuing in her normal tone. “In fact, far from being nervous, I’m rather looking forward to seeing him again. If not at your party, then someplace else.” 

“You are? Really?”

She didn’t much care for the obvious skepticism in Pam’s voice. “Yes. Really. Now, if you’re still interested in having us, Dave and I would love to come.”

“And I would love to have you and your ‘nice’ Dave come. So, stop by any time after six. Dress casual, dress dressy. Wear a potato sack. Whatever. Just make sure you come prepared to have fun.”

“Fine. We will. See you then.” 

Tyler touched her Bluetooth earpiece to end the call and picked up the latest letter from Love Starved that Judi had emailed her that morning among several others she thought Tyler might want to respond to.

I’ll be your most grateful and eternal slave. 

She could not picture the handsome, polished Jordan McGuire as any woman’s slave. Especially hers. Still, if there was the slightest chance he had been and was still in love with her, she had to know. After all, that was why she was there. The trick was finding out with Dave in tow. 

Her mother used to say where there was a will, there was a way. At the moment, she lacked the way. And maybe fairness to Dave demanded that she leave it that way—yet she couldn’t.

She sat thinking for several minutes before she turned on her laptop and began her reply. 

Dear Lonely and Love Starved,

I seem to stand corrected. If you feel so strongly about your lost love, maybe you should tell her. Most women would be deeply touched to know your love has stood the test of time.

In any case, the only real way to find out how she feels about you, is to ask her. Remember: nothing ventured, nothing gained.

I wish you well.

She bit her lip and hesitated for several moments before hitting the enter button. There. It was done. Now all she needed to do was to sit back and wait for him to come tell her how he felt. Then figure out if she wanted anything more than a few hot nights with him. 

Of course before that could happen, she’d have to come clean with Dave and find a way to let him down easily. Having spent most of her teenage life overweight and dateless, she was only slightly ashamed of herself for being pleased at the thought of two handsome men vying for her attention.

That is until she considered the possibility of Dave getting hurt. She rubbed her hands against her temples. If Jordan turned out to be Love Starved, where would that leave Dave? One hurt man in her past was more than enough. She couldn’t hurt Dave as she’d hurt Josh, and yet she couldn’t leave without seeing Jordan again. 

What had possessed her to allow Dave to accompany her? Although she’d been honest with him about her feelings, her allowing him to come meet her father surely gave him false hope. She should have come alone or not at all.

* * *
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“Okay, Jordan, what’s going on between you two?” 

Jordan noticed Katie didn’t take her eyes off the road as she expertly merged her car onto the I–95 on–ramp, heading away from Philadelphia International Airport.

He cast a weary glance at her profile. “I beg your pardon?”

“You heard me.”

“Between me and who?” 

“You know perfectly well who I’m talking about, Jordan,” Katie said in the scolding voice he knew so well. “I’ve been reading Dear Cari, and I know you better than you’d like me to. So don’t try to tell me you’re not Lonely and Love Starved in Philly and Tyler Morgan isn’t your lost love.”

He frowned. When would Katie learn there was a time to stop pushing? Telling Tyler how he’d felt about her, albeit anonymously, had been difficult enough. He was not in the mood to tell anyone else, even Katie, how much losing Tyler had hurt. If he hadn’t confided in his older brother Kristopher, he sure as hell wasn’t going to confide in her. The only thing that made the raw ache bearable was the certain knowledge that Tyler was about to land in his bed. 

“I enjoyed networking at the conference. Thanks for your interest,” he said dryly.

“We can talk about the conference anytime, so don’t try to change the subject, Jordan.”

“Is that why you came to pick me up? So you could cross–examine me like a hostile witness in a murder case?” he asked coolly.  

“You haven’t answered my question,” she pointed out. “What do you think you’re doing?”

As usual, Katie would not be sidetracked. “You know it would be nice if, on rare occasions, you could see your way clear to mind your own business,” he said bluntly.

“How can I when you insist on playing with fire? She’s practically engaged. What do you hope to accomplish?”

“I’m following her suggestions, Katie,” he said shortly, wondering why he was even trying to explain his actions to her.

“Do you really think you can win her back?”

“I will win her back.” 

“You sound so determined.”

He shot her a quick glance. Why should that thought make her sound so upset? “I am determined.”

“What about the man who came with her?”

He dismissed him with a shrug. “What about him? Look, I’ll be sorry if he ends up hurt, but I am not going to lose her again. It’s not my problem if he can’t keep what he’s almost got. And it’s not your problem either, Katie. So let it go and keep your nose out of this.”

She tossed her head angrily, then her right hand left the wheel to touch his leg. “Are you sure about this? I’d hate to see you get hurt.”

He lifted her hand from his leg, squeezed it gently, and put it back on the steering wheel. “Don’t worry, Katie. I’ll be fine.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” she grumbled.

“Have you seen them together?”

“Yes,” she said with obvious hesitance.

“Where?”

“They were on her father’s porch yesterday when I stopped by your house to pick up a deposition I needed,” she admitted reluctantly.

“Oh? At my house? What deposition was that?”

“The Nelson deposition.”

“I see. Would that be the same Nelson deposition that I distinctly told you was on my hard drive at the office? Or would that be another Nelson deposition?” 

“Well, I forgot,” she began heatedly, only to trail off as he began to laugh in obvious disbelief. “Okay, wise guy. I wanted to see her.”

“So tell me about my competition. What’s he like? How did she respond to him?”

“Oh, Jordan, you will be careful, won’t you?”

“Not likely. Careful guys finish last along with the nice ones. I was careful once before and look where it got me. This time I intend to do whatever is necessary to get what I want. I need you to understand that. If that means walking all over this Hiller guy, so be it. I’m sure he’s a big boy and he’ll survive.”

She was silent for so long that he thought she wasn’t going to answer. When she finally did, her voice was unsteady. “I guess I didn’t know you felt that strongly about her.”

“Didn’t you?”

“I didn’t know you liked black women, Jordan.”

“Well, that just goes to show there are still some things about me that you don’t know.”

“I’ve never known you to date a black woman.”

It wasn’t black women he liked in general. It was one particular black woman he loved. “Why are we discussing who I date? Tell me about this party of Pam’s. Is Tyler going to be there with the competition?”

“How should I know? I’m not your paid informant. I’m your assistant.”

“And I’d be lost without you,” he admitted. “So are they going to be there or not?”

“Well, if you must know...”

“I must.”

“They’ll be there, but I don’t think Pam is expecting you.”

“Then she’ll be in for a surprise, won’t she? I will be there. Thanks, Katie honey.”

“Don’t call me Katie honey, and don’t expect any more help, Jordan. I won’t help you get in over your head.”

“In over my head?” He glanced at her in surprise. “Did it ever occur to you that she might have come home because of my letters?” 

“Did it ever occur to you that she came home to introduce her next husband to be to her father?” she shot back.

Now that was a sobering and unpleasant thought. One he couldn’t afford to entertain. “No it didn’t,” he said, ignoring the rude noises she made in response. “By the way, how’s ole what’s his name?”

“You know perfectly well what his name is, Jordan McGuire,” she said, sounding more like her usual cheerful self. “And James would be a lot better if I were at home in his arms, instead of here engaged in this fruitless and thankless task of trying to pound some sense into your rather thick skull.”

“Ah, Katie, Katie–ever the dutiful friend. Always the loving wife. I’m almost as lucky to have you as my friend as James is to have you as his wife.”

He laughed at her response, which was far from ladylike.

* * *
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Tyler stood in the doorway, watching Dave quickly throw clothes into the open suitcases on his bed. The call from his agent had galvanized him into action. 

“What are you doing?”

He barely glanced up at her. “I’m packing.”

“I can see that. I guess you have to go, huh?”

He looked up briefly. “Of course I do.” 

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but weren’t you the one who insisted that this visit to my dad was the ideal opportunity for us to see where our relationship was going? How can you just leave now?”

“How can I not? Be reasonable, T,” he said, turning his attention back to his packing. “Unlike you, I’m still trying to establish myself. When I get a chance to do a shoot with a model who’s clearly on her way up, I can’t afford to pass on it. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t do the same in my position.”

Of course she would, but that was beside the point. “Pam’s party is tomorrow. We were supposed to go together.” She stopped and bit her lip. Was that whinny voice really hers? Since when did she need an escort to attend a party? After all, it wasn’t as if Jordan would be there. And hadn’t she spent most of the past few days trying to figure out how to get Dave out of the picture so she could jump into bed with Jordan at the first opportunity? Face it, girl. You can’t have it both ways. 

Dave fastened his last suitcase and turned to face her. “So you’ll go alone.” With a suitcase in either hand, he crossed the room to stand in front of her. He kissed her lips, which she kept tightly locked. 

He pulled back and studied her face. “Come on, T. I thought you’d be happy for me.”

She grimaced and softened. “I am happy for you, Dave. You know I am.”

“But?”

Suddenly without the safety net of his presence, the thought of facing Jordan alone shook her. He’d always dated lithe blondes or brunettes. Would he really find her plus–size body sexy? “It’s just that you’re supposed to be on vacation. You weren’t going to tell anyone where you were.”

“And I didn’t. I don’t know how the agency found me or why the swimsuit designers asked for me personally. And I really don’t care. I just know I’ve worked my butt off for this chance and at last, I have it. If I do a good job in Rome, I can begin to write my own ticket.”

“I know,” she admitted. “I’m really thrilled that you’re finally getting the chance you’ve deserved for so long. No strings or buts attached.”

He grinned. “Now that’s my T–girl. I know it’s not what we planned. Believe me when I tell you, I was really looking forward to spending some quality time with you. We’ll pick up where we left off when I return.”

“When will that be?”

“I’ll be gone two weeks at the most. You can spend the time with your father and get reacquainted with your friends.”

He bent and kissed her again, slowly and deeply. “Drive me to the airport?”

She slipped her arm around his waist. “Of course I will, bosom buddy and lifelong pal.”

“Hey, hey! Go easy with the pal bit,” he protested. He smiled at her. “Hey, gorgeous. You know where a guy can get a quick lift to Philly International?”

“I think I can pull a few strings and get you there on time.” She picked up his overnight bag and followed him down the hall.

Driving back from the airport, the implications of Dave’s departure hit her. She now had two weeks to explore her feelings for Jordan. If, in fact, he was Love Starved and if he returned before Dave did. That was a lot of assuming with no facts.
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Chapter Two
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Jordan stood at the edge of the crowded terrace and watched the tall, voluptuous woman in the pretty, blue dress that seemed to caress her smooth, dark skin. She stood alone, staring up at the full moon. A smile curved his lips. Maybe she wasn’t typical cover girl material, but she was definitely worth a second and a third look. There was no denying she knew how to use what she had.

Not that he had ever doubted it. He had told her so that time he found her on his parents’ front porch, crying because some thoughtless teenage boy had made an unkind remark about her weight. She had refused to believe he was serious when he told her she was the perfect size. This time he couldn’t afford not to convince her. 

* * *
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“Hello.”

Tyler hadn’t heard Jordan McGuire speak since she left home ten years earlier. Nevertheless, she immediately recognized his warm, deep voice amidst the loud music and assorted conversations going on around her on Pam and Brad’s crowded terrace.

At seventeen, she would have given up a Pulitzer–prize winning series of articles to be noticed by him. Of course a lot of things had changed in ten years—at least she hoped so.

She put her empty martini glass on a small table at her side before turning to survey him. Although she’d always considered Native American males more interesting than attractive, she’d always found Jordan and his brothers panty–wetting sexy. Over six feet tall, he had wide shoulders and a big, masculine body a five–foot nine–inch woman could safely wear heels with.

A hint of silver at his temples provided a sexy contrast with his short, glossy dark brown hair. He oozed sex appeal and all the mystique of the Native American male in the dark blue designer suit and silk tie he wore.  

All the polite, polished small talk she’d planned flew out of her head. She ached with the need to feel his arms around her and his lips moving hungrily against hers—even if only for one night. Now that she’d seen him again she feared it was unrealistic to expect a man with his physical attraction and financial means to be hopelessly in love with her. Still, Josh and Dave both found her attractive. Why shouldn’t Jordan at least have a mild interest in her?
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